
The Presidency in Political Science 

45 minutes 

 
PART I: Hand out cover sheet (this page), 1 copy to each student; 50 students means 50 copies; every 

student takes ONE article summary paper (download from Appendix C). There are 9 summaries, so for 54 

students make 6 copies of the 9 different scholarly summaries. 

  

10 Minutes: Silent Reading and Critical Thinking. Write down your answers to the questions below 

after carefully reading the 1 page summary you were given.  

 

1. In two-three sentences, what is the author’s main point—contribution to presidency research?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What is the best quote from your reading? Why?  
 

 

 

 

 

PART II: Find your group members—others in class who also read and wrote on same summary.  

Do a 1 minute interview: name, major, place on campus to go eat… 5 minutes. 

 5 Minutes: Group talk about your answers—1 person starts, and the student to right reads next, until 

done. Each reader should explain why they thought their sentence represented the material well. 

 5 Minutes: Group discussion about “Why this research is meaningful” and create an integrated “Best 

Answer” for 1 and 2.  

 

Group answer to Q. 1:  

 

 

 

 

 

Group answer to Q. 2: 
 

 

 

 

Spokesperson: ________________________                     Group Name: ____________________ 

 

 

 

PART III: 20 – 25 Minutes: Group Names announced and each group spokesperson addresses the center 

of the room and explains: (1) the group’s main point of the summary and (2) the group’s best quote.  

 

***Instructor will pile on important information between groups in order to create a master lecture 

about PS scholarship. Article summaries are often actual excerpts or from book reviews. I have given 

credit when necessary, but these print material do not necessarily represent the entire article / book.  

 

 



1. The Rhetorical Presidency 
Jeffrey K Tulis. 

 

 This important study of changes in the style and purposes of presidential communication 

adds a fresh perspective on the question of the applicability of Richard Neustadt's model of 

presidential power to the contemporary presidency. The book stands on its own as interesting and 

informative, but its value grows when it is read with other recent work on changes in the politics of the 

presidency. With the advent of the Reagan administration, scholars added "agenda setting power" to 

Neustadt's "power to persuade." In Reagan's second term the focus shifted back to the bases of 

presidential influence in Congress, with special attention to presidential attempts to mobilize public 

support. Tulis is mindful of President Reagan's use of the public as a political resource. He points out 

that "[d]irect popular appeal has been the central element of a political strategy that has produced a 

stunning string of partisan successes . . ." (p. 4).  

 However, a focus on the Reagan presidency is historically myopic. The Rhetorical Presidency 

argues that neither the strategy of going public nor the public expectation of a personal president 

are recent innovations. They are devices used throughout the twentieth century that depart from 

presidential practice at the founding of the republic and in the nineteenth century. Tulis's central thesis 

is that our political culture has been transformed since the presidencies of Theodore Roosevelt and 

Woodrow Wilson. Two changes highlight this transformation: the public has been drawn into the 

policy process by presidents trying to increase congressional support for their policies; the public and 

elite opinion leaders have come to expect presidents to be popular leaders, who lead popular opinion, 

publicly defend their presidencies and policies, and inspirit the population.  

 This thesis is developed through a careful examination of doctrine articulated in the  

Constitution and The Federalist. The Founders were deeply concerned about demagoguery and, 

therewith, suspicious of popular appeals. Rhetoric should be "... public (available to all) but not 

thereby popular (fashioned for all)" (p. 46). Preferably, communication would be written and 

addressed to Congress rather than the people. Analyses of the frequency of and occasion for direct 

contact with the public indicate that nineteenth-century presidents adhered to this doctrine (Table 3.1, 

p. 64). Substantial increases in the volume of contact with the public begin with the Polk 

administration (1844) and accelerate after the Civil War, but these Tulis attributes to the spread of the 

railroad and not to doctrinal change (fn. 3, p. 65).  

 With the twentieth century came a change in the doctrine. Theodore Roosevelt went public and 

instituted popular leadership. Woodrow Wilson developed a comprehensive justification for the new 

doctrine. Since the 1920s, popular leadership has become the norm. In his examination of twentieth-

century presidents, Tulis shifts from quantitative analysis, which he used to good effect on the 

nineteenth century, to case studies and textual analyses. The cases are well constructed, but they leave 

open the question of how general are the actions and ideas underlying these particular instances; 

the answer to that question will make possible a more detailed comparison of the 

behavior of presidents in the two centuries. 

 The Rhetorical Presidency is a splendid analytic account of the changes in the demands made 

of the president and of the behavior of those who have held the office in this century. It leaves 

unanswered two important questions. First, what led to increases in demands on presidents? Are 

growth in calls for popular leader ship and expansion of "clerkship" duties of the president linked? 

And second, what conditions the success of going public? The Rhetorical Presidency is a foundation 

upon which answers to these questions will be built. 
 

Review by: Richard A. Brody, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 103, No. 3 (Autumn, 1988), pp. 575-577 

 

http://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Richard+A.+Brody%22&wc=on


2. Presidential Power: The Politics of Leadership. 

By RICHARD E. NEUSTADT. 

 

 The business of an American President, as Jefferson pointed out long ago, is leadership: 

"Aided by the counsels of a cabinet of heads of departments, . . . he has the benefit of their wisdom 

and information, brings their views to one centre, and produces an unity of action and direction in all 

the branches of the government." A President who neglects this business, who fritters away his time in 

ceremonies, state visits, or the inferior concerns of his office, converts the single executive of our 

Constitution into a sort of Directory, discordant and practically irresponsible. The independent heads 

of departments will pull in different, perhaps opposite, directions, and Congress, unguided, will 

confound confusion. It is not enough that the President decide the course to be pursued; he must keep 

the government steadily in it; unity of object must be accompanied by unity of action.  

 But how does even the most decisive man take care that his policies are faithfully executed? 

That is the question that faces every President. It is the question that Professor Neustadt examines and 

answers in this interesting and informative book. Truman stated it in 1952 with reference to his 

successor: "He'll sit here and he'll say, Do this! Do that! and nothing will happen. Poor Ike- it won't be 

a bit like the Army. He'll find it very frustrating."  

 The difficulty is inherent in the structure of our government. The President is not a despot, 

elective or otherwise. He must deal with Congress and the governors of states, to say nothing of the 

heads of foreign Powers; with them he must deal by persuasion. Even with respect to his own aides he 

is not an absolute monarch. The great officers of state are not the servile minions of authority; they are 

men of weight, talent and influence, hardly to be distinguished in these characteristics from the 

President himself. The threat of dismissal is not lightly to be used against them. They too must be 

persuaded-persuaded, as Professor Neustadt says, to do on their own responsibility what the President 

wants done.  

 Persuasion in the hard world of politics means bargaining. The President is in a favored 

position. To charm and logic he adds status and authority. But he must know and be willing to use his 

weapons; more important he must never allow them to rust. Any President can, and probably will, 

make his will felt in an extreme case, but if the machinery of government is to be kept in a steady 

movement, extreme cases should be prevented. The removal of General MacArthur, the seizure of the 

steel mills, and the sending of troops to keep a few children in school were all exercises of power that 

might have been avoided, if the President had been more skilful, more practiced, a greater expert in the 

business of the presidency.  

 Professor Neustadt illustrates his views with case studies derived from the Truman and 

Eisenhower administrations. That is what makes the book so readable. But he is concerned with 

general truths. Particular victories or defeats are not of prime importance. What matters most are the 

expectations aroused by the President's ordinary conduct of his office. Day in, day out, he must attend 

to two things: his professional reputation and his public prestige. If those who must execute or defeat 

his orders are satisfied that he will use his powers in aid of his views and that the public will support 

him, the chances are that he will get his way; otherwise, nothing is more certain than that the 

government will be parceled out and proceed, if at all, by jerks and spasms. The President needs help, 

said the Brownlow Committee in Roosevelt's time.  

 Professor Neustadt makes it clear that the only help really useful to him is the help that he 

gives himself. The burden of the presidency-the real burden-cannot be lightened. If we are to get along 

in the world of today and tomorrow, we must choose a man strong enough, willing enough, skilful 

enough to bear it. 

 
Review by: Lucius Wilmerding, Jr. Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 75, No. 4 (Dec., 1960), pp. 597-599 

 

http://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Lucius+Wilmerding%22&wc=on


3. The Presidency and the Politics of Racial Inequality: Nation-Keeping from 1831-1965. 
RILEY, RUSSELL L. 1999. 

 

 In 1990, Derrick Bell wrote a chilling essay entitled "The Space Traders." It is set in the near 

future: America is in danger of collapse due to decades of fiscal and environmental mismanagement, 

and a party of aliens from an unknown planet arrives with a proposition. They offer to fix all these 

problems, and, in return, they want every African American delivered to a designated area for 

immediate emigration. Even though no one knows the fate of these citizens, the fictional president of 

the United States, without any apparent hesitation, engineers the trade. He sets in motion the legal 

precedents, orchestrates public support, and even suppresses dissent. On 15 January (Martin Luther 

King, Jr.'s birthday), the trade is completed as millions of African Americans are transported aboard 

space ships.  

 Bell's essay raises the question of the extent to which African Americans are welcomed as an 

integral part of American culture. Russell L. Riley's Presidency and the Politics of Racial Inequality 

does not employ Bell's dystopian format, but it does raise this related question: to what extent is the 

presidency historically an office that is complicit in sustaining racial inequality? According to Riley, 

occupants of the presidency are driven exclusively by the institution's "nation-keeping" mandate set 

out in the Constitution. Explained by Hamilton in the Federalist Papers, "energy" in the executive was 

primarily designed to protect the nation against both foreign and domestic threats. The suppression of 

the Whiskey Insurrection by Washington and the Alien and Sedition Acts under Adams were early 

exercises of this presidential nation-keeping power.  

 Placed in the context of racial conflict, however, the nation-keeping power took on new and 

tragic dimensions. Incentive structures in the Constitution as well as racism in the political culture at 

large ensured that no president would be elected to take on the mammoth project of racial equality in 

the first place, and, once in office, no president would invest his power in such an uncertain endeavor. 

Riley presents an extensive historical analysis to establish his thesis that no president has acted to 

promote racial equality until social movements independent of the office grew to such proportions that 

a president was forced to act in order to secure national stability.  

 Beginning with the Jackson presidency and the "thirty years 'war'" against slavery, and 

extending through the New Deal and the Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson administrations, 

Riley concludes that even those presidents deemed most heroic in regard to civil rights "embraced 

transformational change when they were convinced that in the fashion of Luther, they could do no 

other." This historical narrative is a rich and powerful one that ranges from sustained presidential 

neglect of civil rights (FDR) to overt suppression (Jackson and the abolitionist mail controversy). 

Riley is particularly adept at unpacking Lincoln's complex strategies in regard to slavery, war goals, 

and reconstruction plans.  

 In some areas, his analysis is less convincing. For example, in his review of Lyndon Johnson's 

record on civil rights, Riley contends that Johnson's goals were designed only to "sign on" African 

Americans as "footsoldiers in the war on poverty" and to seek their help in "steering black 

organizational skills into party building enterprises." But these conclusions overlook both Johnson's 

intricate psychological and political relationship with the Kennedys as well as his high-risk strategy in 

regard to the 1964 and 1965 Civil Rights Acts, both of which are only loosely tethered to a nation-

keeping role.  

 Riley's theoretical assessment that the presidency has been grossly overrated as a 

"monumental" institution poised to intervene in moments of national crisis is probably itself 

overstated. Overlooked is the question of what impact past heroic presidencies, mythic though they 

may be, have on current occupants of the office as well as on public expectations. Nevertheless, Riley 

does engage in such a thoughtful and provocative exercise that The Presidency and the Politics of 

Racial Inequality should be- come a standard work on the subject.  

 
Review by: Philip Abbott Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 574,  

The Supreme Court's Federalism: Real or Imagined? (Mar., 2001), pp. 222-223 

http://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Philip+Abbott%22&wc=on


4. The Politics Presidents Make: Leadership from John Adams to George Bush 
Stephen Skowronek, 

 

 Skowronek signals his seminal work by taking on his predecessors, including some of political 

science's most venerated preachers. While praising Richard Neustadt for "raising the study of leadership 

efforts above the idiosyncrasies of the case at hand," he nevertheless goes on to charge that Neustadt's 

scheme imposes "severe limits on the analysis of leadership" (p. 5). Similarly, Theodore Lowi is faulted for 

extracting the Reagan presidency from the historical context within which it was embedded and thus 

concluding, erroneously in Skowronek's view, that the Reagan years were just another example of the "new 

'plebiscitary' politics" (p. 410).  

 Above all, Skowronek is an historian of presidential leadership. While he is of course by no means 

the first, senior contemporaries such as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. and James MacGregor Burns come 

immediately to mind, he departs even from these formidable scholars by insisting that only within the 

context of his conception can chief executives be properly understood. In particular, he demands that we 

interpret what is happening now in the light of what has come before, long before. The American 

presidency, Skowronek argues, is of a piece, or, more accurately, of disparate pieces that nevertheless form 

something resembling a coherent whole.  

 The whole is a cycle in which presidential action is, in turn, order-shattering, order-affirming, and 

order-creating. Further, this cycle takes place within a "layered structure" that also consists of three parts: 

the constitutional ordering of institutional prerogatives that forms a "persistent pattern"; the organizational 

ordering of institutional resources that forms an "emergent pattern"; and the political ordering of 

institutional commitments that forms a "recent pattern of founding, fragmenting, and disintegrating 

governing coalitions and party systems" (p. 10).  

 The above mentioned variables are best understood as components of what Skowronek calls time. 

Presidential leadership in political time refers to the "various relationships incumbents project between 

previously established commitments of ideology and interests and their own actions in the moment at 

hand." Presidential leadership in secular time refers to the "progressive development of the institutional 

resources and governing responsibilities of the executive office and thus to the repertoire of powers the 

presidents of a particular period have at their disposal to realize their preferences in action" (p. 30).  

 All of these theoretical conceits are explored in real life situations. But while on one level the 

discussion proceeds chronologically, from Jefferson to Carter in the four central chapters, on another level 

we are being asked to see not progression in the conventional sense, but rather the recurrent pattern within 

each of these four eras: first the president who constructed the regime; second the president who used the 

inherited formulas to take a great leap forward; and third the president who was forced to cope with the 

failure of received wisdoms to address new problems. The notion of recurring patterns allows Skowronek 

to hopscotch through history with remarkable agility.  

 For example, Lyndon Johnson is compared to James Monroe; Jimmy Carter to John Quincy 

Adams, Franklin Pierce, and Herbert Hoover; and parallels are repeatedly drawn between Franklin 

Roosevelt and Andrew Jackson. In a conclusion somewhat at odds with Skowronek's main thesis, he 

suggests that recurring patterns and cycles notwithstanding, what is happening now is in fact substantially 

different from what came before. We are witness, he writes, to the "waning of political time, to the 

practical disintegration of the medium through which presidents have claimed authority for the exercise of 

their powers since the beginning of our constitutional history" (p. 442). What to do?  

 Skowronek's ideas on how presidents might create change in a time that defies the notion of 

leading from the top down are vague. He talks about pragmatism, collective action, freedom from 

established dogmas, and the reliance on "reason, talent, ideas, and character" (p. 445). Clearly the 

complexities and paradoxes of his own analysis have stymied the author's capacity to generate new ideas 

on executive leadership in the late twentieth century. That's as it should be. For by presenting us with a 

complicated analytic frame work, buttressed with considerable detail, Skowronek makes very clear that the 

rich story of presidential leadership precludes forever the lure of easy solutions.  
 

Review by: Barbara Kellerman, Presidential Studies Quarterly, Vol. 24, No. 2,  

Eisenhower and Governance (Spring, 1994), pp. 420-421. 

 

http://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Barbara+Kellerman%22&wc=on


5. Going Public: New Strategies of Presidential Leadership
 

Samuel Kernell 
 
 Kernell defines going public as "a class of activities in which presidents engage as they promote themselves and their policies 

before the American public" (viii). The means for this are trips, press conferences, speeches, and ceremonies- vehicles now familiar to 

most citizens. These means for conveying the president and his message, in and of themselves, are harmless. However, the importance of 

these means is reflected in the altered power relationships now found in the capital.  

 The president goes public not for the sake of the public, but for the sake of transference, i.e. having an impact on politicians 

back in Washington. Obvious to anyone even superficially familiar with American political history, the tools of the "strategic president" 

are not unknown. Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt easily come to mind as presidents who utilized public 

opinion in order to have a policy impact on fellow politicians in the capital. Kernell, however, notes that going public used to be the 

exception, not the rule. Today, though, going public is a matter of routine. This is what continuously influences Washington's traditional 

bargaining community. Bargaining, a la Neustadt, and going public are fundamentally incompatible, for the latter is an attempt by the 

president to use force vis-a-vis his political colleagues. This renders traditional compromise more difficult, because affairs of state are no 

longer bartered behind closed doors. It also undermines the position of other politicians by usurping their prerogatives and questioning 

their roles as representatives. The changes in Washington in the past fifteen years or so are not merely the results of new technology or 

the decline of party. Rather, technology provides the opportunity to go public, while the new politics provides the inspiration to take ad- 

vantage of these opportunities.  

 Methodologically, Kernell creates the models of institutionalized and individualized pluralism to distinguish between going 

public as an exception and as a matter of routine. The institutionalized pluralism of old took place in a dense institutional milieu which 

was insulated from the rest of the country and which, frankly, viewed elections as disruptive. There was little public pressure and it was 

rarely called forth as a political weapon. Even the few lobbyists present preferred quiet diplomacy. In such a context, with its informal 

rules of the marketplace, one's reputation was enhanced through reciprocity and the honoring of commitments.  

 Kernell posits the existence of protocoalitions, where various actors would come together and compromise for one purpose or 

another. At the next level, the presidential coalition then attempted to stitch these protocoalitions together for the sake of creating public 

policy- and keeping as many players as possible happy. The president was at "the center of the Washington bazaar" (15). Bargaining has 

since given way to going public in the form of individualized pluralism. There are now fewer group and institutional loyalities. Instead 

of forming alliances for future benefits, the players in the new bazaar wish immediate, explicit, and tangible exchanges.  

 Within this institutional fragmentation, there are no commitments or tacit understandings to allow the cultivation of bargaining 

relationships. With weak protocoalitions and few collective rewards, actors are forced to resort to their own devices. The overall 

uncertainty results in the adoption of a continuous campaign footing. Kernell asks what a president can realistically do in such 

circumstances. He must deal with more people and demands. Concurrently, his resources are strained and expelled more quickly. He can 

no longer afford to stitch together presidential coalitions as was possible in an atmosphere of bargaining. Only public strategies 

increasingly work.  

 Does the president confront the phenomenon of going public only when he enters the Oval Office? On the contrary, going 

public is how he was elected in the first place! Presidential selection reforms, such as primaries and public campaign financing, have 

brought outsiders into the White House who are neither accustomed to, nor comfortable with, negotiation. Yet, while a president may be 

adept at going public, he must be careful, for it could lead to his downfall in the form of raised public expectations which are usually not 

able to be satisfied. Conditions of peace and prosperity at any given time are reflected in public evaluations of presidential performance. 

But as scholars and journalists know, it is difficult for a president to maintain that very peace and prosperity which he so often promises 

to a hungry electorate.  

 In addition, the electorate is not easily duped. Kernels extensive statistical analysis shows that rhetoric is not sufficient to 

enhance presidential popularity. If anything, a combination of rhetoric and performance ultimately affects citizens' evaluations - 

evaluations which will have an impact in Washington. In an age when Washington reputation and national prestige in the Neustadt mold 

have lost much of their separateness, a president must be careful. Low support in opinion polls will not mean a transference of influence 

to Washington. The use of going public can thus be a potent weapon- or a political noose. As stated at the outset, the value of Kernell's 

work is to be found in its implications for the future.  

 Who will henceforth be considered serious presidential contenders? Kernell responds, "individuals who have never held public 

office, but who do possess the requisite resources - ample television exposure, political action committees, and an established 

fundraising list- will in the future be considered serious contenders for this pinnacle office of the political career structure" (218).  

 In addition to the change in candidates, the expectations and behaviors for going public will continue to reinforce each other in 

a possibly hopeless spiral where alternatives are viewed in black and white, and negotiating positions are hardened. In turn, bargaining 

and compromise will further suffer. One may ask, though, whether going public is not a positive phenomenon, after all, with increased 

public participation and interest articulation. In other words, is going public a manifestation of an outbreak of democracy?  

 Kernell is skeptical. He does not see demands emanating from the citizenry, but from "issue entrepreneurs" who possess 

sufficient resources to mold "public" opinion. There has been an assumption for quite some time that the traditional positive and benign 

relationship between representative and represented is a myth. Kernell now provides the methodological framework to systematically 

study that very important foundation of American politics. If the author is correct, though, his conclusions do not bode well for 

democratic theory.                       Review by: Robert A. Vitas, Presidential Studies Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 4, Leadership,  

    Management and Organization (FALL 1986), pp. 775-777 

http://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Robert+A.+Vitas%22&wc=on


6.  The Presidency and the Political System  

by Michael Nelson.

 

“The changing political scene which contemporary presidents confront is also given prominence in the 

articles by Martha Kumar and Michael Grossman on interest groups and Roger Brown on political 

parties. Kumar and Grossman use the proliferation of interest groups and their direct lobbying with the 

White House as the central themes of the analysis. They present us with a typology, punctuated with 

illustrations, of White House personnel charged with managing relations with interest groups. Kumar 

and Grossman attribute the need for such liaison to, among other factors, the decline of political 

parties and Congress as intermediaries with interest groups. Roger Brown's "The Presidency and 

Political Parties" covers the usual ground for tensions between the president and his party and the 

reasons for party decline.  

 

“However, he offers some hope for party revitalization, pointing to a new emphasis by political parties 

on ideological themes, the public connection of party with substance. Students of American electoral 

behavior are presented with two excellent articles, one by Jack Walker and the other by Morris 

Fiorina. Walker assesses the major trends in presidential selection such as the proliferation of 

primaries, PACs, candidate-oriented campaigns, single-issue groups, and the rest. However, he 

cautions that any reform of the reforms must take into account the substantial social change over the 

last generation in American society which he ably documents. Fiorina ("The Presidency and the 

Contemporary Electoral System") delineates the different electoral environments of congressmen and 

presidents.  

 

“It is a succinct summary of the work this past decade by scholars such as Mayhew, Erikson, Tufte, 

Jacobsen, Ferejohn and Fiorina himself. In many ways, this essay is a confirmation of some points 

made a generation ago by Willmoore Kendall in his "Two Majorities" essay. The Presidency and the 

Political System in recognition of the growing emphasis on public policy devotes a number of essays 

to the topic, including theoretical pieces by Paul Quirk and Paul Light and case studies on education, 

the budget, and foreign policy. Paul Light's theoretical overview of the policy process is perhaps best 

illustrated by W. Bowman Cutter's discussion of the Carter and Reagan budgets. Here, we see the 

identification of a problem (the deficit) and the role of assumptions which go into fashioning solutions. 

Students of policy will also find Francis Rourke's discussion of presidential strategies for coping with 

the bureaucracy insightful.  

 

“In sum, The Presidency and the Political System is a reader which reflects the state of-the-art of the 

presidency literature. It most closely resembles Thomas Cronin's Rethinking the Presidency in terms 

of content. In fact, a number of the same authors writing on similar themes appear in both volumes. 

Both anthologies are devoted to contemporary evaluations on the role of the presidency in the 

American political system. They differ from other readers such as Harry Bailey's Classics of the 

American Presidency and Robert Hirschfield's The Power of the Presidency which emphasize primary 

sources and classic statements. The Presidency and the Political System not only provides us with a 

useful compendium of original research on the presidency but also augments the availability of quality 

materials for the standard college American Presidency course.” 

 

[partial] Review by: Gerald De Maio. Presidential Studies Quarterly, Vol. 15, No. 4, Perspectives on 

the Presidency (Fall, 1985), pp. 836-839



7. The President's Agenda 

by Paul C. Light 

 

“Students of such political institutions as the presidency and Congress are regularly stymied by a 

problem that restricts interest in their work to a handful of other specialists: granting the inherent 

importance of powerful institutions, how can they be studied in such a way that in understanding them 

we understand something about the broader social system of which they are a part? To break through 

the walls that make the study of institutions a rather insular subfield of already highly specialized 

disciplines would seem to require some macro-social theory that specifies what is important to know 

about political institutions and how such institutions fit into the overall framework of relations that 

together make up the social system under investigation, and that ties the results of such research to the 

intellectual labors of other scholars attempting to understand and explain complex social systems.  

 

“How, in other words, can the parochialism of presidential studies be overcome unless students of the 

presidency (and institutions generally) start with a general theory of politics? Typically, institutional 

specialists do not begin with such a theory. Just as typically, their work is more or less rapidly 

outdated by the passage of time and events. To be sure, some students of the presidency have 

attempted to raise general questions. But this is far different from proceeding from a general theory of 

politics. Richard Neustadt's focus on power or Clinton Rossiter's emphasis on presidential roles 

achieve unusual breadth for institutional studies, but they tend to yield generalizations that are both 

highly problematic and confined to the institution under examination. Such studies yield a literature on 

the presidency that is divided into works that stress the broad scope of presidential power (such as 

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.'s Imperial Presidency) or that stress the problematic nature of such power. 

But the literature says relatively little about how the presidency as a political institution ties into a 

capitalist political economy, an industrial or post-industrial society, or an international system of 

conflict between regimes that are dominantly capitalist and those that are not.  

 

“Light's book is a recent case in point. This book is a competent and at times insightful study of how 

presidents since John Kennedy have tried to set the domestic policy agenda. Based on interviews with 

126 (rather disgruntled) former White House staffers, the author draws on organizational theory to 

shed light on the internal dynamics of agenda setting. In the process one learns some rather mundane 

things (such as "Presidents must cope with fixed limits on internal and external resources as well as on 

both the timing and the size of the domestic agenda" [p. 225]). But the most noteworthy finding is not 

that "policy is the result of organizational dynamics" (p. 199) but that, in Light's view, the restraints on 

presidential power are so great that there has emerged what he calls the "no win Presidency." In short, 

after detailed inspection of the frustrations and difficulties facing the presidency in terms of resources, 

issues, ideas, alternatives, and priorities, the central issue raised by this study has relatively little to do 

with how presidents set agendas and everything to do with the broad system within which they employ 

their sharply limited agenda-setting resources.  

 

“Findings such as these have been repeated in enough studies of the internal dynamics of political 

institutions to suggest that "decision-making" and organizational theory perspectives are likely to 

continue to yield relatively arid generalizations about questions of interest mainly to professional 

president-watchers. It remains to be seen whether studies that break out of the traditional mold will tell 

us more about the systemic issues that might be raised in the context of presidential studies, but it 

seems reasonably clear that unless such efforts are made, the accumulation of literature will continue 

to outstrip the cumulation of broad political, economic, and social understanding.”  

 

The President's Agenda: Domestic Policy Choice from Kennedy to Carter. by Paul C. Light 

Review by: John F. Manley Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 98, No. 2 (Summer, 1983), pp. 312-313 

 



8. On Deaf Ears: The Limits of the Bully Pulpit 

by George C. Edwards, III 

 
“George Edwards thinks that Reagan, Clinton, and the conventional wisdom they exemplify are just plain 

wrong. In a thorough and forcefully articulated study, Edwards argues that public opinion is never altered by 

presidential speech. Efforts to advance a president's political agenda through rhetorical appeals over the heads 

of Congress to the people are futile wastes of time and energy. Edwards is not the first scholar to warn of the 

pitfalls of the rhetorical presidency, but he is the most unequivocal in his critique of it. Previous accounts of the 

limits of rhetorical leadership prompted the question: Under what conditions are presidents likely to succeed or 

fail?  

 

“The author reviews every major presidential policy initiative and every major speech between 1981 and 2003, 

a period that includes the Reagan and Clinton years. He makes the good methodological point that the limits of 

the bully pulpit for all presidents can be revealed by its failure for the most rhetorically skilled presidents. He 

distinguishes between transformative leaders who persuade the public to change its mind and facilitative leaders 

who push the public in a direction toward which it is already headed. The argument of these chapters is that 

there have been no instances of transformative leadership. Presidents have rarely seen their poll results improve 

by 6 percentage points or more, either for approval of their job overall or for specific policies.  

 

“On Deaf Ears reads like a well-crafted and well-written legal brief. Almost all competing hypotheses and 

counterexamples are anticipated and discussed. However, like a lawyer's brief, the discussion is asymmetrical. 

Counterexamples are treated critically and invariably dismissed, while supportive evidence is always accepted 

at face value. Clinton's approval increased 10 percentage points after two speeches on Iraq in December 1998. 

Edwards attributes this result to the public's opposition to impeachment, rather than to the speech. Clinton's 

approval increased 7 points after his 1996 State of the Union address. Edwards mentions this but dismisses its 

significance without comment (p. 33). Support for Reagan's Strategic Defense Initiative increased significantly 

after his speeches, according to the Gallup data that Edwards uses for all of his cases, but he dismisses its 

significance because the White House's own poll showed some decline in support for SDI over a two- year 

period.  

 

“But the White House poll shows support at a higher level than Gallup recorded in 1986, declining to a level in 

1988 that is also higher than the level reported by Gallup (p. 58)! Apparent presidential successes are invariably 

treated as actual failures. On the other hand, apparent failures of presidents to move public opinion after a 

speech are never interrogated for hidden success. It is at least plausible, in some instances, that presidents halt 

or interrupt greater loss of public support than may have happened absent a speech. Competing findings by 

other scholars are merely mentioned and dismissed, rather than refuted. For example, in a study of public 

opinion between 1949 and 1980, Lyn Ragsdale found that speech making positively affects the president's level 

of public support, and that its magnitude of influence exceeds that of positive events, military 838 Perspectives 

on Politics 

activity, consumer prices, and unemployment (American Political Science Review, December 1984).  

 

“We are reminded of this study but not told why or where it falls short (p. 27). Chapters 4 through 7 are devoted 

to explaining why presidents have such difficulty moving public opinion through speech. Attributes ascribed to 

the speaker, the message, and the audience are described to show how they serve to inhibit the president's 

effectiveness. Presidents continue to devote wasted energy to a rhetorical strategy because of the way they were 

politically schooled, through the primary- based selection system. Presidents also may "go public" for reasons 

other than affecting public opinion polls-to alter the national agenda, satisfy a constituency with symbolic 

benefits, prepare the public for a policy shift, or to alter elite debate. These objectives are offered as alternatives 

to the effort to move public opinion. They also raise the question of whether public opinion is always, or best, 

captured by public opinion polls. Taken together, might not these "alter- natives" to seeking public support 

sometimes be components of a longer-term sophisticated strategy to shape public opinion and a political 

legacy.” 

 

[abridged] Review by: Jeffrey K. Tulis 

Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 2, No. 4 (Dec., 2004), pp. 838-839 


