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Preface

I address this book to the next generation, in the hope there will be one. The shape
of the rising future will be significantly framed by the Presidents we elect. Far from
all-powerful, the President is the most powerful politician in the world. In the nu-
clear age, we had better find Presidents who can and will protect the national
interest—in survival and in the advancement of the values which make survival
worthwhile. All we have to go on, as we seek out a President to crown, is what he
or she has been, assessed in the light of conditions as they are. And to judge among
contenders for the Presidency, we need to know how others like them have per-
formed in that office. Thus predicting performance in the White House is no parlor
game; it is nothing less than putting your brains to work to save your life.

I think we can do that better than we have. The book’s original preface
sketched the approach. After setting aside “psychoanalytic interpretations at the
symbolic level” as beyond what I knew how to do and beyond what available data
would bear, I wrote that:

My approach to understanding Presidents is much closer to the psychology of
adaptation, stressing the ways interpersonal experience shapes the person’s
self-image, his world view, and his political style, and how, in turn, these
internalized lessons of experience are turned back to shape subsequent inter-
personal experiences. Man copes. To each situation he brings resources from
his past, organized in patterns which have helped him cope before. He copes
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with a situation not only as a structure of realities, but also as a construction
of his perception. While it would be easy enough to dress up these ideas in a
fancier vocabulary, doing so would add nothing of substance to the simple
adaptive approach.

The theory of the book, I said,

is a theory of attention, of where to look, and what to look for. The signposts
erected here leave behind a much larger pile of rejected ones. The purpose of
prediction has helped with that selection—as I think it would help in a great
deal more of social science. For prediction forces synthesis; one must move
beyond lists of factors to structures of causality, from cognitive maps to
routes of inference, from the plausible to the probable. Prediction as I con-
ceive it is always conditional, but it requires that one specify the conditions
under which he expects certain things to happen. It is unlikely (I predict)
that we will soon be able to predict precisely what a President will do in de-
tail, day-to-day, like a weather forecast. But we may be able to foresee the
climate of his administration, the mode with which he will approach the re-
current challenges and opportunities presented by the office. These are the
basics. The minor variations will have to await another scheme.

Finally, to the grand theorists of social movements and the engineers of
systems and structures—some of whom see human choice as determined by
forces beyond the control of human beings—I can only express puzzlement.
Shuffle the system as you will, there is still at its center the person, and it is
his initiatives and responses that steer the ship.

Five years later, when the second edition came out, I stressed public percep-
tions more. “If enough people become skeptical enough that the Presidency is rele-
vant to their lives and fortunes,” I worried, ‘“‘then our elections may deteriorate
into symbol-fests, our inaugurations into mere ceremonies. . . . Take away confi-
dence in the President’s power, and we the people may turn him into an enter-
tainer, who, however seriously he may take himself, need not furrow our brows
with real-world calculations.” Thus “‘freed of reason’s grayness . . . the Presidential
campaign becomes an extended political holiday . . . a ‘suspension of disbelief” ” in
which “the distinction fades between actors who play candidates or Presidents
(Robert Redford, Henry Fonda) and Presidents struggling to act winningly in an
essentially playful politics.” Similarly, a lazy electorate ‘“‘encourages candidates
towards a politics of gestures,” substituting for genuine character the fleeting ap-
pearance of popular virtues.

On the other hand, I was by then concerned with too much moralism in poli-
tics, which “can transform itself into a national goodness contest.” In trying to
raise politics to a higher moral plane. “we may reduce the capacity of politics to do
what it can do for morals, namely to set conditions that make a genuinely moral
life possible.” Moral symbolism “‘can cloud the fact that politics is one long com-
promise, a perpetual second best, never more than an approximation to moral per-
fection. The moralistic emphasis carries gesturing to posturing: a politics in which
candidates so draw attention to their purity that their capability goes unexamined.”
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These concerns expressed seven years ago, as Jimmy Carter was about to be-
come President and long before Ronald Reagan won candidacy, turned out to be
relevant. Today and tomorrow, the lure of fiction threatens the appeal of reason.
If political idealism degenerates into moralizing, political pragmatism degenerates
into inditference and, by consequence, a merely entertaining politics unhooked
from awkward facts. People would rather live in Oz than Kansas. Never before has
the need for realism—for fact-based argument and inference—been greater.

Realism in this day and time reveals a United States highly dependent on
forces beyond our direct control. Isolation and imperialism are equally impossible.
The flows of refugees, soldiers, arms, and money illustrate those impossibilities
every day. The facts cry out for a radical escalation in the development of those
international partnerships and keepable contracts by which alone we can hope to
stave off the fate of those who trust to luck when a hurricane is coming. The fact
of nuclear proliferation thrusts that necessity to the top of the agenda. In our sys-
tem as it now exists, only the President of the United States can lead that charge.
We need to find Presidents who can see the real world clearly and act in it with
reason and energy, before the place blows up.

The final chapters of this book require a little explanation. Chapters One
through Eleven were published early in 1972, before Nixon’s Watergate crisis.
Chapters Twelve, Thirteen, and Fourteen were added for the second edition pub-
lished in 1977, following up on the previous Nixon predictions, assessing the Ford
predictions I had published, and setting out predictions for Jimmy Carter before he
took the oath. Chapters Fifteen, Sixteen, and Seventeen are new: a retrospective on
Carter, a review of predictions published on Reagan’s inauguration day, and an
assessment of the theory as a whole as I see it today. An Appendix sketches find-
ings from other research suggesting the reality of this book’s main character types.

Over the years scores of scholars, students, journalists, editors, critics, encour-
agers, and institutions have helped me with the task. I do want to repeat my thanks
to the seven Yale graduate students who, at the start, raked through biographies
with my instruments: Richard S. Beth, Father Richard Costigan, S.J., Charles G.
Daney, Elizabeth Kodama, Stephen Austin Merrill, Byron E. Shafer, and Rob-
ert James Straus. William Leuchtenburg and Michael Nelson gave me incisive com-
ments on the Carter and Reagan chapters. In the past many readers have given me
the benefit of their thoughts. I hope future readers will, too, especially those who
care about the next generation.

James David Barber
Cullowhee Spring

Durham, N.C.
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Presidential Character
and How to Foresee It

When a citizen votes for a Presidential candidate he makes, in effect, a prediction.
He chooses from among the contenders the one he thinks (or feels, or guesses)
would be the best President. He operates in a situation of immense uncertainty. If
he has a long voting history, he can recall time and time again when he guessed
wrong. He listens to the commentators, the politicians, and his friends, then adds it
all up in some rough way to produce his prediction and his vote. Earlier in the
game, his anticipations have been taken into account, either directly in the polls
and primaries or indirectly in the minds of politicians who want to nominate
someone he will like. But he must choose in the midst of a cloud of confusion, a
rain of phony advertising, a storm of sermons, a hail of complex issues, a fog of
charisma and boredom, and a thunder of accusation and defense. In the face of this
chaos, a great many citizens fall back on the past, vote their old allegiances, and let
it go at that. Nevertheless, the citizen’s vote says that on balance he expects Mr. X
would outshine Mr. Y in the Presidency.

This book is meant to help citizens and those who advise them cut through
the confusion and get at some clear criteria for choosing Presidents. To understand
what actual Presidents do and what potential Presidents might do, the first need is
to see the man whole—not as some abstract embodiment of civic virtue, some score-
card of issue stands, or some reflection of a faction, but as a human being like the
rest of us, a person trying to cope with a difficult environment. To that task he
brings his own character, his own view of the world, his own political style. None
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2 Presidential Character and How to Foresee It

of that is new for him. If we can see the pattern he has set for his political life we
can, I contend, estimate much better his pattern as he confronts the stresses and
chances of the Presidency.

The Presidency is a peculiar office. The Founding Fathers left it extraordinar-
ily loose in definition, partly because they trusted George Washington to invent
a tradition as he went along. It is an institution made a piece at a time by succes-
sive men in the White House. Jefferson reached out to Congress to put together
the beginnings of political parties; Jackson's dramatic force extended electoral
partisanship to its mass base; Lincoln vastly expanded the administrative reach
of the office, Wilson and the Roosevelts showed its rhetorical possibilities—in fact
every President’s mind and demeanor has left its mark on a heritage still in lively
development.

But the Presidency is much more than an institution. It is a focus of feelings.
In general, popular feelings about politics are low-key, shallow, casual. For ex-
ample, the vast majority of Americans knows virtually nothing of what Congress is
doing and cares less. The Presidency is different. The Presidency is the focus for the
most intense and persistent emotions in the American polity. The President is a
symbolic leader, the one figure who draws together the people’s hopes and fears for
the political future. On top of all his routine duties, he has to carry that off—or fail.

Our emotional attachment to Presidents shows up when one dies in office.
People were not just disappointed or worried when President Kennedy was killed;
people wept at the loss of a man most had never even met. Kennedy was young and
charismatic—but history shows that whenever a President dies in office, heroic Lin-
coln or debased Harding, McKinley or Garfield, the same wave of deep emotion
sweeps across the country, On the other hand, the death of an ex-President brings
forth no such intense emotional reaction.

The President is the first political figure children are aware of (later they add
Congress, the Court, and others, as “helpers” of the President). With some excep-
tions among children in deprived circumstances, the President is seen as a ““benevo-
lent leader,” one who nurtures, sustains, and inspires the citizenry. Presidents
regularly show up among “most admired” contemporaries and forebears, and the
President is the “best known” (in the sense of sheer name recognition) person in
the country. At inauguration time, even Presidents elected by close margins are
supported by much larger majorities than the election returns show, for people
rally round as he actually assumes office. There is a similar reaction when the
people see their President threatened by crisis: if he takes action, there is a favor-
able spurt in the Gallup poll whether he succeeds or fails.

Obviously the President gets more attention in schoolbooks, press, and televi-
sion than any other politician. He is one of very few who can make news by doing
good things. His emotional state is a matter of continual public commentary, as is
the manner in which his personal and official families conduct themselves. The
media bring across the President not as some neutral administrator or corporate
executive to be assessed by his production, but as a special being with mysterious
dimensions.
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We have no king. The sentiments English children—and adults—direct to the
Queen have no place to go in our system but to the President. Whatever his talents—
Coolidge-type or Roosevelt-type—the President is the only available object for such
national-religious-monarchical sentiments as Americans possess.

The President helps people make sense of politics. Congress is a tangle of
committees, the bureaucracy is a maze of agencies. The President is one man trying
to do a job—a picture much more understandable to the mass of people who find
themselves in the same boat. Furthermore, he is the top man. He ought to know
what is going on and set it right. So when the economy goes sour, or war drags on,
or domestic violence erupts, the President is available to take the blame. Then when
things go right, it seems the President must have had a hand in it. Indeed, the flow
of political life is marked off by Presidents: the “Eisenhower Era,” the “Kennedy
Years.”

What all this means is that the President’s main responsibilities reach far be-
yond administering the Executive Branch or commanding the armed forces. The
White House is first and foremost a place of public leadership. That inevitably
brings to bear on the President intense moral, sentimental, and quasi-religious pres-
sures which can, if he lets them, distort his own thinking and feeling. If there is
such a thing as extraordinary sanity, it is needed nowhere so much as in the White
House.

Who the President is at a given time can make a profound difference in the
whole thrust and direction of national politics. Since we have only one President at
a time, we can never prove this by comparison, but even the most superficial specu-
lation confirms the commonsense view that the man himself weighs heavily among
other historical factors. A Wilson re-elected in 1920, a Hoover in 1932, a John F.
Kennedy in 1964 would, it seems very likely, have guided the body politic along
rather different paths from those their actual successors chose. Or try to imagine
a Theodore Roosevelt ensconced behind today’s “bully pulpit” of a Presidency,
or Lyndon Johnson as President in the age of McKinley. Only someone mesmerized
by the lures of historical inevitability can suppose that it would have made little or
no difference to government policy had Alf Landon replaced FDR in 1936, had
Dewey beaten Truman in 1948, or Adlai Stevenson reigned through the 1950s. Not
only would these alternative Presidents have advocated different policies—they
would have approached the office from very different psychological angles. It
stretches credibility to think that Eugene McCarthy would have run the institution
the way Lyndon Johnson did.

The burden of this book is that the crucial differences can be anticipated by
an understanding of a potential President’s character, his world view, and his style.!
This kind of prediction is not easy; well-informed observers often have guessed
wrong as they watched a man step toward the White House. One thinks of Wood-
row Wilson, the scholar who would bring reason to politics; of Herbert Hoover, the
Great Engineer who would organize chaos into progress; of Franklin D. Roosevelt,
that champion of the balanced budget; of Harry Truman, whom the office would
surely overwhelm; of Dwight D. Eisenhower, militant crusader; of John F. Ken-
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nedy, who would lead beyond moralisms to achievemnents; of Lyndon B. Johnson,
the Southern conservative; and of Richard M. Nixon, conciliator. Spotting the
errors is easy. Predicting with even approximate accuracy is going to require some
sharp tools and close attention in their use. But the experiment is worth it because
the question is critical and because it lends itself to correction by evidence.

My argument comes in layers.

First, a President’s personality is an important shaper of his Presidential be-
havior on nontrivial matters.

Second, Presidential personality is patterned. His character, world view, and
style fit together in a dynamic package understandable in psychological terms.

Third, a President’s personality interacts with the power situation he faces
and the national “climate of expectations” dominant at the time he serves. The
tuning, the resonance—or lack of it—between these external factors and his person-
ality sets in motion the dynamic of his Presidency.

Fourth, the best way to predict a President’s character, world view, and style
is to see how they were put together in the first place. That happened in his early
life, culminating in his first independent political success.

But the core of the argument (which organizes the structure of the book)is
that Presidential character—the basic stance a man takes toward his Presidential
experience—comes in four varieties. The most important thing to know about a
President or candidate is where he fits among these types, defined according to (a)
how active he is and (b) whether or not he gives the impression he enjoys his politi-
cal life.

Let me spell out these concepts briefly before getting down to cases.

PERSONALITY SHAPES PERFORMANCE

I am not about to argue that once you know a President’s personality you know
everything. But as the cases will demonstrate, the degree and quality of a Presi-
dent’s emotional involvement in an issue are powerful influences on how he defines
the issue itself, how much attention he pays to it, which facts and persons he sees as
relevant to its resolution, and, finally, what principles and purposes he associates
with the issue. Every story of Presidential decision-making is really two stories: an
outer one in which a rational man calculates and an inner one in which an emo-
tional man feels. The two are forever connected. Any real President is one whole
man and his deeds reflect his wholeness.

As for personality, it is a matter of tendencies. It is not that one Presi-
dent ““has” some basic characteristics that another President does not “have.” That
old way of treating a trait as a possession, like a rock in a basket, ignores the uni-
versality of aggressiveness, compliancy, detachment, and other human drives. We all
have all of them, but in different amounts and in different combinations.
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THE PATTERN OF CHARACTER, WORLD VIEW, AND STYLE

The most visible part of the pattern is style. Stvle is the President’s habitual way of
performing his three political roles: rhetoric, personal relations, and homework.
Not to be confused with “stylishness,”” charisma, or appearance, style is how the
President goes about doing what the office requires him to do—to speak, directly or
through media, to large audiences; to deal face to face with other politicians, indi-
vidually and in small, relatively private groups; and to read, write, and calculate by
himself in order to manage the endless flow of details that stream onto his desk.
No President can escape doing at least some of each. But there are marked differ-
ences in stylistic emphasis from President to President. The balance among the
three style elements varies; one President may put most of himself into rhetoric,
another may stress close, informal dealing, while still another may devote his
energies mainly to study and cogitation. Beyond the balance, we want to see each
President’s peculiar habits of style, his mode of coping with and adapting to these
Presidential demands. For example, I think both Calvin Coolidge and John F. Ken-
nedy were primarily rhetoricians, but they went about it in contrasting ways.

A President’s world view consists of his primary, politicaily relevant beliefs,
particularly his conceptions of social causality, human nature, and the central moral
conflicts of the time. This is how he sees the world and his lasting opinions about
what he sees. Style is his way of acting; world view is his way of seeing. Like the
rest of us, a President develops over a lifetime certain conceptions of reality —how
things work in politics, what people are like, what the main purposes are. These
assumptions or conceptions help him make sense of his world, give some semblance
of order to the chaos of existence. Perhaps most important: a man’s world view af-
fects what he pays attention to, and a great deal of politics is about paying atten-
tion. The name of the game for many politicians is not so much “Do this, do that”
as it is “Look here!”

“Character” comes from the Greek word for engraving; in one sense it is what
life has marked into a man’s being. As used here. character is the way the President
orients himself toward life—not for the moment, but enduringly. Character is the
person’s stance as he confronts experience. And at the core of character, a man
confronts himself. The President’s fundamental self-esteem is his prime personal
resource; to defend and advance that, he will sacrifice much else he values. Down
there in the privacy of his heart, does he find himself superb, or ordinary, or de-
based, or in some intermediate range? No President has been utterly paralyzed by
self-doubt and none has been utterly free of midnight self-mockery. In between, the
real Presidents move out on life from positions of relative strength or weakness.
Equally important are the criteria by which they judge themselves. A President
who rates himself by the standard of achievement, for instance, may be little
affected by losses of affection.

Character, world view, and style are abstractions from the reality of the
whole individual. In every case they form an integrated pattern: the man develops a
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combination which makes psychological sense for him, a dynamic arrangement of
motives, beliefs, and habits in the service of his need for self-esteem.

THE POWER SITUATION
AND “CLIMATE OF EXPECTATIONS”

Presidential character resonates with the political situation the President faces.
It adapts him as he tries to adapt it. The support he has from the public and interest
groups, the party balance in Congress, the thrust of Supreme Court opinion to-
gether set the basic power situation he must deal with. An activist President may
run smack into a brick wall of resistance, then pull back and wait for a better mo-
ment. On the other hand, a President who sees himself as a quiet caretaker may not
try to exploit even the most favorable power situation. So it is the relationship
between President and the political configuration that makes the system tick.

Even before public opinion polls, the President’s real or supposed popularity
was a large factor in his performance. Besides the power mix in Washington, the
President has to deal with a national climate of expectations, the predominant
needs thrust up to him by the people. There are at least three recurrent themes
around which these needs are focused.

People look to the President for reassurance, a feeling that things will be all
right, that the President will take care of his people. The psychological request is
for a surcease of anxiety. Obviously, modern life in America involves considerable
doses of fear, tension, anxiety, worry; from time to time, the public mood calls
for a rest, a time of peace, a breathing space, a “return to normalcy.”

Another theme is the demand for a sense of progress and action. The Presi-
dent ought to do something to direct the nation’s course—or at least be in there
pitching for the people. The President is looked to as a take-charge man, a doer,
a turner of the wheels, a producer of progress—even if that means some sacrifice
of serenity.

A third type of climate of expectations is the public need for a sense of legiti-
macy from, and in, the Presidency. The President should be a master politician who
is above politics. He should have a right to his place and a rightful way of acting in
it. The respectability —even religiosity—of the office has to be protected by a man
who presents himself as defender of the faith. There is more to this than dignity,
more than propriety. The President is expected to personify our betterness in an
inspiring way, to express in what he does and is (not just in what he says) a moral
idealism which, in much of the public mind, is the very opposite of “politics.”

Over time the climate of expectations shifts and changes. Wars, depressions,
and other national events contribute to that change, but there also is a rough cycle,
from an emphasis on action (which begins to look too “political””) to an emphasis
on legitimacy (the moral uplift of which creates its own strains) to an emphasis on
reassurance and rest (which comes to seem like drift) and back to action again, One
need not be astrological about it. The point is that the climate of expectations at
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any given time is the political air the President has to breathe. Relating to this
climate is a large part of his task.

PREDICTING PRESIDENTS

The best way to predict a President’s character, world view, and style is to see how
he constructed them in the first place. Especially in the early stages, life is experi-
mental; consciously or not, a person tries out various ways of defining and main-
taining and raising self-esteem. He looks to his environment for clues as to who he
is and how well he is doing. These lessons of life slowly sink in: certain self-images
and evaluations, certain ways of looking at the world, certain styles of action get
confirmed by his experience and he gradually adopts them as his own. If we can
see that process of development, we can understand the product. The features to
note are those bearing on Presidential performance.

Experimental development continues all the way to death; we will not blind
ourselves to midlife changes, particularly in the full-scale prediction cases. But it is
often much easier to see the basic patterns in early life histories. Later on a whole
host of distractions—especially the image-making all politicians learn to practice—
clouds the picture.

In general, character has its main development in childhood, world view in
adolescence, style in early adulthood. The stance toward life I call character grows
out of the child’s experiments in relating to parents, brothers and sisters, and peers
at play and in school, as well as to his own body and the objects around it. Slowly
the child defines an orientation toward experience; once established, that tends to
last despite much subsequent contradiction. By adolescence, the child has been
hearing and seeing how people make their worlds meaningful, and now he is moved
to relate himself—his own meanings—to those around him, His focus of attention
shifts toward the future; he senses that decisions about his fate are coming and he
looks into the premises for those decisions. Thoughts about the way the world
works and how one might work in it, about what people are like and how one
might be like them or not, and about the values people share and how one might
share in them too—these are typical concerns for the post-child, pre-adult mind of
the adolescent.

These themes come together strongly in early adulthood, when the person
moves from contemplation to responsible action and adopts a style. In most bio-
graphical accounts this period stands out in stark clarity—the time of emergence,
the time the young man found himself. I call it his first independent political suc-
cess. It was then he moved beyond the detailed guidance of his family; then his
self-esteem was dramatically boosted; then he came forth as a person to be reck-
oned with by other people. The way he did that is profoundly important to him.
Typically he grasps that style and hangs onto it. Much later, coming into the Presi-
dency, something in him remembers this earlier victory and re-emphasizes the style
that made it happen.



