
In the weeks to come, President Bush would twice propose dra- 
matic changes in American law that would allow him to employ 
troops against civilians. In the year that followed, he'd get those 
powers and more, convincing Congress to codify his long-asserted 
authority to wiretap at will and arrest anyone anywhere on Earth 
whom he suspected of terrorist involvement. 

Some of those powers might, if used properly, somewhat reduce 
the risks of a future terrorist attack, albeit at great cost to our constitu- 
tional order and American standing in the world. Others, like the 
proposed abandonment of Posse Comitatus, were exercises in secu- 
rity theater at its worst. But each new power sought was in large 
part a response to the dilemma of the modem presidency and the 
boundless public expectations that created that dilemma. When crisis 
looms, all eyes turn to the man at the center. What is he doing to 
keep us safe? What more is he prepared to do? 

It would take enormous virtue, enormous self-restraint, for any 
ii president carrying the burden of such expectations to resist seeking 
(1 I 

I+ 
vast new powers. To suffer the inevitable political blowback from 

l 1  events that may, in the end, be unpreventable-without chafing 
I against the constitutional safeguards that limit presidential power. 

1 1  
And yet the system we've adopted to select presidents, and the 
environment they enter once they get there, make self-restraint I 

~ ~ I ; I  
among the least likely of presidential virtues. 
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8. Why the Worst Get on Top . . . and 
Get Worse 

I pray Heaven to bestow the best of blessings on this house, 
and all that shall hereafter inhabit. May none but honest and 
wise men ever rule under this roof. 

\ -President John Adams, in a letter to 
Abigail drafted after his first night in the White House 

Can any American child grow up to be president? Probably not, 
however fond we might be of the idea. Perhaps a better question 
is: what well-adjusted tyke would want the job?' Not everyone finds 
the idea of being "the most powerful man in the world" intrinsically 

I appealing, particularly when weighed against the enormous costs- 
physical and emotional-entailed in getting there and serving. 
Asked in 1998 whether he'd ever nm for president, newly elected 
Minnesota governor Jesse Ventura demurred: "I've watched presi- 

! dents and usually when they get elected, they look young and virile, 
and about four years later they look like they've aged 25 years. Life 
is too s h ~ r t . " ~  

The Republic is probably no worse off for having missed out on 
the services of Jesse "The Body," but when an ex-Navy Seal like 

j 

Ventura avers that he might not be tough enough for the job-when 
a former professional wrestler declines to enter the electoral circus- 
we might wonder what sort of person seeks it out. 

1 It's not just the burdens of office that deter ordinary, level-headed 
people from seeking the presidency. It's what it takes to win the 

I 

prize. The modern campaign trail is a waking life spent under the 
camera's merciless eye, a blur of glad-handing pancake breakfasts, 
hoarse-voiced platitudes, and long hours on the phone begging for 

I cash. As the journalist Elizabeth Drew has observed, "Few human 
beings could emerge whole" from this "strange and brutal" competi- 

I t i ~ n . ~  Perhaps few human beings who were whole in the first place 

I 
would feel compelled to enter such a contest. 



i Why the Worst Get on Top . . . and Get Worse 

If we're dissatisfied with the presidents we get-and we certainly 
seem to be-then instead of cursing our bad luck, it's worth examin- 
ing why we get the presidents we do. Political leadership doesn't 
emerge in a vacuum, after all: the sorts of leaders any given regime 
generates depend on that regime's institutional design and the pro- 
cess it sets up for picking those who will rule. 

Friedrich Hayek addressed The Road to Serfdom to "the socialists 
of all parties," and in Chapter 10, "Why the Worst Get on Top," took 
them to task for their belief that the repellent features of socialist 
rcovernments were a kind of historical accident. Hayek's adversaries 

Scotsman James Bryce attempted to explain "Why Great Men Are 
Not Chosen Presidents." One of the reasons Bryce offered was that 
the 19th-century presidency didn't require greatness: 

" 
recognized that people morally unsuited to rulk had repeatedly 
seized power under socialism; yet, the democratic socialists of the 

11 , I  
West maintained, in effect, that "it is not the system which we need 
fear, but the danger that it might be run by bad men."* I" What the socialists of all parties had overlooked, according to 

[European observers] forget that the president does not sit 
in Congress, that he ought not to address meetings, except 
on ornamental and (usually) nonpolitical occasions, that he 
cannot submit bills nor otherwise influence the action of the 
legislature. His main duties are to be prompt and firm in 
securing the due execution of the laws and maintaining the 
public peace.5 

'I 

Today, the president's duties are immeasurably greater, and his 
powers correspondingly immense. The Framers constructed a sys- 
tem in which no one person or branch would be trusted with too 
much authority. The transformation of that system-the concentra- 
tion of power that has come with increased presidential responsibil- 
ity-means that being able to trust the man at the top is far more 
important than ever before. What sort of person does the trans- 
formed presidency call forth today? Are the candidates who hear 
the call worthy of such trust? 

As this chapter will suggest, there's good reason to doubt that the 
system we have today selects for the virtues that would be necessary 
to wield the enormous powers of the modem presidency-if anyone 
is morally fit to be trusted with so much power. The modern cam- 
paign for the presidency has become a Darwinian contest rewarding 
bottomless ambition and moral flexibility-far more demanding 
than it used to be, and far more likely to deter well-adjusted, princi- 
pled men and women from seeking the office. And the environment 
that the modern president enters into upon assuming office virtually 
ensures that even a conscientious, psychologically healthy person 
will become increasingly disconnected from reality. The demands 
of the job and the conditions of White House life warp personality, 
distort judgment, and encourage dysfunctional behavior. 

The Framers hoped that the presidential selection system they 
designed would favor virtuous characters like Washington, who 
could wield power responsibly, and even renounce additional pow- 
ers when proffered, if those powers were inconsistent with republi- 
can government. In this chapter, we'll look at how the process of 
selecting the president has changed over two centuries, in ways that 
frustrated the Framers' hopes. 

Hayek, was the close connection between the system and the type 

1; 
of leader it tended to produce. If bad men repeatedly rose to the 
top, it was because the nature of the regime itself had called them 
there, by setting up a self-selection process in which those attracted 

' ,  
to absolute power and willing to wield it pitilessly would necessarily 
win out over their less ruthless compatriots. 

i I Hayek's focus, of course, was on to1,alitarian governments; thank- 
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; fully, in democratic, pluralist America, our problems are far less 
i grave. Still, the insights contained in Chapter 10 of The Road to 

1: Serfdom have force even outside the context of the total state. Like 
'!' Hayek's adversaries, today's "presidentialists of all parties" maintain 

that the problems of the presidency stem from bad leadership; the 
system itself is fundamentally sound. 

The preceding chapters have, I hope, provided some reason to 
doubt that assessment. The modern conception of the president as 

I the "man in charge" of finding solutions to all major problems in 
American life demands the impossible and, in the demanding, i encourages concentration of power and erosion of civil liberties. 

1 , The impossibility of the job, combined with Americans' enduring 
conviction that the "great" presidents are those who meet emergen- 

I cies-real or manufactured-by expanding their powers and revolu- 
tionizing the American constitutional order-calls forth men and 
women who believe themselves fit for the task. 

When the presidency demanded less, it attracted people with a 
different sort of temperament. In 1888's The American Commonwealth, 



After examining the way we choose the president, we'll turn to 
the ways in which the experience of being president has changed, 
and the effect those changes can be expected to have on the person 
occupying the office. 

At this writing, as campaign 2008 gets under way, the roughly 
half of the electorate that identifies as Democratic appears especially 
energized by the impending election. At the rallies and on the blogs, 
a common theme that emerges is that George W. Bush's retirement 
and a Democratic restoration will end overweening executive power 
and restore wisdom and temperance to the presidency. 

Hope springs eternal. But recent history suggests that trying to 
set things right by electing a better man or woman reflects hope's 
triumph over experience. Given the inordinate power and responsi- 
bility it grants to the president, the American system of government 
as currently constituted does not select for wisdom and temperance, 
nor does it encourage those qualities in office. 

The Paradox of Choice 
From the early 20th century on, Progressive Era reformers and 

their modem heirs have worked to increase citizen participation in 
the presidential selection process by expanding the use of primaries, 
disempowering party elites, and encouraging plebiscitary cam- 
paigns. In so doing, the Progressives hoped to energize American 
voters, inspiring them to rally behind popular, activist leaders. 

The idea of democratizing the process of picking a democracy's 
chief executive officer has an intuitive appeal. Yet, as the University 
of Virginia's James W. Ceaser notes in his book Presidential Selection: 
Theo y and Development, the Progressives' perspective departed radi- 
cally from the Framers' central concern: the effect of the selection 
process on the presidency i t~e l f .~  For the Constitution's architects, 
the important question was, what sort of man would tend to rise to 
the top? 

"Characters Pre-Eminent for Ability and Virttie" 
The sort of man they wanted, of course, was Washington, the 

unanimous choice of the electors in 1789 and 1792. The Framers 
recognized that "enlightened statesmen would not always be at the 
helm,"' but they wanted a system that would improve the odds. A 
properly designed selection system would promote candidates with 
republican virtues; equally important, it would deter demagogues, 
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discouraging the elevation of what the Federnlist calls "those brilliant 
appearances of genius and patriotism, which, like transient meteors, 
sometimes mislead as well as da~zle ."~  

The Framers were confident they'd designed such a system. In 
Federalist No. 68, the sole essay devoted entirely to the method of 
choosing the president, Hamilton writes that the method of selecting 
the president was practically the only part of the proposed Con- 
stitution to escape criticism. That was for good reason, Hamilton 
argued: selection by the Electoral College allowed "the sense of the 
people" to operate on the choice of president, through knowledge- 
able intermediaries capable of cooling and refining public passions. 
Instead of crossing the country in search of support, rousing crowds 
and promising benefits, the president would be selected on the basis 
of reputation, by a body of "men most capable of analyzing the 
qualities adapted to the station," electors who would be "most likely 
to possess the information and discernment requisite to so compli- 
cated an investigation." In other systems, "talents for low intrigue, 
and the little arts of popularity," might win the day, but it would 
require "other talents, and a different kind of merit . . . to make [a 
person] a successful candidate for the distinguished office of Presi- 
dent of the United States." "It willnot be too strong to say," Hamilton 
concluded, "that there will be a constant probability of seeing the 
station filled by characters pre-eminent for ability and v i r t ~ e . " ~  

Things haven't quite worked out as planned. The modern presi- 
dency has become precisely what the Framers sought to avoid: an 
office for which popular appeals are the coin of the realm, the method 
by which the occupant seeks to mobilize the masses and reshape 
the constitutional order. The modern race for the presidency has 
been transformed accordingly, becoming a grueling plebiscitary 
marathon that rewards "talents for low intrigue and the little arts 
of popularity." And few among us feel moved to give thanks for 
having so many "characters pre-eminent for ability and virtue" 
among which to choose. 

From Party Convention to Plebiscite 

Many of the Framers' assumptions about how the selection process 
would work gave way within the first few election cycles under the 
new Constitution. The rise of factions meant that nomination and 
election of the president would no longer look like the neutral search 
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for merit described in Federalist 68.1° But the modern system-a 
plebiscitary campaign for a plebiscitary presidency-was a long 
time coming. 

Nor had the Framers envisioned the system of nomination by 
national party conventions that had crystallized by 1832. Yet, that 
system still largely fulfilled their goals of constraining presidential 
ambition and deterring demagogic appeals. The leading candidates 
for president would not win the nomination on the basis of mass 
public campaigns; instead, they'd be vetted for suitability by party 
elites familiar with the candidates' reputations. And the republican 
norm against plebiscitary campaigning, which had remained sur- 
prisingly robust throughout the 19th century, meant that the race 
for the presidency was short, and not particularly onerous. 

Political etiquette in the 19th century dictated that "the office of 
President of the United States should neither be.sought nor 
declined," as James K. Polk put it upon accepting the 1844 Demo- 
cratic nomination. Even those who violated that norm by campaign- 
ing on their own behalf, like 1872 Democratic candidate Horace 
Greeley, often felt compelled to apologize for breaking "the unwrit- 
ten law of our country that a candidate for President may not make 
speeches."" 

As the century progressed, the strictures against public appeals 
loosened somewhat. Yet, unless you were William Jennings Bryan, 
running for president wasn't particularly arduous. Republican can- 
didates in the last two decades of the century generally ran "front 
porch" campaigns. In the 1888 campaign, Benjamin Harrison gave 
94 speeches but never left his hometown of Indianapoli~.'~ It wasn't 
easy to stoke popular fervor from your front porch, but at least it 
was comfortable. 

If the presidents of the era were often uninspiring, then so much 
the better: the office wasn't designed to inspire. "Great men are not 
chosen presidents," Lord Bryce maintained, because such men are 
rare, because the American "method of choice does not bring them 
to the top," and because "they are not, in quiet times, absolutely 
needed.'"' They weren't needed-or much missed-in the "quiet 
times" that prevailed for the five decades from the end of the Civil 
War until American entry in World War I. If Bryce's contemporary, 
Lord Acton, was right that "great men are almost always bad men," 
then 19th-century Americans had reason to celebrate a system that 
elevated modest men to an office with modest powers." 

"The Cure for the Ills of Democracy Is More Democracy" 

For the Progressive reformers of the early 20th century, however, 
presidential modesty was no virtue: they wanted a great office that 
would attract great men. Transforming the presidency demanded a 
new selection system that would allow Progressive presidents to 
carry out audacious reforms. Accordingly, the Progressives favored 
an open nominating process that would displace the corrupt party 
machines and empower the electorate. The "great army of the peo- 
ple" would be elevated and inspired by their ability to participate 
in the choice of candidates for national leader. The candidates chosen 
would run general election campaigns based on popular appeals, 
and the winner who emerged would then be able to claim a popular 
mandate for bold executive action. 

For Woodrow Wilson, a pivotal figure in the development of the 
plebiscitary presidency, the president was to be the country's "one 
national voice": once he "takes the imagination of the country," "no 
other single force can withstand him."I5 What was neebed, then, 
was a selection process that would allow the candidate to capture 
the country's imagination. In his 1913 State of the Union, the first 
in 112 years delivered in person before Congress, Wilson called for 
legislation providing "primary elections throughout the country at 
which the voters of the several parties may choose their nominees 
for the Presidency without the intervention of nominating conven- 
tions."I6 In 1916, Wilson became the f i s t  sitting president to travel 
the country stumping for his own reelection. 

That year was roughly the high-water mark for Progressive-era 
electoral reforms. Though informal strictures against plebiscitary 
campaigning continued to erode, the Progressives' vision of a plebi- 
scitary, primary-dominated selection system wouldn't be fully real- 
ized for nearly six decades. 

In the so-called mixed system that had emerged by the 1950s, 
primaries were becoming increasingly important, but they weren't 
yet determinative. Senator Estes Kefauver of Tennessee, who'd 
become a national figure by leading televised Senate hearings on 
organized crime, ran for the 1952 Democratic nomination while 
wearing his trademark coonskin cap, and won 12 of 15 primaries. 
Yet, since fewer than half the party delegates were selected through 
primaries, Adlai Stevenson managed to secure the nomination even 



though he hadn't actively campaigned. Barry Goldwater accom- 
plished a similar feat in 1964, garnering the Republican nomination 
despite winning only one contested primary." 

Four years later, the furor surrounding the 1968 race set the stage 
for a transformation of the Democratic party's nomination process. 
Vice President Hubert Humphrey campaigned for the 1968 Demo- 
cratic nomination on "the politics of joy." In the aftershock of Robert 
Kennedy's assassination, with anti-war activists and Mayor Daley's 
cops fighting it out in the streets of Chicago, the convention that 
gave Humphrey the nod wasn't a particularly joyful affair. Inside 
the convention hall, the warfare was less bloody, but tempers ran 
high. Eugene McCarthy supporters and other war opponents com- 
plained about the undemocratic delegate-selection procedures that 
had helped the party's old guard push Humphrey through. A late- 
night roll-call vote on the second day of the convention prepared 
the way for what would eventually become a major overhaul of the 
party's nominating rules. The resulting McGovern-Fraser Commis- 
sion (chaired by South Dakota senator and 1972 presidential candi- 
date George McGovern and Donald M. Fraser, a Minnesota congress- 
man) proclaimed that "the cure for the ills of democracy is more 
democracy," and devised 18 rules on delegate selection designed to 
open up the process and weaken the control of party elites.I8 

One effect of the rule changes was to encourage the proliferation 
of presidential primaries. It turned out that adopting primaries was 
the easiest and surest way for a state party to insulate its delegates 
from challenge. The Republicans adopted similar reforms, albeit 
more slowly, and by 1976 both parties selected more than two- 
thirds of their delegates via primary votes.I9 For both parties, the 
presidential nominating system had completed its transformation 
from a convention-dominated system to a primary-dominated one. 

What It Takes 

If the result is more democratic, it's also far more demanding 
for the candidates, as political scientists Nelson Polsby and Aaron 
Wildavsky have described: 

The spreading out of preconvention party skirmishing, 
extending first to the primary phase and now to an ever 
lengthening preprirnary period, is, in part, a direct result of 
rules changes governing delegate selection to the national 
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convention.. . . These rule changes have had the net effect 
of increasing the number of different people each candidate 
for the nomination must reach and, if possible, convince of 
his worthiness. The more people you have to reach, the more 
t i e  and money it takes to do the job.?O 

And the smaller the increments in which the candidate is allowed 
to raise money, the more time and effort he or she will have to devote 
to it. The 1974 amendments to the Federal Elections Campaign Act, 
which limited individual contributions to $1,000 per candidate per 
election cycle, made it far more labor intensive to raise the necessary 
funds. As Bradley A. Smith, former head of the Federal Election 
Commission, has noted: 

A common complaint among the electorateis that campaigns 
have become too long. This is also, in part, a consequence 
of FECA. Because of the low fund raising limits and the 
corresponding time that must be spent raising funds, candi- 
dates must, as a practical matter, declare their candidacies 
earlier with each election. . . . In 1968, before FECA, Senator 
Gene McCarthy was able to launch a challenge to President 
Lyndon Johnson, starting just a few months before the critical 
New Hampshire primary. He was able to do this because 
he was able to raise the necessary funds in a very short 
period of time, getting large, six figure contributions from 
Stewart Mott, Jack Dreyfuss, and a handful of others?' 

Today, the ability to mount that sort of offensive is largely limited 
to rich eccentrics like H. Ross Perot. Thirty years of campaign finance 
reform have yet to "take money out of politics," but, together with 
the post-McGovern delegate-selection reforms, federal contribution 
limits have unintentionally made campaigning far more arduous. 

Of course, the fact that campaigns have become more demanding 
is no reason to shed a tear for the suffering candidate; men and 
women who want to be president enlist voluntarily and they get 
what they desewe. Rather, the focus of our concern ought to be on 
the selection effects of a system that makes such enormous demands. 
Such a system necessarily deters those who aren't temperamentally 
suited to spending hours a day every day for two years on the phone 
asking for money. Worse still, the selection process encourages those 
who are so inclined-or those whose hunger for the presidency is 
so great that they're willing to do whatever it takes to get there. 



Never Too Early 

One of the things it takes today is a very early start. Surveying 
the data for the post-reform era, scholars Michael G. Hagen and 
William G. Mayer note that "a very large proportion of recent presi- 
dential contenders have announced their candidacies at least 400 
days before the opening of their parties' national convention [and] 
at least a year and a half before the November election."22 Running 
for president has never been easy, nor should it be. But it is only in 
the last three decades that it has become an all-consuming multiyear 
job. Warren Harding, elected to succeed Wilson in November 1920, 
began his 1920 campaign in earnest in June. John F. Kennedy offi- 
cially entered the 1960 race in January of that year, and had found 
time in 1959 to make 77 percent of his Senate votes. That pattern 
was typical: mid-20th-century candidates generally announced their 
candidacies at the start of the election year or the winter before, 
and, of those running from the Senate or House, few found it hard 
to keep up their attendance before the election year.= 

The modem race for the presidency demands a radically more 
intense commitment. Indiana senator Evan Bayh, who dropped out 
of the race in late 2006, had begun assembling his 2008 campaign 
team days after President Bush won reelection in 2004, and started 
campaigning hard early in 2005.2' By February 2007, nearly two 
years before the next president's inauguration, all serious contenders 
in the Democratic field had made their official announcements and 
had begun campaigning nonstop. 

The Candidate as Telemarketer 

When not pressing the flesh, modem presidential aspirants need 
to be behind closed doors, pressing phone to ear. "You're talking 
about being locked in a hotel room for four to six hours a day making 
phone calls to a bunch who would rather spend money on things 
other than yourself," says one Republican political consultant of the 
demands on  candidate^.?^ "I feel like a trained dog," said Lamar 
Alexander after attending nearly 300 fundraising events the year 
before the 1996 race for the GOP n0mination.2~ 

The 2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, popularly known as 
McCain-Feingold, doubled the individual contribution limit, allow- 
ing people to give up to $2,000 per presidential candidate, per cam- 
paign (recently raised to $2,300)F7 Still, raising money isn't getting 
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any easier. In March 2006, Federal Election Commission chairman 
Michael E. Toner predicted that there would be "a $100 million entry 
fee at the end of 2007 to be considered a serious  andi id ate."^^ Latter- 
day Progressives often seize on such numbers to make the case that 
there's "too much money" in presidential politics. That's debatable: 
picking a president is fairly important. If, to convince primary voters 
of his or her worth, a candidate might need to spend roughly what 
Warner Brothers spent bringing Catzvornan to theaters nationwide 
in 2004, who's to say that's excessive? 

Instead, the excess we should worry about is the demands on the 
candidate's time when $100 million has to be raised in increments 
of $2,300 or less. Those demands will deter those whose desire 
for power is insufficiently robust to make the presidency seem an 
adequate reward for the nauseating labor required to win it. . 

Promises, Promises 
As the 20th century advanced, the republican norm that the presi- 

dency should neither be sought nor declined went the way of knee I 
breeches and powdered wigs. The normalization of the plebiscitary 
campaign means that during both the nominating and general elec- I 
tion stages, credible candidates must make promises that no honest, 
intelligent, credible person could feel entirely comfortable making. 

In the 1990s, Americans enjoyed a nervous laugh or two over 1 
the spectacle of Vladimir Zhirinovsky's rise to political promi- I 
nence in newly noncommunist Russia. In his campaigns for the 
presidency, the quasi-fascist pol promised, among other things, free 
vodka, cheap underwear, and a husband for every lonely Russian 

1 
woman. Electoral politics in America have not sunk quite so low- I 
yet-but the modern presidential campaign abounds with promises 1 
only slightly less risible. Mike Huckabee swore that as president, 
he'd ensure that America achieves energy independence within eight I I 
yearsF9 In his "Bold Education Agenda to Restore the Promise of 

I I 
America's Schools," John Edwards pledged to provide "An Excellent 
Teacher in Every Classroom," and to make "Every School an Out- 
standing School" (if every school can stand out from all the rest, then 
perhaps the miracle of Lake Wobegon is possible nationally as well, 
and all the children can be above average).30 

Even a liar pays a certain kind of respect to the truth, writes 
Princeton philosopher Harry Frankfurt in his amusing little book 
O n  Bullshit: 



Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are play- 
ing on opposite sides, so to speak, in the same game. Each 
responds to the facts as he understands them.. . . [But] the 
bullshitter . . . does not reject the authority of the truth, as 
the liar does, and oppose himself to it. He pays no attention 
to it at all. By virtue of this, bullshit is a greater enemy of 
the truth than lies are?' 

"It is just this lack of connection to a concern with truth," Frankfurt 
writes, "this indifference to how things are-that I regard as the 
essence of b~l l sh i t . "~~ 

Edwards and Huckabee are intelligent men, intelligent enough, 
surely, to know that there isn't the slightest chance of public policy 
working the miracles they describe. Yet, anyone who feels uneasy 
about making promises he or she couldn't possibly deliver-anyone 
who prefers to have his or her statements correspond to objective 
reality-is preselected out of the race for the presidency. The contest 
the modem candidate enters into is characterized by a "lack of 
connection to a concern with the truth." Thus, the substance of the 
modern presidential campaign is-well, largely, the substance on 
which Frankfurt's book focuses. 

And the promises made on the campaign trail have greater signifi- 
cance than those uttered during the average bull session. Candidates' 
vows to heal the sick, lift up t<e downtrodden, and democratize the 
world raise expectations for the office, and renew the perennial cycle 
of disappointment and centralization. 

What Manner ofMan? 
Still, some defenders of the current nominating system argue that 

it selects for certain qualities that are essential to a successful presi- 
dency: stamina, ambition, and the ability to motivate and inspire 
large numbers of Arneri~ans.~~ And certainly there's something to 
that line of argument. But the post-1968 emphasis on Stakhanovite 
virtues has eclipsed other values, among them the Framers' emphasis 
on the importance of peer review. 

"When the state presidential primaries became the mode rather 
than the exception after 1968," James L. Sundquist writes, "a basic 
safeguard in the presidential election process was lost." The "screen- 
ing function" supplied, however imperfectly, by party leaders, could 
no longer operate in a process that privileged perseverance, name 
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recognition, and fundraising ability.34 Those are virtues of a sort, 
but ones that bear only a random relationship to the moral capacity 
to wield great power responsibly. 

It would be a mistake to romanticize the old selection system, or 
to blame too many of our current difficulties on the new one. No 
doubt nomination-by-party-convention had abundant faults (though 
the fact that many analysts view Warren G. Harding's nomination 
as a showstopper argument against the "smoke-filled room" isn't 
very convincing if you appreciate Harding's many virtues as a presi- 
dent). Nor did selection by party convention prevent the elevation 
of men unfit for power; it gave us Woodrow Wilson, after all, who 
emerged victorious in 1912 after 46 ballots. The prereform "mixed 
system" gave us Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon-three men whose 
character flaws led them to abuse their authority repeatedly. No 
selection regime can ever bar the gate permanently against corrup- 
tion. The right question to ask is, compared with its predecessors, 
do we have reason to believe that the new system is doing better at 
selecting Americans who are fit to wield the powers of the modern 
presidency? 

The demands of today's presidential race give the edge to those 
who, as Alan Ehrenhalt put it in his 1991 book The United States of 
Ambition, are driven by "a desire intense enough to keep their cam- 
paign going when any candidate of even modest intelligence is 
bound to realize just how mindless the whole enterprise can be."35 
Though that sort of drive will help a successful candidate hold up 
under the pressures of the modern presidency, it's unclear that it 
will make him or her a trustworthy leader. What sort of person 
wants the presidency that badly, after all? 

"I will never depend on so slender a protection as the possibility 
of being represented by virtuous men," Patrick Henry proclaimed 
in 1788, arguing against the adoption of the new Constitution. 
Though the Framers disagreed with Henry's assessment of their 
handiwork, they shared his skepticism toward constitutional 
schemes that depended too heavily on the nobility of those wielding 
power. Even so, they thought it was important to craft institutional 
arrangements that would not, at the very least, disadvantage virtu- 
ous candidates. 

Over the course of the 20th century, the presidency burst its consti- 
tutional bonds and accrued powers beyond the Framers' wildest 



imaginings. Given that the modem president has acquired the power 
to launch wars at will and reshape American law in accordance with 
wartime demands, the character of the person holding that office 
has become a matter of far greater consequence than it was at the 
Founding. And yet, while the presidency has grown, the method of 
selecting "the most powerful man in the world" has evolved in a 
way that makes the elevation of a latter-day Washington extremely 
unlikely. Probity and restraint don't seem to be the sort of virtues 
that regularly come coupled with fundraising ability, popular 
appeal, and the sort of ambition that makes years of living out of 
a suitcase and constantly mouthing inanities tolerable. It is, one 
supposes, possible that a character of Cincinnatus-like integrity could 
emerge from the modern presidential campaign, with all it 
demands-but if that happens, it's the sheerest of accidents. And 
even a Cincinnatus would have his virtue sorely tested by living for 
a few years in the atmosphere that surrounds the modern president. 

Kingly Isolation: The Modem White House Environment 

As the race for the presidency has become increasingly demo- 
cratic-for good and ill-the life of the president has become increas- 
ingly regal;in ways that can't help bkt affect the judgment of the 
~fficeholder.~~ 

For most of the 19th century, White House life was as "normal" 
as one could possibly expect life to be for the chief magistrate of a 
great republic. But today's president's surroundings are unimagin- 
ably different from those experienced by his predecessors. He lives 
behind a paramilitary cordon, cut off from unscripted interaction 
with normal Americans. He travels in a bubble of supplicants and 
sycophants jockeying for his attention. And he enjoys privileges that 
might make even the most modest and unassuming of characters 
fancy himself a god. 

In his 1970 book The Twilight of the Presidency, George Reedy 
warned that the environment surrounding the chief executive was 
enough to make even a well-grounded person delusional. Reedy 
arrived at that conclusion through close observation, having served 
as Lyndon Johnson's press secretary from 1964 to 1965 and later as 
special assistant to the president in 1968. It seems that Reedy did 
not entirely enjoy the experience. As a boss, Johnson was a "colossal 
son of a bitch," oscillating unpredictably between sadistic abuse and 
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kindness. Reedy has left us a painfully honest-and, at times, bitterly 
funny- depiction of the sociology of power. Former Nixon aide 
John Dean, who knows something about the darker side of the West 
Wing environment, calls Twilight "the best book on thepre~idency."~' 

"The life of the White House," Reedy wrote, "is the life of a court. 
It is a structure designed for one purpose and one purpose only- 
to serve the material needs and the desires of a single man."38 That 
man is provided with the grandest perquisites imaginable, treated 
with extraordinary deference, and cut off almost entirely from com- 
munication with ordinary mortals. The president is simultaneously 
the center of attention and alone in the crowd: 

There isno positionin theunited States in which the isolation 
from equals is so complete as the presidency. To be the 
absolute superior in status to everyone else encountered 
throughout the day is an effective form of isolation.. . . In 
many respects, it is an even more effective form of isolation 
than physical confinement. The prisoner doing a spell in 
solitary ~ m s  that he is cut off from other human beings. 
The president, however, is surrounded by large, adoring 
groups that give him the illusion of human contact when all 
they really do is act as an echo chamber for his thoughts.39 

Even before the modem presidency had fully formed, Calvin Coo- 
lidge noticed the distorting effect White House life could have on 
the president's judgment. "It is difficult," Coolidge wrote in his 1929 
autobiography, "for men in high office to avoid the malady of self- 
delusion. They are surrounded by worshippers. . . . They live in an 
artificial atmosphere of adulation and exaltation, which sooner or 
later impairs their judgment. They are in grave danger of becoming 
arrogant or ~areless."~" And if even a figure like Coolidge-a man 
who by temperament seemed immune to the trappings and privi- 
leges of the presidency-worried about the temptations that attach 
to the position, what then of today's "commander in chief"? 

A Presidency on a Human Scale 
To understand what the modern president confronts, it's worth 

looking at how staffing and security have changed as the office 
has grown. 

When Coolidge served, White House life fell well short of what 
George Reedy would describe four decades later as "the life of a 
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court." In the 1920s, as before, the public could walk uninvited 
onto the White House grounds without provoking a paramilitary 
response, and the president could, as Coolidge did, stand in the 
lobby to greet casual visitors touring the White House. Nor was the 
chief executive surrounded by the massive entourage that today 
accompanies him wherever he goes: when Coolidge took office, the 
White House office staff consisted of 38, mostly low-level 
employees."' 

Skeleton Crew 
Indeed, well into the 20th century, White House staffing was 

remarkably spartan, with the president receiving less clerical and 
administrative help than the CEO of a midsize company today. 
Congress didn't appropriate funds for White House staffers until 
1857, when it provided for hiring a private secretary, a steward, and 
a messenger. Before that, presidents were expected to hire any help 
they needed using their salaries or other, private sources of income. 
The president usually got by with minimal manpower, often hiring 
relatives and paying their salaries out of his own pocket. Jefferson 
made do with one messenger and one secretary; Grant, with a staff 
of six. Years after the first telephone was installed in the White 
House, President Cleveland continued to answer it himself. Wood- 
row Wilson had only seven full-time aides, and often typed his 
own  letter^.^ 

The enormous growth of government's role and the large-scale 
delegation of legislative power to the executive during the Franklin 
Roosevelt administration meant that the president could no longer 
meet his ever-escalating responsibilities with a meager White House 
staff. In 1936, FDR established a Presidential Committee on Adminis- 
trative Management to make recommendations on increasing White 
House and executive branch staffing so that the president could 
fulfill the public's burgeoning expectations for the office. "The presi- 
dent needs help" was the opening sentence of the report the commit- 
tee issued the next year.'3 That help eventually came in the form of 
the establishment of the Executive Office of the President and a 
mushrooming presidential staff. 

The Approachable Executive 
The growth of the president's security detail followed a similar 

pattern, with the chief magistrate remaining surprisingly accessible 

well into the 20th century. Here again, the second Roosevelt's presi- 
dency was transformative. For most of FDR's first two terms, any- 
body could walk onto the White House grounds during daylight 
hours. But in 1939, with the visit of the king and queen of England 
on the eve of the Second World War, the White House gates were 
closed, and passes became mandatory for anyone entering the 
grounds." With American entry into the war a year and a half later, 
those features became ~ermanent."~ 

For the first century and a half of the presidency, however, even 
as threats to the chief executive increased, American political culture 
proved remarkably resistant to the idea of restricting public access 
to the president. Americans still believed that any chief executive 
who could hide behind a coterie of guards was one who had grown 
far too distant from the people he was supposed to serve. 

In 1842, after a mob of drunken Whigs rioted outside the White 
House to protest President Jolm Tyler's veto of a bill reviving the 
Bank of the United States, Tyler asked Congress to create a profes- 
sional police force for the District of Columbia. The measure proved 
controversial, with Sen. John Crittenden of Kentucky warning that, 
under presidential control, the force "might be metamorphosed into 
a political guard for the Executive," which could eventually "over- 
shadow the liberties of the people."" The bill that passed assigned 
several officers to the White House, but gave the mayor of Washing- 
ton, not the president, the power to appoint them. Formally, the 
officers' job was to guard the White House grounds, not the presi- 
dent, and they'd be called "doormen." And if the president wanted 
personal protection when he traveled, he'd have to hire a bodyguard, 
as several presidents did. A Civil War-era children's primer summed 
up the 19th-century attitude toward the idea of a "palace guard: 

How are emperors and kings protected? By great troops of 
guards; so that it is difficult to approach them. How is the 
president gtmrded? He needs no guards at  all; he may be 
visited by any persons like a private citi~en."~ 

From 1865 to 1901, three presidents were assassinated: Lincoln, 
Garfield, and McKinley. Yet it wasn't until 1906, 5 years after the 
McKinley assassination and 117 years after the presidency was estab- 
lished, that Congress created a protective detail for the chief execu- 
tive, with appropriations language allowing the Secret Service to 
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perform that duty.'8 Tliat came after a long and heated debate sound- 
ing the familiar anti-monarchical themes. To a proposal that Con- 
gress should establish a plainclothes army unit devoted to guarding 
the president, Florida Senator Stephen Mallory objected that "it is 
antagonistic to our traditions, to our habits of thought, and to our 
customs that the president should surround himself with a body of 
Janizarries or a sort of Praetorian guard and never go anywhere 
unless he is accompanied by men in uniform and men with sabers 
as is done by the monarchs in the continent of E ~ r o p e . " ~ ~  

The military proposal never came to a vote; instead, in 1906, 
Congress authorized the Secret Service to carry out activities "for 
the protection of the person of the President of the United  state^."^^ 
Even that was only a temporary authorization in a rider to an appro- 
priations bill. Though presidential security had increased greatly 
during FDR's presidency, permanent authorization for Secret Service 
protection wouldn't pass until 1951, after Puerto Rican nationalists 
hied to assassinate Harry Truman by shooting their way into the 
president's temporary residence at Blair House, across Pennsylvania 
Avenue from the White House. 

"The Life of a Court" 
As Fred Greenstein has noted, "Even a 1920s president would 

have difficulty making sense of the modem pre~idency."~' By the 
time Harry Truman assumed office, the comparative normalcy the 
president enjoyed even two decades before had vanished. Early in 
his first term, Truman decided to head out on foot to visit the bank 
like a normal citizen, upsetting the Secret Service, which had grown 
used to Roosevelt's immobility. The agency kept a detail ready to 
accompany Truman on his unannounced departures, and even had 
the traffic lights en route to the bank rigged to turn red, stopping 
all traffic along the way." That angered HST, and he ordered the 
practice stopped, but he eventually recognized that, given the enor- 
mous changes in the president's role, the president could no longer 
behave like a normal citizen. 

1 Royal Entourage 
No normal citizen, after all, could command the vast army of 

functionaries that the modem chief executive commands. The Execu- 
tive Office of the President boasts over 1,500 staffers.J3 The budget 
for all this is tightly guarded, but one leading'student of presidential 

staffing put it at nearly three-quarters of a billion dollars in 2001, 
and suggests that it is "almost certainly much more today."" 

Everywhere he goes, today's president is shadowed by White 
House functionaries. NBC's West Wing often featured a "long take" 
where a single camera follows the president striding the White 
House corridors, absorbing information and issuing orders to a host 
of handlers and aides who busily circle and trail him. As a portrayal 
of the president's daily life, it's accurate enough. Yet, the overall 
impression is one of energy, motion, and purpose-the president 
in command of all that surrounds him and the government as a 
whole. And that may obscure a more fundamental aspect of the 
modem president's condition. During his tours at the White House, 
George Reedy obsenred that the enormous coterie of underlings 
answering to the president was as much obstruction as aid: 

From the president's standpoint, the greatest staff problem 
is that of maintaining his contact with the reality that lies 
outside the White House walls. . . . Since [presidenlial assis- 
tants] are the only people other than his family a president 
sees every day, they become to him the voice of the people. 
They are the closest he has to outside contacts, and it is 
inevitable that he comes to regard them as humanity itself.55 

At the same time, an ever-larger chunk of the White House staff 
is tasked with convincing the press and the public of the president's 
superhero status: he is, by the testimony of every press release and 
every media appearance, hard at work solving America's problems, 
and even heading off problems Americans don't yet know they have. 
In 1973, Thomas Cronin marveled at the number of presidential 
staffers devoted to "busily selling and reselling the president." Such 
activity, he argued, "inevitably affects the presidency itself, by proj- 
ecting or reinforcing images of the presidency that are almost impe- 
rial in their suggestions of omnipotence and omni~cience."~~ 

Palace Guard 

The cordon of security around the president has expanded as 
radically as has the White House staff. The goal for the modem 
Secret Service, as explained by the agency's director during the 
Clinton administration, is to "provide a complete 24-hour-a-day, 
365-day-a-year protective envelope" around the president. When 
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the president travels, he's preceded by an advance team, and accom- 
panied by Uniformed Division and Presidential Protective Division 
officers "who combine to form a moving protective perimeter sur- 
rounding the president at all times."n Even so, the agency also draws 
on local law enforcement to provide still more protection. In August 
2004, when President Bush and Senator Kerry held simultaneous 
campaign rallies three blocks apart in Davenport, Iowa, police pro- 
tection was so heavy that crooks managed to pull off three bank 
robberies unobstr~cted.~~ 

Upon his return home, the president withdraws into a near- 
impregnable White House fortress where his palace guard tests his 
food and prevents anyone from approaching him unbidden." The 
security perimeter around that fortress has expanded over the years 
due to increasing threats. After the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, 
the executive branch closed off Pennsylvania Avenue to car traffic, 
and after September 11, the White House cancelled daily public 
tours of the building. Limited public access to the White House 
resumed in 2003, but only for groups who make prior arrangements 
through their legislators and who have been prescreened by the 
Secret Service. 

Some of the new restrictions are arguably excessive, but there's 
no doubt that increased security has been necessary. The standards 
of presidential accessibility that prevailed into the early 20th century 
would, if applied today, run a very large risk of getting presidents 
killed.* Increased protection comes with a price, however. Reflecting 
on his experiences as chief of staff and secretary of defense in the 
Ford administration, Donald Rumsfeld told an interviewer in 1992: 

One thing that is harmful and destructive to the way our 
system works is the system of security. . . . It has grown 
enormously since I went to Washington in the fifties. It hap- 
pens incrementally. It may happen for good reason.. . . But 
the Secret Service and attendants have become so numerous 
and controlling that it is a put-off for the American people. 
A lot of people have stopped going to functions where the 
president and the vice president are because there is so much 
security. There is something about the total number of people 
in your entourage that defines your importance. That is 
wrong. It is unhelpful to everyone. It inhibits communication!' 

In one of Congress's first debates, arguing against the adoption 
of imperial titles for executive officers, James Madison stressed that 
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"the more simple, the more republican we are in our manners, the 
more national dignity we will acquire." As Rumsfeld recognized in 
the 1970s, the modern presidency had drifted far from the dictates 
of republican modesty. 

If Rumsfeld tried to correct that "harmful and destructive" ten- 
dency during his next stint in the White House, lus efforts have 
gone unremarked. However, his comments highlighted an impor- 
tant problem. The regal atmosphere in which all modern presidents 
live may be a "put-off for the American people," but more impor- 
tantly, it can hardly help but give the president an exaggerated sense 
of his own significance. 

Fit for a King 

Complaining about the restrictive security cordon that surrounds 
the president at all times, President Clinton once called the White 
House the "crown jewel of the federal prison system."62 If so, with 
132 rooms, 35 bathrooms, a swimming pool, a bowling alley, and a 
movie theater, it makes for a lovely jail. 

The other perks that go with the office are magnificent as well. 
Chief among them is Air Force One. The Boeing 707 that served as 
Lyndon Johnson's presidential plane featured a "throne room" 
alcove in the presidential suite: "surrounded by a small desk that 
separated him from staff and guests, Johnson sat in a hydraulic 'king 
chair' that he could raise or lower to achieve the appropriate level 
of intimacy or intimidati~n."~ 

Today's Air Force One is a 231-foot Boeing 747 which has 4,000 
square feet of space and is designed to withstand the electromagnetic 
pulse from a nuclear blast.M A 2000 General Accounting Office report 
estimated the cost of operating Air Force One at over $50,000 per 
hour of flight.65 The plane and crew are in a constant state of readi- 
ness, prepared to take off at any time on the president's command. 
And wherever the plane happens to be in the United States, it goes to 
the front of the line for takeoff. Travelers at Los Angeles International 
Airport learned that to their chagrin in 1993, when they waited on 
the tarmac for 45 minutes while President Clinton had his hair cut 
by stylist-for-the-stars Cristophe aboard the presidential plane. 

Similarly, if the president needs to get somewhere in a hurry, his 
attendants stand ready to clear the path. In August 2006, for example, 
when President Bush was scheduled to attend a fundraiser for then 



senator George Allen, the Secret Service's attitude smacked of "make 
way, peasant!" The agency wanted to shut down several lanes on 
a Northern Virginia stretch of 1-395 for six hours so Bush could get 
to the event with minimal inconvenience. That plan would have 
turned an already miserable Beltway commute into traffic hell, add- 
ing hours to the travel time of thousands of D.C. metro-area resi- 
dents. Even so, it took Virginia transportation officials hours to talk 
the Secret Service down from the plan, and it seems that only the 
prospect of a "political nightmare" finally dissuaded them.66 

Power Corrupts (Judgment) 

In ancient Rome, when granted a triumph, a victorious general 
got to wear a purple toga and ride through the city in a golden 
chariot. But he had to share the ride with a slave whispering in his 
ear, "You are only a man." When a fellow is constantly surrounded 
by fawning assistants hanging on his every word-when his golden 
chariot is a modified 747-it might be hard for him to maintain the 
sense of perspective the Romans sought to instill in their military 
heroes. 

We mortals-most of us, anyway-don't need a designated ego 
deflater to remind us of our unimportance. From the deli counter 
to the office, we're confronted daily with people who don't consider 
us anything special and don't particularly care what we think. The 
social environment in which the president operates is radically dif- 
ferent, and it's easy to appreciate how that environment might distort 
his judgment. 

"Acquired Situational Narcissism"? 

Perhaps only the fabulously wealthy and the fabulously famous 
live in a milieu as unnatural as does the modern president. Like the 
president, rock stars, movie stars, famous athletes, and corporate 
"Masters of the Universe" spend their lives immersed in adulation 
and surrounded by the trappings of wealth and power. And in 21st- 
century America, people who have it all should surely have their 
own syndrome. Thanks to Dr. Robert B. Millman, professor of psy- 
chiatry at Cornell Medical School, now they do: it's called acquired 
situational narcissism. 
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ASN is psychiatry's answer to the sorts of questions that occupy 
Americans, questions like, "What's Russell Crowe's problem, any- 
way?" The profitability of any number of magazines and entertain- 
ment news programs depends on celebrities displaying various 
pathologies, and that turns out to be a pretty sound business model. 

But what explains the dependability of celebrity dysfunction? 
Standard psychology teaches that classical narcissism, with its symp- 
toms of self-absorption, delusions of grandeur, and lack of empathy 
for others, originates in childhood. But as Dr. Millman sees it, "given 
the right situation, it [can] happen much later." It can happen, he 
says, when a person rises to fame, wealth, and power-and spends 
an extended period of time in an atmosphere of artificial deference: 

When a billionaire or a celebrity walks into a room, everyone 
looks at him. He's a prince. He has the power to change your 
life, and everyone is very conscious of that. So they're drawn 
to this person. What happens is he gets so used to everyone 
looking at  him that he stops looking back at them. 

Which is understandable, says the doctor: "why would they feel 
normal when every person in the world who deals with them treats 
them as if they're not?"67 

Think what you will of our therapeutic culture, but whatever the 
scientific merit of the syndromes it ceaselessly generates, it's easy 
enough to imagine one's own character getting distorted by the 
conditions Dr. Millman describes. And there is evidence from experi- 
mental psychology that dominance warps judgment. In a series of 
experiments in 2006, scholars from Northwestern, New York Univer- 
sity, and Stanford found that "power was associated with a reduced 
tendency to comprehend how others see the world, how others think 
about the world, and how others feel about the 

Whatever social power celebrities have over those who surround 
them-and it's considerable-the environment in which the presi- 
dent exists is even more unnatural. Rock stars and movie idols can 
order their functionaries around and buy their own planes, but they 
can't send the Seventh Fleet through the Taiwan Strait or bomb Iran. 
And the stakes are much smaller where Russell Crowe, Lindsay 
Lohan, or Tom Cruise are concerned. If fame and wealth go to a 
celebrity's head, he ends up jumping up and down on Oprah's couch, 
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no harm done to the wider world. If the president loses his grip on 
things, there's rather more at stake. 

Maintaining one's grip on reality may be difficult when one 
becomes the "commander in chief." The mere fact of ascending to 
office imbues the officeholder with an aura of magnificence and 
causes those around him-even lifelong friends-to treat him differ- 
ently. President Carter tried, largely unsuccessfully, to have old 
friends, like communications director Gerald Rafshoon, call him 
"Jimmy" instead of "Mr. President." But Rafshoon acknowledges 
that, like almost everyone else in his position, "Once I got to the 
Oval Office, the atmosphere was such that I was intimidated."69 
Gerald Ford noted a similar phenomenon in his autobiography: 

Few people, with the possible exception of his wife, will ever 
tell a president that he is a fool.. . . There's a majesty to the 
office that inhibits even your closest friends from saying 
what is really on their minds.. . .You can tell them you want 
the blunt huth; you can leave instructions on every bulletin 
board, but the guarded response never varies.70 

The growth of the White House staff may have made this problem 
worse. As the so-called presidential branch has grown, power has 
shifted from the president's cabinet to handpicked presidential assis- 
tants who do not need to be confirmed by the Senate. That in turn 
has reduced congressional influence on executive branch policymak- 
ing by concentrating power in the hands of unelected, unconfirmed 
staffers who are shielded from questioning by the doctrine of execu- 
tive privilege. Increasingly, the president's closest advisers are peo- 
ple entirely beholden to him and who lack any sort of independent 
power base." That enhances the danger that they'll serve as what 
Reedy described as "an echo chamber for [the president's] thoughts," 
even in matters of life and death. 

Combating "Groupthink" 
"How could I have been so stupid?" John F. Kennedy asked hun- 

self after the Bay of Pigs fiasco. He wasn't the only one with bitter 
regrets. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who had been at the table for the 
deliberations over whether to greenlight the attack on Cuba, 
reproached himself for "having kept so silent during those crucial 
discussions in the cabinet room." Schlesinger opposed the operation 
and had lodged his objections in a memo to the president. Yet, when 

the president's advisers lined up behind the plan, Schlesinger failed 
to do more than "raise a few timid q~~es t ions ."~~ 

Reading Schlesinger's account years later, Yale psychologist Irving 
Janis was intrigued enough to shift his research focus from the study 
of individual, personal stress to the psychological dynamics of group 
deliberation. The result was his 1972 book Victims of Groupthink: 
A Psychological Study of Foreign-Policy Decisions and Fiascoes. Janis's 
concept of "groupthink" describes what happens in group delibera- 
tion "when the members' strivings for unanimity override their moti- 
vation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action."" As 
Janis noted, the problem of groupthink is only exacerbated when 
the most powerful man in the room-the president-tips his hand. 
Since everyone in the room wants what the president can provide- 
status and influence, among other things-there's enormous pres- 
sure for the rest of the group to ratify the Chief's preconceived 
notions, however unrealistic. 

Since Janis wrote Groupthink, a great deal of work in experimental 
psychology has confirmed his basic insights: "One of the most robust 
findings in modem social science is that after deliberation, like- 
minded people tend to end up thinking a more extreme version of 
what they thought before deliberation began."74 

Combating groupthink, ensuring effective deliberation, getting an 
assessment of available options and their desirability that's as accu- 
rate as possible-all require extraordinary self-awareness and sub- 
tlety on the part of a president. If he signals the direction in which 
he's leaning, the danger is that those surrounding him will believe 
he's already made up his mind, and that the right move is to fall in 
line. Again, Reedy described how it happens: 

The first strong observations to attract the favor of the presi- 
dent become subconsciously the thoughts of everyone in 
the room. The focus of attention shifts from a testing of all 
concepts to a groping for means of overcoming the difficult- 
ies. A thesis that couldnot survive an undergraduate seminar 
in a liberal arts college becomes accepted doctrine, and the 
only question is not whether it should be done but hozu it 
should be done. A forceful public airing of the Bay of Pigs 
plan would have endangered the whole project, of course. 
It might also have prevented disa~ter.'~ 

Smart presidents are conscious of that dynamic, as Eisenhower 
was when he took care to encourage open debate among his staffers 
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during his 1954 deliberations about whether to commit ground 
troops to Vietnam: 

I know of only one way in which you can be sure you've 
done your best to make a wise decision. This is to get all of 
the people who have partial and definable responsibility in 
this particular field. Get them with their different viewpoints 
in front of you and listen to them debate?' 

Indeed, the lessons the Kennedy administration learned about 
group decisionmaking after the Bay of Pigs-and the deliberative 
process JFK constructed during the Cuban Missile Crisis-may have 
helped save the world from nuclear war. In the meetings of the 
"ExCom" put together to plan the government's course of action 
during the 13 days of uncertainty, "protocol was suspended [and] 
the President was encouraged by some of his close associates to 
absent himself from some of the meetings when it was found that 
the process of mutual exploration of views was freer and more 
productive when he was not presentwn 

Getting good advice and ensuring that one does not poison the 
debate over policy can be a daunting task for any president. The 
strictures of the "White House prisonn-physical and psychologi- 
cal-make it difficult for any president to get accurate information. 
Surrounded by sycophants, and conscious nonetheless that his poli- 
cies are not working out as wonderfully as his advisers assured him 
they would, a president might, like Shakespeare's Henry V, feel the 
urge to walk among his public, and find out what they think of him. 
Yet unless, like Henry, the president goes in disguise, he may find 
it hard to make the connection he desires. 

In early May 1970, tens of thousands of protesters had begun to 
descend on Washington, enraged by President Nixon's decision to 
send ground troops into Cambodia in late April and by the killings 
at Kent State several days later. Hundreds of army regulars were 
positioned within the Executive Office Building, and security offi- 
cials lined up buses outside the White House grounds to form an 
extra bamer. At around 430 a.m. on May 9, a sleepless Nixon sud- 
denly called for a car to take him to the Lincoln Memorial. A few 
minutes later, the Secret Service agents and staffers who had scram- 
bled to keep up found Nixon standing on the memorial steps, ringed 

by a handful of shaggy protesters. Rambling on about his back- 
ground growing up in a poor Quaker family, Nixon told the march- 
ers, "I know probably most of you think I'm an S.O.B., but I want 
you to know that I understand just how you 

The president returned to the White House at 7:30 a.m., after 
wandering through the Capitol with Manolo Sanchez, his Cuban 
valet, talking about religion to the cleaning ladies, and eating a 
breakfast of corned beef hash and eggs at a Connecticut Avenue 
restaurant. "The weirdest day yet," chief of staff H. R. Haldeman 
wrote in his diary, "I am concerned about his c~ndition."'~ 

The Lincoln Memorial incident is usually offered as a sign of 
Nixon's increasing disconnection from reality, and his deteriorating 
mental state brought on by the pressures of the Vietnam War. And 
it surely is that. But one could also see it as a halting, pitiful attempt 
to reconnect with reality. Absurd and fruitless though it was, Nixon's 
stab at protester outreach appears in retrospect as an awkward 
attempt to throw off his security cordon and engage the world 
around him. If Nixon somewhat overawed everyone he met-and 
if he spent far more time talking than listening-well, that too is 
understandable. The barriers that surround the president aren't lim- 
ited to the merely physical-the "White House prison" is one he 
carries with him wherever he goes. 

The "Decider" as Manager 
It is, to say the least, difficult to imagine George W. Bushditching 

his protective detail to talk to war protesters. Where other presidents 
have-with varying success-tried to fight the isolation inherent in 
the modern presidency, our 43rd president has welcomed it. In his 
management of the Secret Service and his direction of the White 
House staff, President Bush has operated, consciously or uncon- 
sciously, to ensure that he remains insulated from notice of dissent 
and disaffection. 

"Free Speech Zones" 
Some presidents have chafed against the security procedures the 

Secret Service insists upon. George W. Bush has not been one of 
them. Perhaps more than any prior administration, the Bush team 
has taken elaborate steps to keep peaceful protesters far away from 
the president. Since Bush's inauguration in January 2001, in case 
after case, Secret Service agents or local authorities carrying out 
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their requests have harassed nonviolent protesters at the president's 
public appearances. They've forced citizens carrying anti-Bush ban- 
ners and placards to move out of the president's line of sight, to 
designated protest areas known as "free-speech zones." Those "free- 
speech zones" are often behind fences, or obstructions such as "Grey- 
hound-sized buses" and far out of sight of the media covering the 
affair-in one case, the 2004 G-8 summit on Sea Island, Georgia, 
protesters were kept 10 miles away.80 When protesters have failed 
to comply with the order to move, they have been arrested, and in 
some cases, pro~ecuted.~' 

"What the Secret Service does," according to Paul Wolf, an Alle- 
gheny County, Pennsylvania, police supervisor involved in planning 
a presidential visit to Pittsburgh in 2002, "is they come in and do a 
site survey, and say, here's a place where the people can be, and 
we'd like to have any protesters be put in a place that is able to be 
secured."82 During the Pittsburgh visit, local authorities arrested 
retired steelworker Bill Neel, who was carrying an anti-Bush sign 
in an open public area, and charged him with disorderly conduct 
for refusing an order to move. As the arresting officer testified in 
the Neel case, the Secret Service had instructed local police to corral 
"people that were there making a statement pretty much against 
the president and his views."83 Scores of other protesters have told 
similar stories.84 

The "free speech zones" are, of course, patently uncon~titutional.~ 
The government interest in protecting the president does not come 
close to justifying the Secret Service's pattern and practice of harass- 
ing peaceful protesters. Though the agency is entitled to protect the 
president from potential threats, it cannot seriously be maintained 
that potential assassins like to draw attention to themselves by wav- 
ing placards criticizing their target. Nor can the agency's otherjustifi- 
cation for free-speech zones pass the straight-face test-which may 
be why the Secret Service's spokesman tried it out on the radio. On 
NPR in July 2003, agency spokesman Brian Marr suggested that 
free-speech zones were designed to protect protesters, who might 
get so excited they'd "walk out into the motorcade route and be 
injured." The agency was determined, Marr said, to ensure that 
Bush's opponents have the right of free speech, but "we want to be 
sure that they are able to go home at the end of the evening and 
not be injured in any way."86 

Reassuring as it might be to imagine a Secret Service so devoted 
to public safety that it wants to save protesters from themselves, a 
far more credible explanation is an agency culture that views dissent 
as tantamount to an assault on the executive branch. There has been 
little or no indication that any of the jailed protesters behaved in a 

1 threatening manner-unless one thinks that telling public officials 
what they don't want to hear is inherently threatening. 

Unfortunately, that seems to be exactly how the administration 
sees it. A lawsuit by two Americans arrested for wearing anti-Bush 

I 
T-shirts to a presidential event led to the release of a "Presidential 
Advance Manual," the nonredacted portion of which confirms what 
had long been suspected about the administration's attitude toward 
dissenters at public events. Among other things, the manual orders 

I 
Bush's attendants to designate "protest area[s] preferably not in view 
of the event site or motorcade route."87 American law rejects the 
concept of lese majeste, the ancient crime of violating the sovereign's 
dignity; yet the president's protecters have gone beyond shielding 
his person-they appear to be actively engaged in shielding him 

I from disagreement and slights. 
Recall Senator Mallory's heated words from the 1906 debate over 

presidential protection: "Janissaries," "Praetorian guard," and so 
forth. That sort of 100-proof Jeffersonian rhetoric sounds anachronis- 

I tic, even crankish, today. But when the president's protective detail 
makes clear that it could not care less about inconveniencing Ameri- 
can citizens or trampling on their right to free speech, you might 
begin to wonder whether Mallory had a point. Under President 

1 
Bush, the Secret Service has come closer than ever before to justifying 
the fears of the early opponents of a presidential "palace guard." 
The president is in daily, direct contact with the agency, and is more 
than capable of ordering an end to its imperious behavior. If he 

I hasn't, it may be because he thinks that this is the sort of treatment 
he's owed. 

How Not to Fight Groupthink 

The isolation inherent in the modern presidency can only be 
I enhanced by turning the Secret Service loose to ensure that no mur- 

murs of discontent ever reach the Chief's ears. What's even worse 
is that the president's management style works to suppress dissent 
and debate within the White House itself. If George W. Bush had 
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deliberately set out to create an institutional culture designed to 
isolate the president from negative feedback, he could hardly have 
done a more thorough job. 

All presidents prize loyalty among staffers, and well they should. 
Trying to control the great beast of the executive branch bureaucracy 
is a daunting task in its own right, but an impossible one without 
a staff fully dedicated to the president and his program. Yet, few 
presidents have prized loyalty as pathologically as has the current 
president. 

From the beginning of his involvement in presidential politics, on 
his father's 1988 and 1992 campaigns, George W. Bush made loyalty 
a central and all-encompassing value. As George W. described his 
role in his father's campaigns: "I was a loyalty enforcer and a listening 
ear. . . .When someone wanted to talk to the candidate but couldn't, 
I was a good substitute. People felt if they said something to me, it 
would probably get to my dad. It did only if I believed it was 
important for him to 

A decade and a half later, that perspective would come to domi- 
nate the office culture of the George W. Bush administration. As a 
senior administration official put it in 2002, "The president finds out 
what he wants to know. But he does not necessarily find out what 
he might need to know."89 Unfortunatelv, the current president does - , . 
not appear particularly inquisitive. Former Bush speechwriter David 
Frum found George W. "often incurious and as a result ill-informed." 
In a 2003 interview, Fox's Brit Hurne asked, "How do you get your 
news?" Bush replied, "I get briefed by Andy Card and Condi in the 
morning. . . . I glance at the headlines just to kind of [get] a flavor 
for what's moving. I rarely read the stories, and get briefed by people 
who are probably read[ing] the news themselves." He elaborated: 
"The best way to get the news is from objective sources. And the 
most objective sources I have are people on my staff who tell me 
what's happening in the world."90 

Of course, it's unlikely that the president refrains from reading 
newspapers; his comment may instead have served to indicate his 
disdain for a press that he feels is biased against him. Even so, it's 
revealing that Bush identified his employees, people selected to begin 
with in large part because of their loyalty to him, as his "most 
objective sources" of information. 

Worse still, Bush, by his own account, appears to interpret expres- 
sions of uncertainty and skepticism through the prism of loyalty- 

viewing doubt as a character flaw. "I don't need people around me 

/I 
who are not steady," Bush told Bob Woodward in a 2002 interview, 
"and if there's kind of a hand-wringing attitude going on when 
times are tough, I don't like it."ll Inside and outside the administra- 
tion, people have gotten the message. Asked if he ever openly dis- 

i agreed with the president, Mark McKinnon, chief media adviser 
on Bush's two campaigns, said, "I prefer for others to go into the 
propeller first."92 

In meetings with top advisers, the president apparently created 

I 
an atmosphere in which skepticism was treated as a threat. As Bush 
told Woodward: 

A president has got to be the calcium in the backbone. If I 
weaken, the whole team weakens. If I'm doubtful, I can 
assure you there will be a lot of doubt. . . .I  mean, it's essential 

I 
that we be confident and determined and united?= 

Thus, as the situation in Iraq continued to deteriorate from 2003 
onward, President Bush's posture in the White House Situation 
Room was as relentlessly optimistic as his public rhetoric: "We're 

I on the right track here. We're doing the right thing for ourselves, 
for our own interest and for the world. And don't forget it. Come 
on, guys."" 

If the president has seemed to bristle when his assertions have 
I been challenged publicly-as he did in the 2004 debates with John 

Kerry-that may be because he's not used to being treated with 
anything but reverence. Robert Draper, a journalist granted unique 
access to Bush in 2006 and 2007 to write the president's biography, 

I notes that in every cabinet meeting since White House Chief of Staff 
Josh Bolten took over for Andy Card in 2006, Bolten has begun by 
looking at Bush and saying, "Thank you for the privilege of serving 
today."95 At no point, it seems, did Rush thank Bolten for his defer- 

, 
I 

ence and then tell him to cut it out. 

The Problem Is the Office, Not the Man 
Here again, it's easy to understand why so many Americans think 

the problems of the presidency are really problems endemic to the 
I Bush presidency. But George W. Bush is hardly the first president 

to become intoxicated by power and detached from reality. And 
whatever dysfunctional behavior Bush has exhibited pales in com- 
parison to that of presidents past. 
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Fear and Loathing at 1600 Pennsylvania 

Incensed by press criticism about the Vietnam War, Lyndon John- 
son acted out in ways that caused some of his closest aides to ques- 
tion his sanity. In a private Oval Office meeting in 1967, asked by 
a reporter why America was in Vietnam, LBJ unzipped his fly, 
wagged the presidential member at his audience, and exclaimed 
"this is why!"% As the war bogged down, presidential aide Richard 
N. Goodwin witnessed episodes of "paranoid behavior" on Johnson's 
part, and believed the president had "taken a huge leap into unreason 
. . . almost frighteningly different from anything I had observed 
before." Both Goodwin and presidential assistant Bill Moyers con- 
sulted psychiatrists to ask about the president's behavior?' 

Richard Nixon's aides also had many occasions to worry about 
the boss's sanity. As Watergate boiled to the surface, Secretary of 
Defense James Schlesinger began to fear a Wag the Dog incident 
and "directed all military commands not to accept any orders from 
the White House without his personal ~ountersignature."~~ One of 
the episodes that prompted Schlesinger's concern was a story from 
the spring of 1974, reported to him by Office of Management and 
Budget official Joseph Laitin: 

I was on my way over to the West W i g  of the White House 
to see Treasury Secretary George Shultz. I'd reached the 
basement, near the Situation Room. And just as I was about 
to ascend the stairway, a guy came running down the stairs 
two steps at a time. He had a frantic look on his face, wild- 
eyed, like a madman. And he bowled me over, so I kind of 
lost my balance. And before I could pick myself up, six 
athletic-looking young men leapt over me, pursuing him. I 
suddenly realized that they were Secret Service agents, that 
I'd been knocked over by the president of the United States. 

Shocked, Laitin canceled his meeting and went back to his office to 
call the defelise secretary. "I sat there stunned.. . and I thought, 
you know, 'That madman I have just seen has his finger on the 
red button.' "99 

The Imperiling Presidency 

As this book has emphasized, the presidency is a difficult, if not 
impossible, job. The man in charge is held accountable for events 
he cannot control, and he is repeatedly tempted to make up for his 

lack of control by exploiting or manufacturing crises and embracing 
militarism. 

I I As difficult a job as the presidency is, its difficulty is only enhanced 
if the president behaves-as the current president has-in ways that 
increase his isolation. If the president decides to favor "loyalty" 
above all else in those with whom he surrounds himself, if he refuses 
to brook dissent, and uses the Secret Service to keep protesters 
entirely outside his line of sight-it's virtually certain that he'll 
become untethered from reality. But even the most well-grounded 
of presidents, men who recognize the distorting effects power has 

i 
I on character and work to fight it, can succumb to its lures. President 

Bush was ill-equipped to deal with the environment of the modern 
presidency, but Bush's successors, Republicans and Democrats, will 
enter the same environment, with all the temptations it offers, all 
the pathologies it encourages. Some will handle that environment 
better than George W. Bush has; others will do even worse. 

Over the course of the 20th century, Americans have transformed 
the presidency from a modest chief magistrate into a national father 

>: protector invested with the responsibility for fixing every major 
problem in American life. We've matched that responsibility with 
powers that are unlikely to meet those demands, but are virtually 
certain to threaten the American constitutional order. 

1 
How do we choose the person who will wield these powers? By 

accident more than by design, we've come to select the president 
via a competition that favors boundless ambition and power lust. 
The winner of that competition lives in a social environment that 
would corrupt a saint. And he walks the halls accompanied always 
by the military aide who carries the nuclear launch codes. 


