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Introduction

CHARLES O. JONES

The Presidency of Ronald Reagan will be the subject of scores of books. He
remains personally popular, and the style and substance of his administration
are fascinating. It is not too soon to begin an analysis, understanding that per-
spectives on him and his performance will change over time. This volume treats
major topics regarding this extraordinary administration, providing a review
and early assessment of the political, institutional, organizational, electoral,
and policy record.

President Reagan closed the gap between the public and its leader. The
public has come to feel personally about him, so much so that even his critics
feel bad when he is not doing well. We even observe a tendency to blame others
for not serving the President well when things go wrong. Oh, there are Reagan
haters, but there is an enormous amount of goodwill toward this President.

Indeed, were it not for the Twenty-Second Amendment, it is very likely that>

Ronald Reagan would win reelection to a third term.

In part, the profile of Ronald Reagan that emerges here is, in the words
of Anthony King and David Sanders, “one of puzzlement.” Possibly no knowl-
edgeable person would recommend an “ex-actor” and “ex-professional after-
dinner speaker” as President, or as governor of California for that matter. Thus
what King and Sanders report as a view from Europe has credence here too.
It should be said, however, that many Reagan watchers create the conditions
under which they are assured of being puzzled by the President’s performance.
For example, they expect little from this actor/President, thus setting themselves

P

up to be overly impressed even with ordinary accomplishments. In predicting ~

and evaluating Reagan’s performance, analysts are wont to rely more on his
acting career than his political career. He was, after all, the governor of our
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most populous state. And a great deal of his after-dinner speaking was at po-
litical party fund-raising dinners.

The judgment by many of his critics is that the President is popular enough
to win office but not smart enough to manage it well. Some have convinced
themselves that the popularity is purely a surface phenomenon— attributable
to the actor’s winning ways, even perhaps to sympathy for a midwestern kid
who made it in Hollywood and now finds himself in the White House.

The chapters in this volume acknowledge this image of popularity without
substance, management without intelligence. Yet in seeking to identify Reagan’s
legacy, the authors are moved to account for significant policy and political
developments during his years in office. No President is responsible for all that
takes place during his tenure. But he deserves at least as much credit for the
good as blame for the bad.

The chapters are organized into four broad parts. Part 1 treats the major
policy-making institutions— the Presidency, Congress, the courts, and the bu-
reaucracy. In the lead chapter, Bert A. Rockman points out that Ronald Reagan,
like all Presidents, had to solve the problem of controlling that for which he
is held responsible. Not surprisingly, therefore, he created an organization de-
signed to shape “basic policy parameters.” Rockman also sensibly places Reagan
in the context of historical developments, urging the reader to comprehend both
the man and the time in which he served—not a simple exercise, to be sure.

The next chapter in this part is by me. It focuses on the relationships with
Congress, stressing Reagan’s 1980 victory and how it was used to great advan-
tage in getting his program enacted. Reagan’s success in 1981 shaped subse-
quent congressional relationships. The four Congresses, the 97th to 1ooth, were
very different politically. Following the successes of 1981, the three subsequent
patterns identified are those of avoidance of hard policy choices, assertiveness
by Congress, and survival efforts by the President. Reference is made to a “pol-
icy trap” for the successful President—that is, a commitment to early policy
goals that restricts subsequent choices.

In his chapter on the White House, Rockman makes the point that or-
ganization there is a “nondurable,” since it is tailored to the incumbent. In the
third chapter in this section on institutions, David O’Brien describes a most
durable legacy, that of federal court appointments. He points out that by the
time he leaves office, Reagan will have appointed nearly half the lower-court
judges, “more than any other President” Media attention was naturally directed
to his U.S. Supreme Court appointments, and Reagan’s choices there will un-
questionably have future impact. But both the number of lower-court appoint-
ments and their tested conservatism suggest a far broader effect, justifying the
concern of many liberals during earlier campaigns.
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The last chapter in part 1 examines President Reagan’s impact on the bu-
reaucracy. Peter Benda and Charles Levine identify the President’s rather bold
intentions: political control of policy formulation and implementation, de-
bureaucratization through devolution and privatization, and administrative cost
cutting. They describe how the White House sought to achieve these goals,
emphasizing the use of appointments and other controls designed to enforce
Reagan’s agenda. They also treat the effects of these actions on bureaucrats
themselves, most notably on senior civil servants. Among the many lessons
learned from this chapter is that redirecting government is no simple task, even
for a popular President.

Part 2 treats President Reagan’s effect on politics outside the institutions—
specifically on political parties, elections, and public opinion. In the first chapter
in this part, Paul Allen Beck describes Reagan’s role in the revival of the Re-
publican party. Following Watergate, most analysts quite sensibly predicted that
it would take the Republican party a very long time to recover. Beck demon-
strates that Republicans now are well organized and financed. In fact, he judges
that they seem “better positioned than at any time since the New Deal years
to become the leading party” That they did not become the majority party
during the Reagan years, however, suggests a lost opportunity.

James Ceaser considers a topic of major interest in any study of Ronald
Reagan: public reaction to the man and his message. For the “great communi-
cator,” tests of public approval are naturally of great interest. Ceaser identifies
six periods in the President’s standing in public opinion polls: takeoff, decline,
restoration, anointment, debacle, and equilibrium. Ceaser stresses not only the
approval ratings but the interpretations placed on them. He emphasizes how
the President’s relationship with the public enabled him to achieve his goals
and concludes that since approval is a lag indicator, Presidents are advised to
sacrifice a high score today for a positive assessment in the future.

Part 3 deals with public policy. Paul E. Peterson and Mark Rom tackle
the domestic scene, logically focusing on fiscal matters. They provide the details
on which so many other conclusions in this book are based. Beginning with
the deficit, Peterson and Rom outline the major tax and spending policies and
their effects on selected groups. They are sensitive to the manifold political im-
plications of these policies throughout the Reagan years and as they affect fu-
ture administrations. Here, then, is an analysis of the profound effects of the
Reagan administration on the domestic agenda.

Foreign policy is the subject of the next chapter in this part. In treating
this topic, . M. Destler finds that he cannot escape “Reaganomics and the legacy
of debt.” For the impact of the deficit was not confined to our borders. The
theme of Destler’s chapter is what might be labeled pragmatic stubbornness



b4 CHARLES O. JONES

on the part of Reagan. The President demonstrates impressive persistence in
pursuing certain policy goals and yet is willing to cut a deal at some point.
As examples, Destler uses the debt, the Strategic Defense Initiative, aid to the
contras, and the release of the hostages (leading to the Iran-contra affair). While
Destler acknowledges certain gains from Reagan’s style, his judgment on bal-
ance is negative.

The final section of the book offers two contrasting perspectives on the
Reagan Presidency. The first is a “view from Europe,” written by Anthony King
and David Sanders. They report an unflattering evaluation of the President from
across the Atlantic, yet an acknowledgment that the government and Reagan’s
policies appear to have worked. “The European view of Reagan was thus some-
what schizoid” King and Sanders provide a most useful review of available
poll data regarding Reagan and a comparative analysis with Margaret Thatch-
er that contributes to an understanding of both leaders. They test Reagan’s
foreign policy more in terms of whether it led to disaster than whether oppor-
tunities were realized. Their conclusion? “World war did not break out. NATO
did not disintegrate.”

Aaron Wildavsky has written the final chapter. He stresses Ronald Reagan’s
strategic abilities, questioning whether the President’s accomplishments are the
result of dumb luck. Wildavsky asks that we consider the status of the Demo-
crats in judging Reagan’s political savvy. In 1984 the Democrats were forced
to campaign on Republican issues. In Wildavsky’s judgment, “Ronald Reagan
. . . integrated public policy with political support so as to provide creative
policy leadership.” He asks that this accomplishment be considered in the con-
text of what he describes as an “antileadership system.”

Although this book directs attention to the President, the reader will dis-
cover a great deal in each chapter about the politics of the time. President watch-
ing is simply a means for keeping track of major national and international
issues. All Presidents leave something of themselves behind, to be sure, but what-
ever that legacy may be, it is fitted into larger, ongoing political developments.
No President is forgotten. But all leave town when it is over.
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1

The Style and Organization
of the Reagan Presidency

BErRT A. ROCKMAN

Presidents and the Problem of Organization

In contrast to the streamlined and spartan operations that prevail in the offices

of central leaders elsewhere, the U.S. Presidency is a portrait in complexity and

igantism. This condition is born of the unique métch'm—tl;—cf_n—stﬁtion-

al independence of the office and the demands of modern government. Where-

as prime ministers and their ministerial colleagues rely upon civil servants in

the ministries, their party in parliament, and a cabinet to mediate between

them, U.S. Presidents are compelled to organize both politics and policy through
the White House.

Glancing through any outline of functions performed by the White House

and the Executive Office of the Presidency (EOP) suggests a wide variety of

activities. Three very obvious ones are (1) those of central clearance manitor-
ing, and organization; (2).those of political advice, campaigning, and liaison;
and (3) those.aof policy advice, analysis, and review. In reality, there is necessar-
ily a good bit of seepage across White House and EOP roles designed to deal
primarily with one or another of these functions. The key, obviously, to a Pres-
ident’s organizational success and, therefore, to an important element of a Presi-
dent’s political success is to get these functions to mesh together, not only within
the White House and EOP but throughout the executive branch. This is no
easy task. The competitive nature of American government, a product of the
separation of powers and the equally competitive effort on the part of the media,
interest groups, and opinion leaders to gain and exploit information about ex-
ecutive decision making, multiplies the effects of diversity.

3



4 BERT A. ROCKMAN

All governments, of course, are faced with problems of coordination and
integration. But these problems are particularly daunting in the United States
because in our system there is no regularized apparatus for collectively bar-
gaining a governmental course. A President, simply put, is not a prime minis-
ter. He has no government as such, only himself and his associates. The White
House, therefore, is virtually driven to be the central political operation for
Presidents attempting to advance their political prospects, their political leverage,
and their policy goals. Consequently, a President can listen to anyone he pleases
or to no one. The ghosts of Washington past— Clark Clifford, Abe Fortas, Bryce
Harlow, among others— played important informal as well as formal roles, and
even presidential friends such as Charles Kirbo appear to have influenced Pres-
ident Carter, even though they were physiczlly removed from the precincts of
Washington.

Presidents themselves rarely rise to the top as team players. Instead, they
tend to be entrepreneurs. And, like most entrepreneurs, they have developed
a sense of what they think they want, a dulled sense of empathy for what others
might want, and frequently have acquired a set of retainers with skills honed
chiefly in political salesmanship.

The problems of organization and operating style that a President (indeed,
any chief executive in any organization) faces are to be able to find a balance
between Wj&dﬂbﬂtﬁm&ds to know. An implicit assump- .
tion here 1s that if a President knew what he needed to know, he often would
not want what he wants. The implication is that a President’s real interests can
be other than his expressed preferences! This, to be sure, is tricky territory.

Whether any particular system of White House organization can help a
President know what he must know is certainly a question that cannot be easi-
ly resolved. Richard Neustadt, for instance, sees Presidents as soloists.? If, in
his view, they do not already know what they need to know or hoW¥8 ntervene
in order to get it, no system of organization will suffice. Above all, presidential
dependencies on others can heighten the leverage of others over the President.
A President who lacks the prudence and instincts to help himself soon will
be in need of help from his help.

When a President feels very strongly about what he wants to do and feels
relatively unencumbered by what he needs to know, the resulting organizational
style is likely to be one of command. But commands go through a chain, and
at each level they become subject to increased distortion and operational puzzle-
ment as to what they might conceivably mean. When the puzzlement becomes
deep enough and the quest for operational meaning unavailing, implementers
tend to sit on their hands and continue doing what it was they had been doing
until clarification arises, if it ever does. In other words, even in order to com-
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mand effectively, a President also needs to know someting about what he wants
to do operationally and how he wants to do it organizationally. Yet a President
consumed mainly with a need to know ironically will appear to be ad hoc in
direction and even paralyzed. To be successful, a President must be a chief—

but he also must be a_chigf executive.? I
It is evident that Presidents vary a great deal in what they want to do and

in their rate of learning about what it is they can do, but they also vary in
their need to know and what it is they already do know. Lyndon Johnson, for
example, knew a great deal about Congress and legislative strategy but little
about policy management or even party politics. Nixon, in contrast, had great
diplomatic visions and a taste for the dramatic but little concern for legislative
strategy.

In brief, every President comes to office with unique virtues and deficien-
cies. Like any chief executive officer (CEO), he knows some things and has
a talent for finding out about others. But any given President also does not
know a lot of things and is dependent on the organizational apparatus around
him, the people who fill relevant advisory and organizational roles, and his
own sense of curiosity and ideas about what he believes is important to know.
Unlike a corporate CEQ, a President, by definition, is inevitably an outsider,
even when he has had Washington experience or even prior cabinet-level ap-
pointment. There is little permanence surrounding him. And that which ap-
pears to be permanent—the civil service and subgovernments—often is dis-
trusted.

The role of an organizational system is to compensate for the deficiencies
and complement the strengths of the leader at the top. That, ideally, is a system
of organization that informs Presidents of what they need to know to help them
get what it is they truly want to get. Precisely because what Presidents want
to do varies, and because Presidents rarely get to the Presidency without ex-
tolling their own unique qualities and desires for change, Presidents typically
want a system that is responsive to their command. At the same time; there
is a strong tendency for observers detached from the fate of any given Presi-
dent to focus on the organizational problems of Presidents and the Presidency
and to look for institutionalized solutions to provide the “help” that the Brown-
low Report claimed Presidents needed.# The underlying assumption behind en-
thusiasms for institutionalization is that Presidents are interchangeable or, if
they are not, that they more or less ought to be. The tacit premise is that presi-
dential needs have a remarkable contmulty, even thoﬁm&lws
are unlikely to acknowledge that. T

From a President’s perspective, therefore, institutionalization appears as
a constraint in an environment that seems to him already vastly constrained.
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Typically, then, Presidents want responsive coordination but not necessarily
institutionalization. Not always but often, they also want a form of democratic
centrism. They want to have policy and political debates about presidential
decision making channeled and immune from public scrutiny, which they per-
ceive as forcing their hand. In the extreme case of Lyndon Johnson, inferences
drawn from leaks frequently resulted in decisions that seemed to be pe ly
taken so as tQ e
sumption that presumably lay behmd is was that if the leaker or the press
could be rendered less credible, the incentive for leaking would decline.

Whatever the virtues of institutionalization, its liabilities are clear for most
Presidents. Presidents want to steer. They do not want to be anchored with
the weight of the past. Moreover, each President usually has developed a char-
acteristic style of operation by the time he arrives at the White House. Accord-
ingly, each is remarkably free to make use of the apparatus as he wishes, to
reformulate what he desires to do, and to generate for himself a system that
is comfortable for him to work through. The last especially does not come
easily. Some Presidents go through several iterations until they find a system
they think works for them. Of course, a President is freer to do all these things
with his entourage inside the west wing of the White House than he is with
the departments “out there” That, no doubst, is a source of presidential mis-
trust of the executive agencies. Whether he would wish it or not, however, he
cannot live without them. Congress has mandated their existence and a great
deal of their operating law. The linkage between the White House and the op-
erating departments of the executive branch thus becomes one of the central
challenges to a President’s organizational strategy. Can he optimize what he
wants and equally gain what he needs to know?

Although the EOP now contains a variety of organized shops (some, such
as the Office of Management and Budget [OMB], are at least medium-size busi-
nesses), many change character quickly with presidential transitions.’ Still, there
is, as Sam Kernell points out, remarkable persistency in the creed of presiden-
tial organization. The creed, as Kernell notes, emphasizes the value of small
staffs and coordination.¢ Sooner or later, according to his argument, Presidents
adapt to this idea.

Other organizational creeds are equally powerful. One of them is the value
of cabinet government, of delegation, and of interdepartmental coordination
at high levels. These aspirations usually are voiced at the outset of an admin-
istration, duly recorded, and, after a decent interval, most often duly dismissed
in fact if not always in form or rhetoric. Yet, not all the elements disappear.
And, in some respects, the Reagan Presidency clearly gave more than lip ser-
vice to these elements of the organizational creed—a necessity, indeed, for a
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President who, more than most, has seen his role as a chief rather than as an
executive.

The Man and the Machinery

Ronald Reagan came to the Presidency as its oldest incumbent. Although his
political career as an officeholder was a relatively brief eight years as governor
of California, there was little mystery about him. This certainly was in vivid
contrast to his immediate predecessor, Jimmy Carter, the former governor of
Georgia, about whom little was known or, for that matter, to even a political
veteran such as Richard Nixon, the former vice-president, whose transfigura-
tions of style and character were astonishingly frequent, even if never complete.
Instead, Ronald Reagan was a political figure of stunning transparency in terms
of his core political beliefs and his work habits.

Simply stated, Ronald Reagan believes in a few things with great passion
and holds to them uncompromisingly. In presentation 0f(!118 p@lﬂlf?a Ronald
Reagan has brought more personal presence to the office than any President
at least since John F. Kennedy. Reagan’s acting career and speechmaking.in
behalf of General Electric were excellent preparation, but not every actor has
been so at ease with his script. At least during the early stages of his administra-
tion when Reagan needed to sell his program of tax and budget reductions,
the ability to project the need for change in an environment receptive to change
was a helpful quality.

Reagan’s projection of self, however, has at least two threads. One is the
ability to handle small talk, to provide the disarming one-liner, and to give
mellifluently the set spean that portrays the ideas he is firmly attached to. The
other thread is the President’s vulnerability to facts and the consequent need
to distance him from settings in which probing of his knowledge can occur,
particularly news conferences. Whatever the causé of Reagan’s fragile hold on
facts—whether it derives from the firmness of his ideological commitments,
from work habits that charitably can be characterized as laid-back, or, prob-
ably, from both—these conditions provide unusual challenges to organizing
a system that would highlight the President’ s obvious strengths while compen-
sating for his equally obvious deficiencies.

No system, of course, is safe from failures, even when it is working well.
As Paul Anderson suggests, sound processes can have “normal failures.”” More-
over, it has become increasingly clear that no system of organization is appropri-
ate for all seasons, and certainly not for all Presidents. Presidencies run through
cycles, and the problems of both politics and policy they face will change. A
major problem, therefore, is whether a style of operation and a system of or-
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ganization appropriate to one phase can adapt to another one in which the
political and policy demands will be different.

In spite of these inevitable adaptations required in presidential organiza-
tion, the Reagan White House could be organized around the basic and well-
known characteristics of the President’s political and policy objectives and his
work style. To an extent that is, I believe, remarkable, there has been fundamen-
WWMMW, )
the rhetorical instruments he seeks to apply, and to the operative style he em-
ploys in decision making. Insofar as objectives are concerned, President Reagan
has been committed to a fairly fundamental shift toward a smaller and less
extractive government on the domestic side, to a high-spending military ap-
paratus, to reversing established yet fragile toeholds of Marxist regimes in the
Third World, and to a political realignment inside and outside of Washington
that involves electoral politics but also the planting of committed partisans
throughout the federal judiciary and the executive establishment. It is fair, then,
to characterize President Reagan in much the same ways one can characterize
candidate Reagan: deep ideological commitment to a path ¢ norms
of American politics, promises radical charige. The commitment to radical
change is masked by two of the Re: personality, one being the dul-
cet tones in which the President propounds his vision of change, the other be-
ing the remarkably detached style through which the President pursues his goals.

Across the sea, in the United Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher’s most untradi-
tional and un-Tory-like style of leadership gives every indication that she means
business, that she knows exactly what she is saying and means very well to
follow it up. Mrs. Thatcher is every bit as committed as Mr. Reagan, but far
more involved in the operative elements of her agenda, and in developing the
means necessary to get it to work. Much like Neustadt’s ideal President, Mrs.
Thatcher seems endlessly cun_'_gl_ls_an;d_&cc_r_niedxdnb.mnan@‘cgs. Reagan,
to the contrary, most often appears more mellow than manic, at least until
recent times when things have gone less well for him.

The problem of managing the Reagan Presidency, therefore, can be stated
as follows: How can organizational structures, systems, and strategies be de-
veloped for a committed Presidency and a detached President?

Even with notable exceptions, it is fair to say that the management of the
Reagan Presidency, in the first term particularly, was a success. Of course, or-
ganizational success basks in the glow of more generalized political success,
and organizational failures are perceived to result in, rather than be the result
of, broader political failures. Like football quarterbacks, presidential organiza-
tion often bears excessive responsibility for outcomes. Yet, presidential organi-
zation is often a key element in the ability of a President to achieve his goals,




