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			Praise for 

			The Hardest Job in the World

			 

			
				“Evenhanded and insightful…Drawing on illuminating interviews with former White House officials and presidential historians, [John] Dickerson packs the book with intriguing arcana and colorful quotes….This entertaining history rises above the political fray to cast even the most maligned chief executives in a new light.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“You should read [The Hardest Job in the World] if you want to understand what the presidency should and should not be. Dickerson…brilliantly explains how the presidency grew and evolved and accumulated power, how Trump has warped it, and how it can be fixed.”

				—Business Insider

				“Brilliantly chronicles what the American presidency has meant, what it could mean…With wit, sweep, and unfailing generosity, The Hardest Job in the World is a book for our times, informed and delightful and definitely not to be missed.”

				—Brenda Wineapple, author of
The Impeachers: The Trial of Andrew Johnson and the Dream of a Just Nation

				“Superb…a captivating read…I found myself sometimes nodding in agreement so vigorously that I worried about hurting my neck….A wonderful contribution to understanding what is, for sure, the hardest job in the world.”

				—Robert Gates, former United States secretary of defense

				
				“This is a wonderful ‘inside’ look at the difficult act of being the president of the United States. It is told with grace and insight by a man who not only knows his subject—he understands it. This is a great gift to our sense of the actual presidency, a primer on leadership, and, of course, of necessity, a reflection on failure.”

				—Ken Burns, award-winning filmmaker

				“From one of our closest students of the presidency, John Dickerson’s thoughtful, learned, original, shrewd, comprehensive, up-to-the-minute book, full of wisdom and personal observations, could not be more needed than at this moment in American history.”

				—Michael Beschloss, bestselling author of 
Presidential Courage: Brave Leaders and How They Changed America 1789–1989

				“Dickerson has a gift for effectively mixing anecdote and history, as he did so well in Whistlestop: My Favorite Stories from Presidential Campaign History, and he does it again in his rich chronicle of the American presidency. The qualities required of a good candidate differ from that of a great president, and Dickerson makes a convincing case for reforming the job, which is radically different from how it was conceived by the founders.”

				—The National Book Review
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					Lyndon Johnson offers the famously effective “Johnson treatment” on Republican leader Everett Dirksen.
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			“Pray for Me”

			On election night 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt went to his New York townhouse. The incumbent, Herbert Hoover, had just conceded defeat. His son James helped him to bed and kissed him good night. His father looked up and said, “You know, Jimmy, all my life I’ve been afraid of one thing—fire. Tonight, I think I’m afraid of something else.”

			James asked him what he was afraid of.

			“I’m just afraid that I may not have the strength to do this job.”

			As Jimmy left the room, his father said to him, “After you leave me tonight, Jimmy, I’m going to pray. I’m going to pray that God will help me, that He will give me the strength and the guidance to do this job and do it right. I hope you will pray for me too, Jimmy.”1
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					On October 23, 1983, the day after President Ronald Reagan approved the U.S. military intervention in Grenada, car bombers attacked the American and French barracks in Beirut, killing 241 Americans and 58 French servicemen, a tragedy Reagan would call the worst of his administration.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction

			
				Anger cannot win. It cannot even think clearly.2

				—Dwight D. Eisenhower

			

			On September 29, 1956, the Cedar Rapids Gazette announced front-page news about the presidency: Ike setting up policy of firing back.3 With Election Day just a month away, the incumbent, Dwight Eisenhower, had finally decided to engage his Democratic challenger, Adlai Stevenson. This wasn’t big news just in Iowa. In Delphos, Ohio, they woke up to this headline in the Daily Herald: Fire Back When Rivals Go Too Far—Ike’s New Policy.4 In Tyrone, Pennsylvania, their Daily Herald heralded: Ike decides to answer demo “lies.”5

			Editors opened the big-type drawer for Eisenhower’s decision because the president had previously resisted what he called the “noise and extravagance” of the campaign. Weeks earlier, Eisenhower had waved away an easy chance to attack Stevenson: The Democratic nominee had complained about the state of the economy, and Eisenhower’s press secretary had accused Stevenson of cheering for bad news. When reporters asked the president about this, Ike said his rival must have been misquoted.6 (Ike’s press secretary held his next briefing from under the bus where his boss had just thrown him.)

			Ike switched his strategy, but the former Supreme Allied Commander hardly stormed the beaches. “Firing back” amounted to instructing the Labor Department to rebut Stevenson’s claim about cost of living adjustments.7

			
			It’s not that Ike was mild-mannered. He wrestled to control his temper all of his life. The White House staff felt the sting of his wrath so often they dubbed him “the terrible-tempered Mr. Bang.”8 He once flung a golf club in anger and almost broke his doctor’s leg.9 When the sport vexed him—which is to say, when he played it—the veins on his temple engorged until one observer said they resembled whipcords.10 Still, Eisenhower believed he must master his impulses. “Anger cannot win,” he wrote in his diary almost a decade before becoming president. “It cannot even think clearly.”
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					Newspaper editors considered it front-page news that President Eisenhower was choosing to confront his opponent. Ike resisted the pull of the campaign trail because he thought getting into the catfight of political competition was beneath the dignity of the office.

				
			
			Eisenhower believed the presidency was too serious to be concerned with the trivialities of politics. He also believed a president needed self-control to be effective. He didn’t attack his opponent, Stevenson, for yet another reason. That reason, according to the Cedar Rapids Gazette, was “Mr. Eisenhower’s reluctance to engage in name-calling contests that he considers beneath the dignity of the presidency.”11

			
			Sixty-four years later, under President Donald Trump, the presidency is a name-calling contest in which he appears to be competing with himself. In his first 700 days in office, President Donald Trump insulted 550 people, a brisk rate of one every 1.25 days.12 “Crooked Hillary,” “Leakin’ Lyin’ James Comey,” “Pocahontas” (Elizabeth Warren), and “Little Pencil-neck Adam Schiff” are just some of the names minted by the forty-fifth president. At Trump’s rallies, his fans cheer the reveal ceremonies of his latest schoolyard abuses. The catchy ones are printed on campaign T-shirts.

			If name calling were still thought to be beneath the presidency, Donald Trump would be seen as governing from the subbasement. Eisenhower’s idea of the “dignity of the presidency” is up for grabs. So is the Eisenhower-era idea that the duties and traditions of the presidency should curtail a president’s drive for reelection.

			Trump’s supporters explain that he just has a different style than previous presidents. This undersells him. President Trump is ambitious, and his behavior—the insults, the impulsive competitive maneuvers—are a window into those ambitions, just as Eisenhower’s behavior explained his worldview. President Trump is in rebellion against the presidency. Its traditions get in the way of the quick results he wants. He either sidesteps or flattens obstacles or opponents that irritate him or slow him down. In 2019, his desire to circumvent the process when it came to policy toward the country of Ukraine led to his impeachment. Donald Trump is not just a traditional president who happens to have a rough tongue. His rough tongue is a sign of a president who is dismantling the traditional presidency.

			Reading these paragraphs, you might feel we are headed toward a predictable story, that this book will chart the stomach-drops of the roller-coaster ride of one president’s administration. I would like to interrupt that assumption of a regularly scheduled program to say that this book tells a different, urgent story. The American presidency is in trouble. It is overburdened, misunderstood, an almost impossible job to do. President Trump is a part of that story, but he also obscures it. One of the problems with the presidency is that it has become such a celebrity office that it is defined by the personality of the occupant. But the problems with the job unfolded before Donald Trump was elected, and the challenges of governing today will confront his successors.

			
			To look at the office afresh requires a change of perspective, unhooking from the celebrity headlines in order to understand its evolution and challenges. That is the channel we will switch to now, for a moment, as you imagine hiring someone to be president. Or, better yet, as you imagine what the job might be like if you had to do it yourself.

			
				A President’s To-Do List

				 

				What does your to-do list look like? Is it written on Post-it Notes? Maybe the app on your phone makes a pleasing noise to prompt you that it’s time to go to the meeting, or to get that form notarized. Maybe you’ve sent yourself an email to remind you to buy those plane tickets before the price goes up. A to-do list can be the source of and answer to the chaos and competing demands of the modern day.

				Now imagine a to-do list printed on the kind of paper usually reserved for wedding announcements. Your steward brings it to you each morning with your coffee. It bears the same presidential seal that’s on your coffee cup. Most people would recognize it as a schedule, but when you are president of the United States, your schedule is your to-do list. Armies of people fight over its entries, what they will be, how long they will be, or if they should be.

				Your time is one of the most precious commodities in the world. How you spend that time, and how it is spent for you, determines the course of your administration and perhaps the country’s future. This is why even your free time—those little shards of it you get—are also labeled and scheduled.

				The chief of staff knows you are taking the short walk downstairs to your office because he can watch the little red dot that signifies your movements on the White House grounds. You are tracked by your staff because other people are tracking your movements too. They want to kill you. The Secret Service sentinels constantly hovering over your life attest to this, as do the snipers on your roof. Harry Truman could go for a walk through the streets of Washington when the spirit moved him. You can scarcely go to the bathroom without someone’s knowing it. Bill Clinton called the White House the “crown jewel of the federal penitentiary system.”

				
				The secretary of state will be calling in a minute. The call is supposed to be about his budget, but he’s really using it to argue his case about Iran. He’s hoping to get to you before the secretary of defense can make her case about Iran later that day in what she will stage as a casual aside during a photo-op. The most powerful people in government at times behave like high schoolers.
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						“You know, it’s easy for the Monday morning quarterback to say what the coach should have done,” said Harry Truman. “But when the decision is up before you—and on my desk I have a motto which says ‘The Buck Stops Here’—the decision has to be made.”

					
				
				Before crossing the threshold of your office, you hand your overnight briefing book to your staff secretary. It contains all of the issues that aren’t crashing at the moment but that are slowly coming to that. Milk prices are declining, causing lights to go out in barns all across Wisconsin as farmers go out of business. (You barely won Wisconsin in the last election.) Corruption and gang violence in Venezuela are going to spike the number of migrants on the border in the spring.

				The top sheet in the briefing binder lists your campaign promises with a red, yellow, or green dot signifying the status of your administration’s progress in meeting your priorities. Tabs labeled CHINA and SOTU contain preparation materials for your meeting with the Chinese premier three months from now, and the State of the Union Address a month after that.

				
				The cover of the book is embossed with Q2, which stands for Quadrant Two, a reference to the Eisenhower matrix that drives the daily operations of your White House. The matrix gets its name from Ike because the former president’s maxim was that the urgent should not crowd out the important. The matrix helps everyone sort priorities, the most important process in any organization.

				

				—

				In the four-quadrant system, the horizontal axis plots an item’s urgency. Is it on fire or merely smoldering? The vertical axis plots an item’s importance. Is the smoke coming from a burning family heirloom or last week’s funny papers? Defining a problem is the key to solving it. Figure out what quadrant a problem belongs in, and you and your team immediately know the next steps to take. Pick the wrong quadrant, and you waste that precious presidential time, or worse, you miss an opportunity to avert a catastrophe.
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				Quadrant One is America’s favorite quadrant. Your allies, opponents, and the media think every problem is urgent and important, and anything you do that isn’t tending to what they think belongs in Quadrant One is judged to be a mistake. If you let your Quadrant One be defined this way, the country would have to elect a hundred presidents to shoulder the load.

				
				Every day is a knife fight to move items out of Quadrant One, items that don’t really need to be there. Some challenges can’t be moved. When Eisenhower learned that the Russians had shot down an American U-2 spy plane, he knew that required his immediate focus. The same was true for Ronald Reagan and the Challenger disaster, and for George W. Bush with the attacks of 9/11. Identifying those emergencies is not the real challenge of Quadrant One, however. Actual Quadrant One decisions are the urgent and important ones that no one knows about until months after the crisis has passed: planning to capture or kill Osama bin Laden, removing Iranian nuclear scientists, or finally deciding to replace your national security advisor.

				To manage, a president must delegate ruthlessly, ushering or sometimes pushing items from Quadrant One to Quadrant Three, the location for urgent but less important tasks that can be handled by someone else. Day-to-day decisions about how best to combat the spreading Ebola virus in Africa or prepare for hurricane season or reduce opioid addiction will have to be made for you.

				Your chief of staff makes a lot of these sorting decisions. This took time to get used to. You like to have control and input, but you had to learn a new, more refined definition of the word “important.” Just because an issue is objectively important, or someone claims it is important, doesn’t mean it is important enough to warrant spending that precious presidential time on it. Your staff and cabinet secretaries are uncomfortable with being given responsibility. They want you in on the decision because they want cover if things go wrong. And things will go wrong. You’ll get blamed for not being in meetings, or reviewing each detail. Taking that flak is part of the job. You’ll have to assure those you delegate to you’ll take the hits for them.

				Guiding you out of the Quadrant One fog is what George H. W. Bush called “the vision thing,”13 a larger idea that helps you sort. If Quadrant One takes over your life, that leaves no time for Quadrant Two, the non-urgent but important business of your administration that can be solved only through collective action—the issues that humans formed governments to solve. How do we align the incentives in the free market system to prompt people to take risks and protect the people cast aside by its necessary churn? How does the country slow the rate of healthcare spending so that it doesn’t bankrupt itself? Eisenhower’s farewell address about the danger of the military-industrial complex came from Quadrant Two, as did Reagan’s speech to the British Parliament about the duty that democracies have to promote freedom. They were vital issues, but not boiling on the stove in the instant the presidents addressed them. Ignore Quadrant Two long enough, though, and it will grow up to be Quadrant One with no real solutions, because those had to be formed before the problem became acute.

				
				Successful presidents live in Quadrants One and Two, farm out Quadrant Three to their team, and brace themselves against incursions from Quadrant Four. In Quadrant Four, the non-urgent and unimportant topics include the frequency of presidential golf games, commentary about political optics, and well-meaning but wrong analysis of the presidential decision-making process. “The essence of decision making is opaque even to the decision maker,” John F. Kennedy said of being president. There is no corollary that says “but it’s intimately well known to the cable news pundit.”14

				You walk into the most recognizable office in the world, the Oval Office. George W. Bush said that its oval shape meant the room has no corners to hide in.15 That is a reminder of your other to-do list, the one buzzing outside your door that will rush in with your first meetings. It is written by the financial markets, or by a white nationalist the FBI believes is plotting in his garage, or the Senate majority leader who can’t get enough of himself and wants you to see him today and treat him accordingly. Or you’ll have to respond to the latest strategic move by the president of Russia. Every issue involves a decision you will have to make that you know could go wrong, and where you’ll be lucky if you have a 60 percent confidence level of success when you make it. “There are no easy matters that will ever come to you as president. If they are easy, they will be settled at a lower level,” Dwight Eisenhower told John Kennedy.16 You’ll never have enough information or time to whittle away uncertainty. In some cases, if you fail to act in time, or you delay, the result will be catastrophic.

				Today you may have to decide whether to order a drone strike that could cause civilian casualties. Overnight, the second stage of the covert cyberattack you ordered began. It might cause a retaliation, and no one has given a good answer about where or when that might come. It could cripple the entire American banking, electrical, and telecommunications systems. Every meeting about cyberthreats is indeterminate. It’s like trying to fight fog with a sword.

				
				During one of your campaign debates, the moderator asked, “What black swan event do you worry about?” Quaint that he thought there was just one in this job. You now know that black swans flock to the White House like swallows to Capistrano. You can try to sort the important from the urgent, but sometimes the real job of being president is simply sorting the urgent.

				The sun rises behind the Washington Monument. You laugh and look down at your coffee. You hear the soundtrack of yourself at a campaign rally when you were running to get this job. You knew the job would be hard when you ran for it, but you and the other candidates had no idea how different the actual job would be from the job you talked about on the campaign trail. You had said in Iowa, Florida, and Ohio: “Each morning when I have my first cup of coffee in the Oval Office and the sun rises behind the Washington Monument, it will be like your first cup of coffee, as you look out over the field, or the spreadsheet, or the disordered sheets of a hospital bed. You will be on my mind. Your hopes and your dreams will be with me as I think about what I can do as president to help you. We’ll always protect your freedom so that you can think about your next great idea, or how to support your spouse or help your son with his homework, or think about nothing at all but the Buckeyes’ next victory.” (Your speechwriters changed this line to pander to every local audience. You improvised once and got the name of the college football team wrong. The New York tabloids ran front-page stories about it for a week.)

				It might be the caffeine kicking in, or the memory of the campaign and the thrill of having won the race to get into the Oval Office, but suddenly for a few moments the to-do list shrinks and you feel the thrill of possibility. You think, I can make lives better now and for a generation. I can touch people and inspire waves of action. It’s corny, but the faces waiting in the hallway for your first meetings represent the vast army of public servants willing to stay up all night, to miss birthdays and anniversaries, because they believed all that stuff you said during the campaign.

				Your predecessor testifies that this is a feeling that comes with the office. He left you a letter in your desk drawer, as all presidents leave their successors. The last lines read: “This job will be hard. Harder than anything you’ve ever done, not just because of the decisions you will face, but because progress will be so slow to achieve what you want. But don’t forget, you have the power every day to do good. Sometimes it is just in one life, or on one block, but it can also be in one town, in one state, in one country, and in one world.”

				
				The morning knock comes that starts your day. The door pushes open. The first meeting of the day begins. The to-do list awaits for the hardest job in the world.

			

			
				A President-Obsessed Nation

				 

				It is difficult to consider the presidency as an office distinct from its occupant because Donald Trump is its occupant. To a degree greater than any of his predecessors, Trump sees the office as an extension of himself. He does not believe in many of the job’s obligations, and his supporters love him for it.

				Our view of the office is also warped by the partisanship that Trump has exacerbated. The presidency has become the venue for all high-stakes political combat. Partisans define the standards of the job by the behavior of their preferred president. Or, partisans who oppose a president profess belief in standards that are tailored to make that president seem deficient.

				Partisanship also affects how we analyze the presidency. Anyone who identifies a flaw in the office is accused of lowering the bar for the current occupant. If you note that the job is extremely difficult, you might be accused of making excuses, which thankfully is not how we think about brain surgery. Or, if you talk about the specific skills needed to actually do the very difficult job, you are seen as ideologically biased against the occupant who might not have those skills. All of this blocks the ability to examine and evaluate what the job really entails.

				It no longer seems possible for a historian or an analyst of one ideology to judge a president of another ideology by a fixed standard, as the liberal Richard Reeves did about the conservative Ronald Reagan when he wrote, “Amazing things, good and bad, happened in the 1980s because President Reagan wanted them to happen. He knew how to be president.”17

				
				The fact that basic presidential qualities have become a partisan matter shows how far off the rails the office has run. The presidency was originally designed to resist exactly this kind of political infection. Thomas Jefferson and John Adams fought bitterly during the election of 1800, but it was still possible for Jefferson to say that the office would be well served no matter which of them was elected. He might have been hiding his true feelings—he often did when it came to Adams—but that, too, is the essence of the presidency: maintaining public roles that promote the health of the republic.

				The White House has hosted forty-three presidents and resisted any one president’s effort to put his name on it. The American presidency was created in a moment of desperation and uncertainty about the failing health of the new nation and its experimental democracy. Rival European countries cheered for its failure, awaiting its collapse. They were ultimately disappointed. The shared powers system created by the Constitution, with a chief magistrate chosen by a free people and partially responsible to Congress, has survived for 230 years. It has helped to build the most powerful nation in the world. The traditions and standards of the American presidency have produced heroes and been durable enough to withstand scoundrels, drawing strength and inspiration from the former, shaming and limiting the latter.

				The office has a power of its own. Its traditions—embodied in concepts like “the dignity of the presidency” and “acting presidential”—have helped to propel the nation forward and upward. America has been a symbol and beacon for representative democracy to the world, and the standards of its institutions have given hope to people on every continent that self-determination and self-governance are possible.

				Donald Trump’s tenure has offered the chance to take a sweeping new look at the office. Many of the customs of the presidency were not bolted in place but held there through tradition, restraint, deference, shame, and custom. What held back Eisenhower was an idea in Eisenhower’s head, not a wall put there by law. Donald Trump has loosened the bolts on, and dismantled much of, the apparatus, flinging parts onto the White House lawn. To understand what is vital to the office and what is vestigial to the office and to modern governance requires understanding how the presidency has become a job that is out of control.

				Many of a president’s modern responsibilities were not part of the job’s original design. The framers of our Constitution, who launched a successful rebellion against a tyrannical king, envisioned an executive limited in power. The modest design, envisioned as a balance, held for the bulk of America’s early history. In 1845, James K. Polk’s wife, Sarah, fretted that the diminutive eleventh president might enter a room unnoticed. The original “dark horse candidate” had been Speaker of the House, but even that did not make him a household name. The New Hampshire Sentinel wrote of him in jest: “Mr. Polk was the Speaker, we believe, of the House of Representatives.”18 To bolster the president’s stature, Mrs. Polk asked the Marine Band to play “Hail to the Chief” when he entered the room so people would swivel their heads in the direction of her husband’s arrival.19

				
				Today, we notice when the president doesn’t show up. We demand presidential comment or action on most events in American public life. We expect the president to hasten to the scene of a natural disaster and comfort the afflicted. We expect the president to administer needle and thread when the national fabric tears, or at the very least to reach for the sewing box of unity. We hope the president will strike deals—or at least strain for bipartisan solutions—by schmoozing with opponents over medium-priced wine in the Blue Room of the White House. We assume the president will promote morality in foreign affairs based on the idea that it makes America safer, and that a country founded on human liberty is obligated to promote it and protect it elsewhere.

				When a president has improvised in office, it has often added to the job description. New assumptions of what the job entails are conveyed, like the Oval Office furniture, to the next president. A modern president must now be able to jolt the economy like Franklin D. Roosevelt, tame Congress like Lyndon Johnson, and lift the nation like Ronald Reagan.

				In 1956, the historian and political scientist Clinton Rossiter sketched the scope of the office by its chief burdens. Updating his list with subsequent burdens, the president is expected to be: Commander in Chief, Chief Executive, Chief Diplomat, Chief Legislator, Chief of Party, Chief Voice of the People, First Responder, Chief Priest, and World Leader.20

				“The modern presidency has gotten out of control,” says Leon Panetta, who has served as White House chief of staff, secretary of defense, and director of the CIA. “Presidents are caught in a crisis-by-crisis response operation that undermines the ability of any modern president to get a handle” on the office.21
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						President Reagan and his fellow conservative, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher. The duo believed democracies had a duty to promote freedom abroad. In a 1982 speech to Parliament, Reagan predicted that “the march of freedom and democracy” would “leave Marxism-Leninism on the ash heap of history as it has left other tyrannies which stifle the freedom and muzzle the self-expression of the people.”

					
				
				As a president-obsessed nation, we undermine the very idea of our constitutional democracy by focusing so much on one person. No one person can possibly represent the varied and competing interests of 327 million citizens. No one person can perform well the ever-expanding duties of the office while managing an executive branch of 2 million employees (not including the armed forces), people charged with everything from regulating air pollution to X-raying passengers before they board an airplane. Presidential leadership today is not so much the work of an individual, it is the work of an organization, but we nevertheless obsess over the individual.22

				The presidency has grown not just in size but also in scope and complexity. The role of commander in chief, the weightiest of presidential responsibilities, and the one we will take up first in part I, requires addressing more threats and evolving types of threats. National security risks include stateless terror groups that might weaponize a rented truck, or rogue states that might weaponize an email, in addition to marching armies. Global markets are more interconnected than ever before, which means a president has to be readier than ever to manage a crippling financial emergency before it can destroy the world economy. The threats of pandemics and environmental crises, which know no borders and cannot be stopped by walls, have also grown. Meanwhile, Congress, a president’s necessary partner, has increasingly relinquished its role as an institution that tackles the country’s big problems.

				
				The country is more complex, too. America is more racially diverse than at any point in history and will continue to be. Just 52 percent of those age six to twenty-one are non-Hispanic whites.23 A president must know how to read and speak to a wider variety of backgrounds and experiences and a newly forming concept of America.

				Jefferson said citizens make presidents the “safe depository of their rights,”24 but citizens today are fiercely divided. More of us settle into our corners, listening to partisan rants and nursing partisan grudges. Those who might not be so angry about everything are nevertheless confused and frustrated by a fragmented public square in which the media have splintered, allowing pundits with warring opinions and “alternative facts” to respond to the constant stream of social media distractions rather than substantively cover less flashy issues. A president cannot find consensus in this world, which makes it almost impossible to secure public agreement on problems, let alone public support for lasting solutions to them.

				The swelling number of presidential duties fills a president’s day with whipsawing emotions. In the morning he must console the widow of a soldier who died in combat; that afternoon he will be expected to cheer on and welcome a championship-winning NCAA hockey team to the White House. After that, he will be scared by the briefing about threats to the electrical grid. The grand tour of the office requires stops in places that can seem silly to some. A president must roll eggs on Easter, distribute candy on Halloween, and pardon the Thanksgiving turkey.

				The president can never really go on vacation, because even the idea of vacation—a staple of presidents FDR, Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Reagan—has been bulldozed by partisans who have turned it into a sign of laziness. Everything the president does or doesn’t do is processed by a constant, angry babble roaring from cable news to social media and back again.

			

			
				
				The Job Ain’t as Advertised

				 

				The presidency has faced similar challenges before. When Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., published The Imperial Presidency in 1973, arguing that the office had gotten out of control, the title term had already been in use for ten years. The former Kennedy staffer warned that the office had become too powerful. Others have warned that the office has shrunk into powerlessness. Over the last four decades two books have been published with the title Impossible Presidency (Harold Barger’s in 1984 and Jeremi Suri’s in 2017).

				Both assessments are true. The American presidency is the most powerful and overburdened office on the planet, full of demands, possibility, and frustration. Its occupant is the most famous person in the world, with the power to inspire generations. The president can launch invasions or, by standing aside, let other countries launch theirs. But the president also has very little power to make progress in the domestic sphere on the major challenges of a generation. “In the presidency there is the illusion of being in charge,” George W. Bush’s former chief of staff Joshua Bolten told me, “but all presidents must accept that in many realms they are not in charge.”25

				Every election campaign offers a chance to look at the office afresh and reset our national expectations, but elections also demonstrate why we need to be better at seizing that opportunity.

				Louis Brownlow, who led a commission under FDR in 1937 to reform the presidency, identified the resistance in the populace to critical thinking in politics. “It is harder to think than it is to feel,” Brownlow wrote in 1947. “And it is very much harder to think about things that seem to be but unimportant details than it is to feel about the things that seem most important to us.”26

				In campaigns, we reward candidates for behavior antithetical to the qualities, behaviors, and habits needed to perform well as a president. We encourage impulsive, winner-take-all displays of momentary flash to win a job that requires restraint, deliberation, and cooperation. After competing in an arduous multiyear struggle for their own cause, candidates are expected to switch immediately to an office in which to be successful (and consistent with the founders’ intention) they must sublimate their self-interest and ambition for the good of the country.

				
				The office of the presidency we talk about in campaigns is nothing like the actual office of the presidency. In campaigns, it is a magical place where a strong will can solve the thorniest problems. We elect people for that magical job and are predictably disappointed when the wizard’s wand wilts against growing entitlement costs or lack of healthcare coverage or the warming of the climate.

				Presidential campaigns are covered like sporting events, but as the presidential scholar James David Barber put it, “A ball game ends with the final score. The audience does not then put their power in the hands of the winning team.”27 Given the distance between the talents, personal qualities, and skills required to win an election and the talents, personal qualities, and skills required to govern, it’s more like the voters are judging a football game and then putting the winning team in charge of synchronized swimming.

				The disconnect between campaigning and governing leads to predictable revelations. “I thought it would be easier,” President Trump told Reuters one hundred days into his term.28 A blunt admission—and one much mocked by his critics—but one every president has eventually made after experiencing the shocking disparity between the campaign and the job. “For the last four years I spent so much time getting to know people who could help me get elected President that I didn’t have any time to get to know people who could help me, after I was elected, to be a good President,” confessed John Kennedy.29 Lyndon Johnson made the point in his earthy way: “The office is kinda like the little country boy found the hoochie-koochie show at the carnival,” he said. “Once he’d paid his dime and got inside the tent, it ain’t exactly as it was advertised.”

				We are also part of the problem in campaigns. We are addicted to distraction. We focus on the glittering controversy of the moment. Instead of measuring candidates for the job, we let the candidates define the job. Campaign discussions center on a candidate’s personality and pie-in-the-sky programs while ignoring whether that candidate’s qualities and experiences align with the requirements of the job. Or whether they have the ability to accomplish any of the plans being discussed, given the political realities of the day.

				
				The 2020 campaign and those beyond it will continue to test the malleability of presidential standards, which have softened like wax running down the outside of a Chianti bottle. “One reason there are so many candidates for the Democratic nomination for President is that there is no longer much certainty about what qualifies a person for the role,” wrote Benjamin Wallace-Wells in The New Yorker in 2019,30 at a time when the number of candidates exceeded the safe occupancy limit for an airport shuttle van.

				We are in an age when our presidential candidates go through no apprenticeship process to test whether they have governing qualities. Previous experience in Washington is seen as a liability, but it should be considered an asset. When authenticity and campaign performance become the entire metric for judging whether a candidate should be elevated to such a high-stakes job, we’re not simply judging a book by its cover, we’re judging a bomb-defusing manual by its cover.

				We can’t afford to pick our central political player through such a defective system. America faces big challenges: The gap between the wealthy and everyone else is vast and growing. The economic mobility and opportunity that defined the American Dream are weakening. Twenty-seven and a half million Americans lacked health insurance in 2018, according to the U.S. Census.31 The tensions between rival and warring countries are as complex as they have ever been. The workforce is misaligned with the available jobs. The globe is warming.

				America also faces a host of cultural challenges—dislocation, dissociation, the decline of faith in institutions, racial tension. The Constitution doesn’t put these tasks on the president’s to-do list, but the office that has reached celebrity status influences those parts of the culture. If it shouldn’t, we should talk about why not. Fitness for office isn’t just a matter of whether a candidate can do the tasks they choose to take on, but also of whether they choose to take on the right tasks.

				It is time to reclaim the office of the presidency, separate it from the presidential election campaign, and define the job’s requirements as if we were conducting a job interview, because we are.
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						“There are no easy matters that will ever come to you as president,” Dwight Eisenhower told John Kennedy.

					
				
				

				—

				Where do these expectations that have guided the presidency come from? What is their purpose? What barnacles should we knock off the hull of the job and which neglected elements are vital? Do we even know what the job requires? Are we blind to the skills actually required to be successful as the nation’s chief executive because all we want to do is install our preferred party in the driver’s seat? What does it mean to have presidential character, and how do you define temperament? Does offering a moral example to the country matter anymore? We interact with presidential history every day as we pass money with the interchangeable faces of its occupants, but what is the value of the legacies of Washington, Lincoln, Jackson, and Grant?

				If nothing else, elections are the greatest stretch of time when Americans pay attention to national questions. It’s a chance to examine the challenges of the office, to consider whether the presidency has expanded too much, whether the duties have become too demanding, to determine where to trim its responsibilities, and to discuss why Congress has demoted itself to the little brother who can’t keep up and how to alter that. Also, have partisans grown so selfish that the idea of creative, collective, workable, and durable solutions are an impossible, even an obsolete goal?

				
				We should probe candidates for information about how they would do the job, not just about what policies they would promote in it. Every time they boast about their plans, we should seek just as much information about how they would go about achieving them, and whether they have the skills necessary to execute them.

				The presidency is a job of unrelenting difficult decisions. No one can wait for the president to learn how to make decisions. So we need to ask, what are the hardest decisions a candidate has made and how did they make those decisions? Were any of those decisions any good? What did they learn from their clunkers?

				A presidency, like any large organization, requires coordinated action by extremely well chosen teams. How has the candidate selected and led a team? Does that candidate have a theory for building teams and managing them? These are not just questions for challengers but incumbents too.

				Which lessons from presidential history do they think are the most instructive and why? Bromides won’t do. Unless the candidate knows history, how will he or she have a long view and the context to make decisions?

				What is the candidate’s leadership style? How do they solve problems? Ask anyone who has ever commanded anything more taxing than a lemonade stand and they will tell you their system for doing it. Tim Cook, the CEO of Apple, told me he thinks of himself as a conductor, guiding a highly talented coordinated operation of colleagues.32 Secretary of Defense James Mattis explains, “The ideal is a player coach, someone who plays the game well enough that you know what the challenges are but you’re coaching others.”33 If voters know how a presidential candidate leads, they will know whether their theory of leadership matches the office and the challenges they’ll face.

				We should also ask those who want the job or want to stay in it to tell a joke. Former defense secretary Robert Gates said a sense of humor may be one of the most important requirements of the presidency.34 Humor in the face of unrelenting pressure demonstrates equanimity, a crucial attribute of presidential success. It can also humanize a president, break the ice in tense situations, and win willingness to listen to a president’s point of view.

				
				These are questions and topics for governing and leading rather than for campaigning. The questions are vital at this particular moment because what is up for debate in America is not simply the best policies, but the best system of government, and whether the country’s institutions and practices are up to the challenges of the day. The debate is about not just the “what” but also the “how.”

				Until we change our view of the office, presidents will continue to be frustrated by its demands, and Americans will continue to be disappointed in their leader. We will enter this and any presidential campaign season desperate for a good outcome but unprepared to choose someone who can reset the terms of presidential success and protect our country’s well-being, or, in a reelection campaign, to demand that the incumbent do so.

				Over the past several years, I’ve interviewed political scientists, historians, dozens of men and women who have worked in the West Wing under presidents of both parties, and some of the men who had the enormous job of sitting behind the Resolute Desk. What they described is an office in dire condition: overburdened, unrelenting in its demands, and unlike anything the founders intended when they met in Philadelphia in that hot summer of 1787 to rescue a fledgling experiment. What you are about to read is an account of the office and how it has evolved over the years to become misshapen, and how our own expectations of it have become warped as well. This book is also an effort to change the way we think about the presidency, particularly when we discuss the competition for the office—during election years and in the off years, when our evaluation of presidential qualities and performance set the conditions for the next contest, including at the congressional, state, and, increasingly, local levels of government.

				What might happen if we think differently about the presidency? We will hopefully elect better candidates, or ask better questions of the ones we do elect. We’ll stop punishing candidates for having qualities that are actually useful in the job—like experience in Washington, or an ability to reflect, to adapt, and to think about the whole nation. We’ll push for policies and staffing choices that would help an overburdened president. Perhaps we might change our expectations so that administrations can stop responding to misplaced outrage in the culture. If presidents are measured against a more targeted critique of the work they do, they might have a better chance at becoming better presidents. Or voters who understand the demands and limitations of the office might look to other avenues—the private sector or Congress—for solutions to problems that have been heaped on the already overburdened president.

				
				On the day of his inauguration in 2009, Barack Obama discussed the office he would occupy with his predecessor. “Ultimately, regardless of the day-to-day news cycles and the noise, the American people need their president to succeed,” George W. Bush told him.35 When Barack Obama met with Donald Trump, he passed on the same message. “Millions have placed their hopes in you,” he wrote to the incoming president in the letter he left in the Resolute Desk, “and all of us, regardless of party, should hope for expanded prosperity and security during your tenure.”36 Americans still need their president to succeed. But the presidency as it exists today is set up for failure. It doesn’t have to be.
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			Gabriel Over the White House

			
				Sen. Langham: Mr. President, this is dictatorship!

				President: Senator Langham…words do not frighten me.

				Langham: But the United States of America is a democracy. We are not yet ready to give up the government of our fathers.

				President: You have given it up. You’ve turned your backs. You’ve closed your ears to the appeals of the people. You’ve been traitors to the concepts of democracy…upon which this government was founded. I believe in democracy…as Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln believed in democracy. And if what I plan to do, in the name of the people…makes me a dictator…then it is a dictatorship based on Jefferson’s definition of democracy. A government of the greatest good, for the greatest number.1

				—1933 Walter Huston in Gabriel Over the White House

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			 

			Executive in Chief

			 

			
				It is not because I do less than I might do, but that I have more than I can do.2

				—Thomas Jefferson

				The president needs help.3

				—The Brownlow Committee Report, 1937

			

			On April 7, 1938, protesters descended on Washington in a state of alarm. The Constitution was in danger. America’s chief magistrate, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was trying to seize power by expanding the size and scope of his office.4

			Waving placards in front of the White House and marching through the halls of Congress, the protesters represented a host of sturdy citizen organizations: the Committee for the Preservation of America, National Defenders of the Constitution, Women Investors in America, the Paul Revere Riders. Their target was the Reorganization Act, a piece of legislation that would streamline the executive branch and beef up the president’s staff.

			The excitement in the streets marked a new chapter in a longer, historic clash over the presidency: whether the changes in the presidency, sold as necessary by its occupants, were undermining liberty and the American experiment in self-government.

			Mrs. Pauline Revere Auerhamer thought she knew the answer. In 1775, her great-great-grandfather Paul Revere rode his horse through the streets of Lexington, Massachusetts, warning of the British army’s advance. In 1938, Mrs. Auerhamer had organized one of the groups marching in what the International News Service called an “almost unprecedented popular protest.” The tone of the dispatch then turned sociological: “Thousands of representatives of the ‘inarticulate middle class’ militantly descended upon the nation’s capital.”5

			
			One protester carried a sign that read WE DON’T WANT A DICTATOR. Another sign demanded NO ONE-MAN LAW! Another pleaded THE COUNTRY NEEDS MEN, encapsulating the American tradition of equating standard-keeping with masculinity (which—in keeping with another stout American tradition—overlooked the fact that much of the energy for the protest came from women). The group did not lack for a theatrical touch. The head of the New York delegation of Revere Riders dressed like the famous silversmith, from the buckles on his shoes to the corners of his tricorn hat.6
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					When President Franklin Roosevelt pushed to reorganize the Office of the Presidency, citizens marched on Washington and pelted their representatives with Western Union telegrams—newspapers noted roughly 330,000—denouncing what they saw as a power grab.

				
			
			The 1938 protesters might not have wanted a dictator, but five years earlier the country had been in the mood for one. When FDR came to office in 1933, the economic situation was so dire that even sensible people flirted with extreme measures. The presidency had been created to handle emergencies, and America was experiencing one. Why shouldn’t the president have the tools to get the job done? A New York Republican congressman told Roosevelt that Congress should “give you any power that you may need.”7 The columnist Walter Lippmann suggested the same. The New York Herald Tribune wrote an editorial entitled “For Dictatorship if Necessary.”8

			
			In 1933, William Randolph Hearst had tried to show the country just how appealing dictatorship might be. The newspaper tycoon had backed the movie Gabriel Over the White House, about a political hack whose bump on the head during an accident and subsequent bedside chat with the angel Gabriel turned him into a benevolent dictator who solved the country’s problems with ruthless efficiency.9 Reform measures included executing his gangster enemies by firing squad in front of the Statue of Liberty, which, as journalist Jonathan Alter points out, was considered by audiences and filmmakers alike as a perfectly fine thing to do.10 Hearst had hoped the movie might soften up the country for sweeping presidential action. He sent FDR a copy of the script, and Roosevelt returned the pages with a thumbs-up and a series of suggested edits.

			With the rise of Hitler and Mussolini, people in polite drawing rooms ended their dalliances with dictatorship, but the taste for quick action would remain. The idea of endowing the presidency with extraordinary powers in times of need stretched back to the founders, who debated giving presidents dictatorial powers at the Constitutional Convention. Even Thomas Jefferson, a skeptic of concentrated power, allowed for strong action by the president in times of crisis. “The laws of necessity, of self-preservation, of saving our country when in danger, are of higher obligation,” he wrote. “To lose our country by a scrupulous adherence to written law, would be to lose the law itself, with life, liberty, property & all those who are enjoying them with us; thus absurdly sacrificing the end to the means.”11 This idea has lived on in modern-day clashes over executive power. The Constitution is not a “suicide pact,” as Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson put it in 1947.12 Or, as Truman put it when he nationalized the steel companies to supply the Korean War, “The president has the power to keep the country from going to hell.”13

			Roosevelt’s predecessor, Herbert Hoover, had experienced what happened when a president couldn’t take action to fight a crisis. His name became synonymous with every brand of American disaster. Broken cars pulled by mules were known as “Hoover wagons.” Shantytowns were called “Hoovervilles.” Soup kitchen meals were “Hoover stew.” Newspapers used for warmth were “Hoover blankets,” and “Hoover hogs” were the jackrabbits too slow to escape the stewpot.14

			
			In a joke at the time, Hoover asked his treasury secretary, Andrew Mellon, “Lend me a nickel, I want to call a friend.” Mellon replied, “Here’s a dime, call all your friends.”15 The cautionary tale for FDR was how quickly fortunes could turn for a president. Hoover was once a global hero. During World War I, he had managed relief efforts and served as head of the economic restoration of Europe. It was part of his record of accomplishment that helped him get elected in 1928. Then, in a little more than a decade, the man whose ingenuity and skill had fed Europe became a symbol of stasis, hunger, and impotence.16 When he traveled, rotten eggs pelted his train. When a delegation of Palo Alto Girl Scouts presented Hoover with flowers, he finally let the tears run down his face, and a twelve-year-old asked her mother, “Mommy, what do they do to a president to make a man look like Mr. Hoover does?”17

			The challenges FDR faced upon taking office were steep. The unemployment rate in 1933, the year after he was first elected, was 25 percent, the highest it has been in modern times.18 Banks and businesses closed. People were forced from their jobs and homes. Millions starved. Roosevelt responded with “bold, persistent experimentation.”19 “Take a method and try it,” he implored in a 1932 commencement address to a younger generation. “If it fails, try another. But above all, try something.” President Coolidge, who had preceded Hoover, had usually finished his official day by lunchtime and is said to have believed a national leader should not try to “go ahead of the majestic army of human thought and aspiration, blazing new and strange paths.”20 This sounds like Coolidge, but the quote is actually one written by his secretary who took down his thoughts. FDR opened up new avenues of presidential action each day until after the sun had gone down. He seemed to be living by Ralph Waldo Emerson’s maxim “In skating over thin ice, our safety is in our speed.”

			In his first hundred days alone, FDR pushed through the heavily Democratic Congress the Emergency Banking Act and National Industrial Recovery Act. He launched the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and Agricultural Adjustment Administration.21 Roosevelt initiated legislation, whereas before, presidents had only implemented policy that had been established by Congress.22

			
			The Great Depression and the Second World War presented challenges that only a president could meet. During his time in office, FDR issued 3,522 executive orders, almost surpassing the total that had been issued by the thirty presidents who preceded him.23 These emergencies increased the presidential role in setting industrial policy and regulating banking, agriculture, monetary policy, housing, taxation, trade, and employment.24

			As the political scientist Matthew Dickinson notes in his assessment of FDR’s request to expand the size of the executive office, Roosevelt not only accumulated power in the office, he created a new habit. In the future, Americans were “more likely to look to [the president] for solutions.”25

			
				FDR: “I Need Help”

				 

				The executive branch had been created to harness the energy of the executive, but it wasn’t equipped for Roosevelt’s energy. Cabinet secretaries were autonomous and their duties overlapped. Roosevelt had no efficient way to manage the conflicting authorities and egos. He tried and failed five different times to reorganize the relationships among his cabinet departments. Finally, with the capacity of the office stretched to its limit, FDR sounded his own alarm: “The president’s task has become impossible for me or any other man.”

				FDR petitioned Congress for additional staff dedicated to the president. Up to that point, he had been working with aides mostly on loan from various agencies. He also asked for more control over his cabinet departments and for the ability to coordinate them. If Congress agreed, it would be the first major change to the structure of the executive branch since the presidency was created. This is the request that had ignited the sign carriers accusing FDR of a power grab.

				Previous presidents had also called for reinforcements. In 1825, when President James Monroe left office after his second term, he sent Congress “a few remarks…founded on my own experience in this office.” He wrote that “if inferior details are forced upon the attention of the President he loses time to devote to matters of higher importance.”26 The fifth president suggested that Congress give his successors some assistance.27 Congress—certain that power granted to the president would diminish their own—did not whir into action.

				
				In 1905, Teddy Roosevelt sought to improve the administration by adopting the best practices of the day, particularly the application of the scientific method.28 Congress resisted every single recommendation.29 Lawmakers were so irritated by the encroachments on their sphere of action that in March 1909, Congress passed the Tawney Amendment, which prohibited the expenditure of federal funds by any executive commission looking into improving presidential administration unless Congress authorized such an investigation.

				In 1908, the then political scientist Woodrow Wilson observed that “duties apparently not assigned to [a president] at all, chiefly occupy his time and energy.”30 Wilson, not yet president, proposed a series of sweeping reforms of the office. Later, when he took office and had a chance to propose these self-help measures, he shrank from taking on the fight with Congress.31
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						During the Great Depression, some of America’s wisest minds flirted with the idea of giving President Roosevelt dictatorial powers, but six years into his presidency, the backlash against FDR’s move to reorganize his office was so robust that he had to issue a statement: “I have no inclination to be a dictator.”

					
				
			

			
				
				The Brownlow Report

				 

				FDR’s request was built on an eleven-month study of the executive office that he had commissioned. The President’s Committee on Administrative Management—known as the Brownlow Committee—was headed by Louis Brownlow, a journalist, city manager, and professor with a perfect memory, a fondness for anecdotes, and an obsession with the presidency. To draw a blueprint for the modern office, Brownlow and two other college professors traveled to Europe to attend meetings of international public administration organizations.32 The management of governance was a global problem. Industrialization and modern technology had shifted power from elected representatives to appointed government officials who had special expertise and could keep up with the new pace of developments.33 The report and FDR’s staff requests based on it were, as the political scientist Theodore Lowi wrote, “the first of many efforts to adjust an eighteenth century Constitution to the twentieth century.”34 The Brownlow Committee’s famous conclusion: “The president needs help.”

				The authors of the Brownlow Report knew their audience. They emphasized that President Roosevelt was not trying to tread on, or wriggle out from under, Congress’s power over executive administration. “The preservation of the full accountability of the Executive to the Congress is an essential part of our republican system,” the Brownlow Committee wrote.35 The authors also made it clear that Roosevelt’s new aides, should he get them, would not impinge upon the duties of the elected president or encroach on the prerogatives of elected members of Congress. Should Congress grant the president new staffers, they would be like children in Victorian England—seen and not heard. According to the committee:

				
					Their effectiveness in assisting the President will, we think, be directly proportional to their ability to discharge their functions with restraint. They would remain in the background, issue no orders, make no decisions, emit no public statements. Men for these positions should be carefully chosen by the President from within and without the Government. They should be men in whom the President has personal confidence and whose character and attitude is such that they would not attempt to exercise power on their own account. They should be possessed of high competence, great physical vigor, and a passion for anonymity.36

				

			

			
				
				The Purge

				 

				Despite the protests, the request FDR made for a larger staff was actually quite modest. Though the demands of the day were vast, the president recognized that both by tradition and by the Constitution, he couldn’t get grabby. Nevertheless, Congress and the public objected. “We are against centralization of too much power in the hands of the Executive,” said C. R. Reilly of Chicago, who rode that protest train all the way to Washington. “It is undemocratic.”37 This had been a regular complaint leveled against FDR since the previous spring of 1937, when the president had unveiled his plan to expand the membership of the Supreme Court. All of Roosevelt’s experimentation had put opponents on a hair trigger. When Roosevelt’s labor secretary, Frances Perkins, testified in Congress on behalf of the Social Security program, a woman leaped up and shouted that the idea had been copied word for word from “page eighteen of the Communist Manifesto, which I have right here in my hand, Mr. Chairman.”38

				Lucille Sharpe, identified by newspapers as a New York housewife, told a reporter covering the protests against the Reorganization Act, “All I want is a chance to see Mr. Roosevelt in person. I think he needs some elementary lessons in American principles of democracy.”39

				Senator Josiah William Bailey of North Carolina, who led the opposition to Roosevelt in the Senate, didn’t just oppose the specifics of the request for staff. He didn’t like the president’s having made the request at all. Reorganizing the office of the presidency was a “legislative power,” he said. “Our power.” Bailey criticized the president for taking that reorganizing power “from ourselves, to whom it belongs, to one single, sole man, who, until we do transfer it, never had or enjoyed one particle of it.”40

				The original framers of the Constitution anticipated this debate. They had created the presidency to move quickly in an emergency, but they also knew that presidents were likely to confect emergencies or exploit them and grab more power, replacing the diverse voices of the people with the single voice of the president. Roosevelt denied that he was doing any such thing. He was just trying to keep everything up to date in the capital city. FDR couldn’t exert energy in the executive office if he couldn’t keep up the pace. “We cannot call ourselves either wise or patriotic if we seek to escape the responsibility of remolding government to make it more serviceable to all the people and more responsive to modern needs,” said the president.41

				
				Roosevelt devoted a fireside chat to promoting the Reorganization Act.42 He also put political muscle behind it, targeting members of his own party in primaries who opposed it and were up for reelection in 1938. Despite the magical properties ascribed to FDR’s radio addresses, the public did not warm to him on this topic. In an April 1938 Gallup poll, only 18 percent of the country thought the president should have more power.43 Three hundred thirty thousand Americans sent telegrams to members of Congress denouncing “one-man rule.”44 The legislation became known as the “dictator bill.” Several cartoonists portrayed Roosevelt with an outstretched arm in a Nazi salute. Another cartoon, entitled “Oliver Twist,” showed a towering FDR with meaty hands encircling a vast soup bowl labeled “power,” a bowl almost as big as his smile. In his shadow cowered a little chef dubbed “Congress,” holding a ladle and wearing the alarmed expression of one about to meet his doom. The attacks from the citizenry on FDR worked. In the spring of 1938, the House blocked the bill. Full credit accorded aroused nation read one headline.45

				This setback did not extinguish Roosevelt’s vim. With the election of 1938 ahead, he recast himself. After midnight on April 11, as the ten men in the press pool covering the president on vacation in Warm Springs, Georgia, tossed playing cards back and forth at one another to pass the time, an urgent bulletin interrupted them. It was a statement from the president, in the form of a letter FDR had penned to a concerned constituent.46 It contained his defense:

				
					I have no inclination to be a dictator. I have none of the qualifications which would make me a successful dictator. I have too much historical background and too much knowledge of existing dictatorships to make me desire any form of dictatorship for a democracy like the United States.

				

			
				The debate during the election of 1938 wasn’t just about the size of the office. The Democratic Party was having a fight over other measures Roosevelt wanted to enact with an enlarged presidency. The same Southern Democrats the president targeted over the Reorganization Bill had also helped kill the antilynch law he had supported. But FDR’s pressure gambit failed. As Susan Dunn outlines in Roosevelt’s Purge, which recounts the war the president waged against members of his own party, only one of the Democratic candidates targeted by FDR lost his reelection bid in 1938.47

				In 1939, Congress finally granted the president some of the help he had asked for, but not at the level he had requested. To dispatch the duties of his office, he would now be allowed six assistants and be given limited authority to reorganize the departments of the executive branch.48 Congress reserved the right to veto any of the president’s plans for further modifications. In other words, they gave the president a little more freedom to run his sector of the federal government, but they also fitted him with an ankle bracelet.

			

			
				The Imperial Presidency

				 

				Today, the battle over the Reorganization Bill seems remote. A tale of Congress dominating a president in a clash of wills seems like the kind of distant story of past glory you’d read about in a guidebook of a sleepy country whose tall ships once ruled the seas and dominated the spice routes.

				In the decades since Congress granted Roosevelt his elevator full of additional staffers, the executive branch has steadily increased in size and power. The emergencies of the Great Depression and, later, World War II gave FDR more leverage with Congress. The gains he made for the executive branch not only increased its power but provided the opening through which his successors moved to expand the presidency even further. Congress, once a jealous guardian of its role as the primary representative of the people, allowed much of this transformation to happen. The attacks of 9/11 and the military response
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