7-2 From Going Public

Samuel Kernell

Richard Neustadt, writing in 1960, judged that the president’s ability to lead
depended on skill at the bargaining table in cutting deals with other politicians. In
the following essay Samuel Kernell examines how the leadership strategy of modern
presidents has evolved. He finds that, rather than limiting their leadership to quict
diplomacy with fellow Washingtonians, modern presidents often “go public,” a set
of activities borrowed from presidential election campaigns and divected toward
persuading other politicians to adopt their policy preferences. Some examples of
going public are a televised press conference, a special prime-time address to the
nation, traveling outside Washington to deliver a speech to a business or professional
convention, and a visit to a day care center with network cameras trailing bebind.

Introduction: Going
Public in Theory and Practice

When President George H. W. Bush delivered his
State of the Union address to the joint assembly of the
mostly Democratic Congress on January 28, 1992,
he assumed what was becoming a familiar stance:

I pride myself that [ am a prudent man, and I
believe that patience is a virtue. But I under-
stand that politics is for some a game. ...
submit my plan tomorrow. And [ am asking
you to pass it by March 20. And I ask the
American people to let you know they want
this action by March 20. From the day after
that, if it must be: The battle is joined. And you
know when principle is at stake, I relish a good
fair fight.

Once upon a time, these might have been fighting
words, but by the 1990s presidents had so routinely
come to appeal for public support in their dealings
with Congress that Bush’s rhetoric scarcely caused a
stir among his Washington audience. Presidential
appeals for public support had, in fact, become com-
monplace. Two years later Bill Clinton would use the
same forum to launch a six-month public relations

campaign to persuade Congress to expand coverage
of federal health care beyond Medicare to include
everyone not covered by employer insurance. What
raised eyebrows was not the announcement or even
the scope of the plan. Rather it was the bravado—
some would say hubris—with which Clinton warned
the assembled legislators that if they failed to give
him a fully comprehensive program “I will take this
pen and veto it.” Two days after his 2004 reelection
George W. Bush held a press conference in which he
outlined an ambitious policy agenda headed by
overhaul of the Social Security system. He matter-of-
factly told reporters, “I earned capital in the cam-
paign, political capital, and now I intend to spend it.
It is my style.”! Six weeks later he unveiled in his
State of the Union address his partial privatization
scheme for Social Security and announced a “sixty
cities in sixty days” campaign to push it through
Congress.

I call the approach to presidential leadership that
has come into vogue at the White House “going pub-
lic.” It is a strategy whereby a president promotes
himself and his policies in Washington by appealing
directly to the American public for support. Forcing
compliance from fellow Washingtonians by going
over their heads to enlist constituents’ pressure is a
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tactic that was known but seldom attempted during
the first half of the century. Theodore Roosevelt
probably first enunciated the strategic principle of
going public when he described the presidency as the
“bully pulpit.” Moreover, he occasionally put theory
into practice with public appeals for his Progressive
Party reforms. During the next thirty years, other
presidents also periodically summoned public sup-
port to help them in their dealings with Congress.
Perhaps the most famous such instance is Woodrow
Wilson’s ill-fated whistle-stop tour of the country on
behalf of his League of Nations treaty. Equally note-
worthy, historically, is Franklin D. Roosevelt’s series
of radio “fireside chats,” which were designed less to
subdue congressional opposition than to remind
politicians of his continuing national mandate for the
New Deal.

These historical instances are significant in large
part because they are rare. Unlike Richard Nixon,
who thought it important “to spread the White
House around” by traveling and speaking exten-
sively,® these earlier presidents were largely con-
fined to Washington and obliged to address the
country through the nation’s newspapers. The con-
cept and legitimizing precedents of going public
may have been established during these vears, but
the emergence of presidents who routinely did so to
promote their policies outside Washington awaited
the development of modern systems of transporta-
tion and mass communications. Going public
should be appreciated as a strategic adaptation to
the information age.

The regularity with which recent presidents have
sought public backing for their Washington dealings
has altered the way politicians both inside and out-
side the White House regard the office. The follow-
ing chapters present numerous instances of presidents
preoccupied with public relations, as if these activi-
ties chiefly determined their success. Cases are
recounted of other Washington politicians intently
monitoring the president’s popularity ratings and his
addresses on television, as if his performance in these
realms governed their own behavior, We shall also
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examine various testimonials of central institutional
figures, including several Speakers of the House of
Representatives, citing the president’s prestige and
rhetoric as they explain Congress’s actions. If the
public ruminations of politicians are to be believed,
the president’s effectiveness in rallying public sup-
port has become a primary consideration for those
who do business with him.

Presidential Theory

Going public has become routine. This was not
always the case. After World War I Congress refused
to support President Wilson’s League of Nations, a
peace treaty the president himself had helped negoti-
ate. In this instance Congress determined to amend
the treaty and a president equally determined to
finalize the agreement the other countries had rati-
fied left him with little choice but to go public to try
to marshal public opinion to force the Senate’s
agreement. Today our information-age presidents
opt to go public regardless of the political climate in
Washington.

There is another reason to systematically study
this leadership strategy. Compared with many other
aspects of the modern presidency, scholarship has
only recently directed its attention toward this fea-
ture of the president’s repertoire. Although going
public had not become a keystone of presidential
leadership in the 1950s and 1960s, when much of
the influential scholarship on the subject was writ-
ten, sufficient precedents were available for scholars
to consider its potential for presidential leadership in
the future.

Probably the main reason traditional presidential
scholarship shortchanged going public is its funda-
mental incompatibility with bargaining. Presidential
power is the “power to bargain,” Richard E.
Neustadt taught a generation of students of the
presidency.? When Neustadt published his definitive
study of presidential leadership in 1960, the “bar-
gaining president” had already become a center-
piece of pluralist theories of American politics.
Nearly a decade earlier, Robert A. Dahl and Charles
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E. Lindblom had described the politician in America
generically as “the human embodiment of a bar-
gaining society.” They made a special point to
include the president in writing that despite his pos-
sessing “more hierarchical controls than any other
single figure in the government . ..like everyone
clse . .. the President must bargain constantly.”?
Since Neustadt’s landmark treatise, other major
works on the presidency have reinforced and elabo-
rated this theme.’

Going public violates bargaining in several ways.
First, it rarely includes the kinds of exchanges neces-
sary, in pluralist theory, for the American political
system to function properly. At times, going public
will be merely superfluous—fluff compared with
the substance of traditional political exchange.
Practiced in a dedicated way, however, it may dis-
place bargaining,

Second, going public fails to extend benefits for
compliance, but freely imposes costs for noncompli-
ance. In appealing to the public to “tell your sena-
tors and representatives by phone, wire, and
Mailgram that the future hangs in balance,” the
president seeks the aid of a third party—the pub-
lic—to force other politicians to accept his prefer-
ences.® If targeted representatives are lucky, the
president’s success may cost them no more than an
opportunity at the bargaining table to shape policy
or to extract compensation. If unlucky, they may
find themselves both capitulating to the president’s
wishes and suffering the reproach of constituents
for having resisted him in the first place. By impos-
ing costs and failing to offer benefits, going public
is more akin to force than to bargaining. Nelson W.
Polsby makes this point when he says that members
of Congress may “find themselves ill disposed
toward a president who prefers to deal indirectly
with them [by going public] through what they may
interpret as coercion rather than face-to-face in the
spirit of mutual accommodation.”” This senator
may echo the sentiments, if not the actions, of those

on Capitol Hill who find themselves repeatedly
pressured by the president’s public appeals: “A lot

of Democrats, even if they like the President’s pro-
posal, will vote against him because of his radio
address on Saturday.”®

Third, going public entails public posturing. To
the extent that it fixes the president’s bargaining
position, posturing makes subsequent compromise
with other politicians more difficult. Because nego-
tiators must be prepared to yield some of their cli-
ents’ preferences to make a deal, bargaining
proverbially proceeds best behind closed doors.
Consider the difficulty Ronald Reagan’s widely pub-
licized challenge “My tax proposal is a line drawn in
dirt” posed for subsequent budget negotiations in
Washington.? Similarly, during his nationally tele-
vised State of the Union address in 1994, President
Bill Clinton sought to repair his reputation as some-
one too willing to compromise away his principles
by declaring to the assembled joint session of
Congress, “If you send me [health care] legislation
that does not guarantee every American private
health insurance that can never be taken away, you
will force me to take this pen, veto the legislation,
and we’ll come right back here and start all over
again.”'? Not only did these declarations threaten to
cut away any middle ground on which a compro-
mise might be constructed, they probably stiffened
the resolve of the president’s adversaries, some of
whom would later be needed to pass the administra-
tion’s legislative program.

Finally, and possibly most injurious to bargaining,
going public undermines the legitimacy of other
politicians. It usurps their prerogatives of office,
denies their role as representatives, and questions
their claim to reflect the interests of their constitu-
ents. For a traditional bargaining stance with the
president to be restored, these politicians would first
have to reestablish parity, probably at a cost of con-
flict with the White House.!

Given these fundamental incompatibilities, one
may further speculate that by spoiling the bargain-
ing environment, going public renders the presi-
dent’s future influence ever more dependent upon
his ability to generate popular support for himself

and his policies. The degree to which a president
draws upon public opinion determines the kind of
leader he will be.

Presidential Practice

Bargaining and going public have never been
particularly compatible styles of leadership. In the
carly twentieth century, when technology limited
presidents’ capacity to engage in public relations,
they did so sparingly. On rare occasions, presidents
might enlist public support as their contribution to
bargains with politicians for whom their position
was potentially risky. But generally, these two lead-
ership strategies coexisted in a quiet tension. In
modern times, though, going public is likely to
take the form of an election campaign. George W.
Bush’s “sixty cities in sixty days™ Social Security
reform tour in 2005 is a recent example to which
we shall later return. When presidents adopt inten-
sive public relations as their leadership strategy
they render bargaining increasingly difficult. The
decision to go public at one juncture may preclude
and undermine the opportunity to bargain at
another, and vice versa. All this means that the
decision to bargain or to go public must be care-
fully weighed.

The two case studies below reveal that modern
presidents and their advisers carefully attend to this
strategic issue. We compare instances of presidential
success and failure in order to understand the
potential gains and losses embedded in presidents’
choices.

Ronald Reagan Enlists Public Opinion as a Lever

No president has enlisted public strategies to bet-
ter advantage than did Ronald Reagan. Throughout
his tenure, he exhibited a full appreciation of bar-
gaining and going public as the modern office’s
principal strategic alternatives. The following exam-
ples from a six-month survey of White House news
coverage show how entrenched this bifurcated view
of presidential strategy has become. The survey
begins in late November 1984, when some members
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of the administration were pondering how the presi-
dent might exploit his landslide victory and others
were preparing a new round of budget cuts and a tax
reform bill for the next Congress.

November 29, 1984, Washington Post columnist
Lou Cannon reported the following prediction from
a White House official: “We're going to have con-
frontation on spending and consultation on tax
reform.” The aide explained, “We have somebody to
negotiate with us on tax reform, but may not on
budget cuts.”!? By “confrontation” he was referring
to the president’s success in appealing to the public
on national television, that is, in going public. By
“consultation” he meant bargaining,.

January 25, 1985. The above prediction proved
accurate two months later, when another staffer
offered as pristine an evocation of going public as
one is likely to find: “We have to look at it, in many
ways, like a campaign. He [Reagan| wants to take
his case to the people. You have a constituency of
535 legislators as opposed to 100 million voters. But
the goal is the same—to get the majority of voters to
support your position,” !

February 10, 1985. In a nationally broadcast radio
address, President Reagan extended an olive branch,
inviting members of Congress to “work with us in the
spirit of cooperation and compromise” on the budget.
This public statement probably did little to allay the
frequently voiced suspicion of House Democratic
leaders that such overtures were mainly intended for
public consumption. One Reagan aide insisted, how-
ever, that the president simply sought to reassure leg-
islators that “he would not ‘go over their heads” and
campaign across the country for his budget without
trying first to reach a compromise.”' In this state-
ment the aide implicitly concedes the harm public
pressure can create for bargaining but seeks to incor-
porate it advantageously into the strategic thinking of
the politicians with whom the administration must
deal by not forswearing its use.
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March 9, 1985. After some public sparring, the
administration eventually settled down to intensive
budget negotiations with the Republican-led Senate
Finance Committee. Failing to do as well as he
would like, however, Reagan sent a message to his
party’s senators through repeated unattributed
statements to the press that, if necessary, he would
“g0 to the people to carry our message forward.” *
Again, public appeals, though held in reserve, were
threatened.

March 11, 1985. In an interview with a New York
Times correspondent, a senior Reagan aide sized up
his president: “He’s liberated, he wants to get into a
fight, he feels strongly and wants to push his pro-
gram through himself. ... Reagan never quite
believed his popularity before the election, never
believed the polls. Now he has it, and he’s going to
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push . . .ahead with our agenda.

May 16, 1985. To avoid entangling tax reform
with budget deliberations in Congress, Reagan, at
the request of Republican leaders, delayed unveil-
ing his tax reform proposal until late May. A cou-
ple of weeks before Reagan’s national television
address on the subject, White House aides began
priming the press with leaks on the proposal’s
content and promises that the president would
follow it with a public relations blitz. In the words
of one White House official, the plan was to force
Congress to make a “binary choice between tax
reform or no tax reform.”!® The administration
rejected bargaining, as predicted nearly six months
earlier by a White House aide, apparently for two
strategic reasons. First, Reagan feared that in a
quietly negotiated process, the tax reform package
would unravel under the concerted pressure of the
special interests. Second, by taking the high-pro-
file approach of “standing up for the people
against the special interests,” in the words of one
adviser, tax reform might do for Republicans what

oS-

Social Security did for Democrats—make them the
majority party.!’

During these six months, when bargaining held
as it had during negotiations with

out promise
the Senate Finance Committee—public appeals
were held in reserve. The White House occasion-
ally, however, threatened an appeal in trying to gain
more favorable consideration. On other occasions,
when opponents of the president’s policies appeared
capable of extracting major concessions—House
Democrats on the budget and interest groups on tax
reform, for example—the White House disengaged
from negotiations and tried through public rela-
tions to force Congress to accept the president’s
policies. Although by 1985 news items such as the
preceding excerpts seemed unexceptional as daily
news, they are a recent phenomenon. One does not
routinely find such stories in White House report-
ing twenty years earlier when, for example, John
Kennedy’s legislative agenda was stalled in
Congress.

President Clinton Snares Himself by Bargaining

Shortly after assuming office, Bill Clinton received
some bad news. The Bush administration had under-
estimated the size of the next year’s deficit by §50
billion. The president’s campaign promises of new
domestic programs and a middle-class tax cut would
have to be put on hold in favor of fulfilling his third,
now urgent pledge to trim $500 billion from the
deficit over the next five years. On February 17,
1993, President Clinton appeared before a joint ses-
sion of Congress and a national television audience
to unveil his deficit reduction package. The presi-
dent’s deficit-cutting options were constrained by
two considerations: he wanted to include minimal
stimulus spending to honor his campaign promise,
and he faced a Congress controlled by fellow
Democrats who were committed to many of the pro-
grams under the budget ax. Even with proposed cuts

*Jonathan Fuerbringer, “Reagan Critical of Budget View of Senate Panel," New York Times, March 9, 1985. Senate Majpn'ry Leadelr x_?ob Dole told
reporters that if the president liked the Senate’s final budget package he would campaign for it "very vigorously . .. going to re!?vasron, whatever
he needs to reduce federal spending.” Karen Tumulty, “Reagan May Get Draft of Budget Accord Today," Los Angeles Times, April 4, 1985, 1.

in defense spending, the only way the budget could
accommodate these constraints was through a tax
increase. The package raised taxes on the highest-
income groups and introduced a broad energy con-
sumption tax. During the following weeks, the
president and his congressional liaison team quietly
lobbied Congress. He would not again issue a public
appeal until the eve of the final vote in August.

The president soon learned that Republicans in
both chambers had united in opposition to the
administration proposal. Led by Newt Gingrich in
the House of Representatives and Bob Dole in the
Senate, Republicans retreated to the sidelines and
assumed the role of Greek chorus, ominously
chanting “tax and spend liberals.” This meant that
the administration needed virtually every
Democratic vote to win. Democratic members
appreciated this, and many began exploiting the
rising value of their votes to extract concessions
that would make the legislation more favorable to
their constituents.

By June the president’s bargaining efforts had
won him a watered-down bill that even he had dif-
ficulty being enthusiastic about. Meanwhile, the
Republicans” public relations campaign had met
with success: the American public had come to
regard President Clinton as a “tax and spend lib-
eral.” Whereas shortly after the February speech,
the Los Angeles Times had found half of its polling
respondents willing to describe the president’s ini-
tiative as “bold and innovative” and only 35 per-
cent of them willing to describe it as “tax and
spend,” by June these numbers had reversed. Now,
53 percent labeled it “tax and spend” and only 28
percent still regarded it as “bold and innovative.”!®
Given this turnaround in the public’s assessment of
the initiative, it was not surprising that the public
also downgraded its evaluation of the initiative’s
sponsor. During the previous five months, President
Clinton’s approval rating had plunged from 58 to
41 percent.

This was the situation when several of Clinton’s
senior campaign consultants sounded the alarm in a
memo: in only six months the president had virtually
exhausted his capacity for leadership. If he did not
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turn back the current tide of public opinion, he
would be weakened beyond repair. In response, the
president assembled his senior advisers to evaluate
current strategy. This set the stage for a confronta-
tion between those advisers who represented the
president in bargaining with other Washingtonians
and those staffers who manned the White House
public relations machinery. The argument that
erupted between these advisers should disabuse any-
one of the notion that bargaining and cultivating
public support are separate, self-contained spheres
of action that do not encroach on one another,!?

The president’s chief pollster, Stanley Greenberg,
opened the discussion by stating his and his fellow
consultants’” position: “We do not exaggerate when
we say that our current course, advanced by our
economic team and Congressional leaders, threatens
to sink your popularity further and weaken your
presidency. ... The immediate problem,” he
explained, “is that thanks to the Republican effort
no one views your economic package as anything
other than a tax scheme. You must exercise a ‘bold
zero option, which is consultant talk for ‘rid your
policy of any taxes that affect the middle class.” (In
fact, the only tax still in the bill was a 4.3-cent-
per-gallon gasoline tax that would raise a modest
$20 billion.) Greenberg then unveiled polling data
that found broad public support for such a move. He
closed by warning everyone in the room, “We have
a very short period of time. And if we don’t com-
municate something serious and focused in the
period, we’re going to be left with what our detrac-
tors used to characterize our plan. ... Don’t assume
we can fix it in August.” This concluded the case for
going public. And in order to use this strategy,
Clinton had to change course on taxes.

According to those present, the economic and
congressional advisers had listened to this argu-
ment “with a slow burn.” Finally, the president’s
chief lobbyist, Howard Paster, blurted out, “This
isn’t an election! The Senate breaks its ass to get a
4.3-cent-a-gallon tax passed, and we can’t just
abandon it.” Besides, they needed the $20 billion
provided by the tax to offset other concessions that
would be necessary to get the bill passed. “I need all
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the chips that are available,” Paster pleaded. “Don’t bar-
gain them away here. Let me have maximum latitude.”

From here, the discussion deteriorated into name
calling and blame assigning that stopped only when
Clinton started screaming at everyone
fit” is how one participant described it. In the end
the president decided that he had to stay the course
but that he would begin traveling around the coun-

“a purple

try to explain to the public that his economic pack-
age was the “best” that could be enacted. In
mid-August, after a concerted public relations cam-
paign that concluded with a nationally televised
address, the legislation barely passed. (In the Senate,
Vice President Al Gore cast the tie-breaking vote.)
The new administration’s first legislative initiative
had drained its resources both in Congress and
across the nation. From here, the Clinton adminis-
tration limped toward even more difficult initiatives
represented by the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and health care reform.
Clearly, as both case studies show, going public
appears to foster political relations that are quite at
odds with those traditionally cultivated through bar-
gaining. One may begin to examine this phenomenon
by asking, what is it about modern politics that would
inspire presidents to go public in the first place?

How Washington and
Presidents Have Changed

The incompatibility of bargaining and going pub-
lic presents some pressing theoretical questions.
Why should presidents come to favor a strategy of
leadership that appears so incompatible with the
principles of pluralist theory? Why, if other
Washington elites legitimately and correctly repre-
sent the interests of their clients and constituents,
would anything be gained by going over their heads?
The answers to these questions are complex, reflect-
ing changes in the capital and in presidents. In this
chapter we consider the changes within Washington,
the locale of presidential activity. . . .

Some would account for the rise of going public
by resorting to the imperative of technology.
Certainly, advances in transportation and commu-
nications have been indispensable to this process,
but they have not been sufficient in themselves to
alter political relations in such a contradictory
way. . . .

There are more fundamental reasons for the dis-
crepancy between theory and current practice.
Politics in Washington may no longer be as tractable
to bargaining as it once was. Presidents prefer to go
public because the strategy offers a better prospect of
success than it did in the past. Perhaps the most con-
sequential development in the modern era is the regu-
larity of divided party control of government. Every
president since Jimmy Carter has at some time had to
deal with a Congress in which the opposition party
controlled one or both chambers. On such occasions,
each side frequently finds political advantage in frus-
trating the other and playing a blame game. Posturing
in preparation for the next election takes precedence
over bargaining and passing new policy.

Moreover, beginning in the 1970s close observers
of American politics detected a pervasive decoupling
of traditional allegiances. The most prominent of
these trends saw voters abandoning their political
party affiliations. From the 1960s to the 1980s the
proportion of survey respondents who classified
themselves as Independent (or some other noncom-
mittal category) grew from 24 to 41 percent; twenty-
five years later, despite a resurgent partisanship
among both voters and politicians on a number of
dimensions, this basic, defining fact has not changed.
Entering the 2006 midterm election period, most
surveys show Independent to be the single most
popular choice when respondents are asked their
party identification.? And voters continue to split
their ballots, if not quite at the record rates of the

1980s, still to a degree unknown in the 1950s and
1960s.* Consequently, political relations among
politicians in Washington remain loose and individ-
ualistic. In part ballot splitting reflects the dramatic

“During the 1990s, the American National Election Surveys found 30 percent of respondent voters reporting that they :‘m@‘ split their ballot
between the presidential and House candidates. This compares to 18 percent in 2004 and the IFQﬁ'Gs and 14 percent during the 1950s. The
author wishes to thank Martin B. Wattenberg for supplying these figures in a personal communication, March 10, 2006.

growth of incumbency advantage, especially in
House elections, during the 1980s. From 1976 until
1992 at least 90 percent of these incumbents who
sought reelection won both their primary and gen-
eral elections. Some years the figure reached a 98
percent success rate. If this success better insulated
these politicians from party and institutional leaders,
it served paradoxically to make many of them more
sensitive to public opinion from their constituencies.
After all, they were winning, in their view, by dint of
heroic effort to respond to their constituents.?!

As politicians in Washington became more sensitive
(and perhaps responsive) to public pressure, presidents
learned that mobilizing these pressures worked. For
exposition I classify the earlier era up to the 1970s as
“institutionalized pluralism™ and the latter era as
“individualized pluralism.” Since the 1994 midterm
congressional elections, when an ideologically infused
resurgent Republican Party surprisingly took over
control of the House of Representatives and the
Senate for the first time in a generation, politics in
Washington has in one important respect shifted away
from those relations described by individualized plu-
ralism. Specifically, a series of vigorous Republican
Party leaders in Congress have restored a level of dis-
cipline and policy coherence unseen since the 1960s.
Nonetheless, given the recentness and limited scope of
this development and continuing, unabated expecta-
tions of presidential leadership via public relations, 1
have retained this bifurcated classification of the mod-
ern evolution of Washington politics from predomi-
nantly private elite transactions to the mobilization of
interested publics, We will consider how recently
strengthened partisanship in Congress may temper
presidents’ incentives to go public. . ..

The President’s Place in Institutionalized Pluralism

Constructing coalitions across the broad instituti-
onal landscape of Congress, the bureaucracy, interest
groups, courts, and state governments requires a
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politician who possesses a panoramic view and com-
mands the resources necessary to engage the dispa-
rate, parochial interests of Washington’s political
elites. Only the president enjoys such vantage and
resources. Traditional presidential scholarship leaves
little doubt as to how they should be employed.
Nowhere has Dahl and Lindblom’s framework of
the bargaining society been more forcefully employed
than in Richard E. Neustadt’s classic Presidential
Power, published in 1960. Neustadt observes:

Status and authority yield bargaining advan-
tages. But in a government of “separated insti-
tutions sharing powers,” they vield them to all
sides. With the array of vantage points at his
disposal, a President may be far more persua-
sive than his logic or his charm could make
him. But outcomes are not guaranteed by his
advantages. There remain the counter pressures
those whom he would influence can bring to
bear on him from vantage points at their dis-
posal. Command has limited utility; persuasion
becomes give-and-take. . . .

The President’s advantages are checked by the
advantages of others. Continuing relationships
will pull in both directions. These are relation-
ships of mutual dependence. A President depends
upon the men he would persuade; he has to
reckon with his need or fear of them. They too
will possess status, or authority, or both, else they
would be of little use to him. Their vantage points
confront his own; their power tempers his.*

Bargaining is thus the essence of presidential lead-
ership, and pluralist theory explicitly rejects unilat-
eral forms of influence as usually insufficient and
ultimately costly. The ideal president is one who
seizes the center of the Washington bazaar and
actively barters with fellow politicians to build win-
ning coalitions, He must do so, according to this
theory, or he will forfeit any claim to leadership. . . .

* Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power, 28-29. Copyright 1980. Reprinted by permission of John Wiley and Sons, Inc. Compare with Dahl and
Lindblom?s earlier observation: “The President possesses more hierarchical controls than any other single figure in the government; indeed, he is often
described somewhat romantically and certainly ambiguously as the most powerful democratic executive in the world. Yet like everyone else in the
American policy process, the President must bargain constantly—with Congressional leaders, individual Congressmen, his department heads,
bureau chiefs, and leaders of nongovernmental organizations” (Dahl and Lindblom, Politics, Economics, and Welfare, 333).
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The Calculus of Those Who Deal with the President

Those Washingtonians who conduct business
with the president observe his behavior carefully.
Their judgment about his leadership guides them in
their dealings with him. Traditionally, the profes-
sional president watchers have asked themselves the
following questions: What are his priorities? How
much does he care whether he wins or loses on a
particular issue? How will he weigh his options? Is
he capable of winning?

Each person will answer these questions about the
president’s will and skill somewhat differently, of
course, depending upon his or her institutional van-
tage. The chief lobbyist for the United Auto Workers,
a network White House correspondent, and the
mayor of New York City may size up the president
differently depending upon what they need from
him. Nonetheless, they arrive at their judgments
about the president in similar ways. Each observes
the same behavior, inspects the same personal quali-
ties, evaluates the views of the same recognized opin-
ion leaders—columnists and commentators, among
others—and tests his or her own tentative opinions
with those of fellow community members. Local
opinion leaders promote a general agreement among
Washingtonians in their assessments of the president.
Their agreement is his reputation.**

A president with a strong reputation does better
in his dealings largely because others expect fewer
concessions from him. Accordingly, he finds them
more compliant; an orderly marketplace prevails.
Saddled with a weak reputation, conversely, a presi-
dent must work harder. Because others expect him to
be less effective, they press him harder in expectation
of greater gain. Comity at the bargaining table may
give way to contention as other politicians form
unreasonable expectations of gain. Through such
expectations, the president’s reputation regulates
community relations in ways that either facilitate or
impede his success. In a world of institutionalized
pluralism, bargaining presidents seldom actively
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traded upon their prestige, leaving it to influence
Washington political elites only through their antici-
pation of the electorate’s behavior. As a consequence,
prestige remained largely irrelevant to other politi-
cians’ assessments of the president.* Once presi-
dents began going public and interjecting prestige
directly into their relations with fellow politicians,
and once these politicians found their resistance to
this pressure diminished because of their own altered
circumstances, the president’s ability to marshal
public opinion soon became an important ingredient
of his reputation. New questions were added to tra-
ditional ones: Does the president feel strongly
enough about an issue to go public? Will he follow
through on his threats to do so? Does his standing in
the country run so deep that it will likely be con-
verted into mail to members of Congress, or is it so
shallow that it will expire as he attempts to use it?
In today’s Washington, the answers to these ques-
tions contribute to the president’s reputation.
Consequently, his prestige and reputation have lost
much of their separateness. The community’s esti-
mates of Carter and Reagan rose and fell with the
polls. Through reputation, prestige has begun to play
a larger role in regulating the president’s day-to-day
transactions with other community members.
Grappling with the unclear causes of Carter’s failure in
Washington, Neustadt arrived at the same conclusion:

A President’s capacity to draw and stir a televi-
sion audience seems every bit as interesting to
current Washingtonians as his ability to wield
his formal powers. This interest is his opportu-
nity. While national party organizations fall
away, while congressional party discipline
relaxes, while interest groups proliferate and
issue networks rise, a President who wishes to
compete for leadership in framing policy and
shaping coalitions has to make the most he can
out of his popular connection. Anticipating
home reactions, Washingtonians . . . are vulnerable

* Neustadt observed that President Truman's television appeal for tighter price controls in 1951 had little visible effect on how Washington
politicians viewed the issue. This is the only mention of a president going public in the original eight chapters of the book. Neustadt, Presidential
Power, 45.

to any breeze from home that presidential
words and sights can stir. If he is deemed effec-
tive on the tube they will anticipate. That is the
essence of professional reputation.??

The record supports Neustadt’s speculation. In late
1978 and early 1979, with his monthly approval rat-
ing dropping to less than 50 percent, President Carter
complained that it was difficult to gain Congress’s
attention for his legislative proposals. As one con-
gressional liaison official stated, “When you go up to
the Hill and the latest polls show Carter isn’t doing
well, then there isn’t much reason for a member to go
along with him.”?* A member of Congress concurred:
“The relationship between the President and
Congress is partly the result of how well the President
is doing politically. Congress is better behaved when
he does well. . . . Right now, it’s almost as if Congress
is paying no attention to him.”?’

The President’s Calculus

The limited goods and services available for barter
to the bargaining president would be quickly
exhausted in a leaderless setting where every coali-
tion partner must be dealt with individually. When
politicians are more subject to environmental forces,
however, other avenues of presidential influence
open up. No politician within Washington is better
positioned than the president to go outside the com-
munity and draw popular support. With members
more sensitive to influences beyond Washington, the
president’s hand in mobilizing public opinion has
been strengthened. For the new Congress—indeed,
for the new Washington generally—going public may
at times be the most effective course available.

Under these circumstances, the presidents prestige
becomes his political capital. It is something to be
spent when the coffers are full, to be conserved when
they are low, and to be replenished when they are
empty. Early in 1997, when asked by campaign-weary
news reporters why President Clinton maintained
such a heavy travel schedule after his election victory,
press secretary Michael D. McCurry lectured them on
modern political science: “Campaigns are about
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framing a choice for the American people. .. .When
you are responsible for governing you have to use the
same tools of public persuasion to advance your pro-
gram, to build public support for the direction you
are attempting to lead.”?

If public relations are to be productive the mes-
sage must be tailored to a correctly targeted audi-
ence. For this, presidents require accurate, precisely
measured readings of public opinion. Modern presi-
dents must be attentive to the polls, but they need
not crave the affection of the public. Their relation-
ship with it may be purely instrumental. However
gratifying public approval may be, popular support
is a resource the expenditure of which must be
coolly calculated. As another Clinton aide explained,
“Clinton has come to believe that if he keeps his
approval ratings up and sells his message as he did
during the campaign, there will be greater accepta-
bility for his program. . .. The idea is that you have
to sell it as if in a campaign.”?”

Bargaining presidents require the sage advice of
politicians familiar with the bargaining game; presi-
dents who go public need pollsters. Compare the
relish with which President Nixon reportedly
approached the polls with the disdain Truman
expressed. “Nixon had all kinds of polls all the time,”
recalled one of his consultants. “He sometimes had a
couple of pollsters doing the same kind of survey at
the same time. He really studied them. He wanted to
find the thing that would give him an advantage.”?8
The confidant went on to observe that the president
wanted poll data “on just about anything and every-
thing” throughout his administration.

Indicative of current fashion, presidents from
Carter through Bush have all had in-house pollsters
taking continuous—weekly, even daily—readings
of public opinion.?? When George H. W. Bush
reportedly spent $216,000 of Republican National
Committee (RNC) money on in-house polling in
one year, many Washington politicians probably
viewed it as an excessive indulgence, reflecting the
RNC’s largesse more than any practical need for
data. But this figure soon looked modest after
Clinton spent nearly ten times that amount in
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1993, when he averaged three or four polls and an
equal number of focus groups each month.*

Pollsters vigilantly monitor the pulse of opinion to
warn of slippage and to identify opportunities for
gain. Before recommending a policy course, they
assess its costs in public support. Sometimes, as was
the case with Clinton’s pollsters, they go so far as to
ask the public whether the president should bargain
with congressional leaders or challenge them by
mobilizing public opinion. These advisers’ regular
and frequently unsolicited denials that they affected
policy belie their self-effacement.

To see how the strategic prescriptions of going
public differ from those of bargaining, consider the
hypothetical case of a president requiring addi-
tional votes if he is to prevail in Congress. If a large
number of votes is needed, the most obvious and
direct course is to go on prime-time television to
solicit the public’s active support. Employed at the
right moment by a popular president, the effect
may be dramatic. This tactic, however, has consid-
erable costs and risks. A real debit of lost public
support may occur when a president takes a forth-
right position. There is also the possibility that the
public will not respond, which damages the presi-
dent’s future credibility. Given this, a president
understandably finds the threat to go public fre-
quently more attractive than the act. To the degree
that such a threat is credible, the anticipated
responses of some representatives and senators
may suffice to achieve victory.

A more focused application of influence via public
relations becomes available as an election nears.
Fence-sitting representatives and senators may be
plied with promises of reelection support. This may
be done privately and selectively, or it may be ten-
dered openly to all who may vote on the president’s
program. Presidential support can be much more
substantial than endorsement. Presidents at least as
far back as 1938, when Franklin Roosevelt failed to
purge anti-New Deal Democrats in the midterm elec-
tions, have at times actively sought to improve their

own fortunes in the next Congress by influencing the

current election. During the 1970 midterm congres-
sional election campaigns, President Nixon raced
around the country “in a white heat,” trying desper-
ately to secure a Republican Congress that would not
convene for another generation.' In the 1999-2000
election cycle outgoing President Clinton pushed the
modern president’s efforts to serve his party’s candi-
dates to what would seem to be an individual’s
physical limits. By one count he participated in 295
congressional fund-raising events garnering more
than $160 million for his party’s candidates. Were it
not for the tragic events of 9/11 and the subsequent
invasion of Afghanistan, President Bush might have
matched his predecessor. After getting off to a slow
start in the next election cycle, the president made up
ground rapidly. By the 2002 election he had attended
seventy-four fund-raisers, an impressive number
except when compared to Clinton, but he garnered
significantly more money for Republican congres-
sional candidates than had his Democratic counter-
P ws

The variety of methods for generating publicity
notwithstanding, going public offers fewer and sim-
pler stratagems than does its pluralist alternative. At
the heart of the latter lies bargaining, which must
involve choice: choice among alternative coalitions,
choice of specific partners, and choice of the goods
and services to be bartered. Above all, it requires
empathy, the ability of one politician to discern what
his or her counterpart minimally needs in return for
cooperation. The number, variety, and subtlety of
choices place great demands upon strategic calcula-
tion, so much so that pluralist leadership must be
understood as an art. In Neustadt’s schema, the
president’s success ultimately reduces to intuition an
ability to sense “right choices.”

Going public also requires choice, and it leaves
ample room for the play of talent. If anyone
doubts it, consider the obviously staged town
meetings that President Bush’s advance team
assembled during his [2005] “sixty cities in sixty
days” promotion of Social Security reform. Public
relations is a less obscure matter than bargaining

with fellow politicians, every one of them a pro-
fessional bent on extracting as much from the
president while surrendering as little as possible.
Going public promises a more straightforward
presidency than its pluralist counterpart—its
options fewer, its strategy simpler, and conse-
quently, its practitioner’s actions both more pre-
dictable and easily observed.
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Chapter 8

The Bureaucracy

8-1 The Politics of Bureaucratic Structure

Terry M. Moe

Legislators, presidents, and other political players care about the content and implemen-
tation of policy. They also care about the way executive agencies are structured: Where
in the executive branch are new agencies placed? What kind of bureaucrat will be moti-
vated to aggressively pursue, or to resist the pursuit of, certain policy goals? Who should
report to whom? What rules should govern bureaucrats’ bebavior? In the following
essay, Terry M. Moe observes that these questions are anticipated and answered by poli-
ticians as they set policy. They are the subjects of “structural” politics. The federal bureau-
cracy is not structured on the basis of a theory of public administration, Moe argues, but
should instead be viewed as the product of politics.

merican Public Bureaucracy is not designed to

be effective. The bureaucracy arises out of poli-
tics, and its design reflects the interests, strategies,
and compromises of those who exercise political
power,

This politicized notion of bureaucracy has never
appealed to most academics or reformers. They
accept it—indeed, they adamantly argue its truth—
and the social science of public bureaucracy is a
decidedly political body of work as a result. Yet, for
the most part, those who study and practice public
administration have a thinly veiled disdain for poli-
tics, and they want it kept out of bureaucracy as
much as possible. They want presidents to stop politi-
cizing the departments and bureaus. They want
Congress to stop its incessant meddling in bureaucratic

affairs. They want all politicians to respect bureau-
cratic autonomy, expertise, and professionalism. !

The bureaucracy’s defenders are not apologists.
Problems of capture, inertia, parochialism, fragmenta-
tion, and imperialism are familiar grounds for criti-
cism. And there is lots of criticism. But once the
subversive influence of politics is mentally factored
out, these bureaucratic problems are understood to
have bureaucratic solutions—new mandates, new
rules and procedures, new personnel systems, better
training and management, better people. These are the
quintessential reforms that politicians are urged to
adopt to bring about effective bureaucracy. The goal
at all times is the greater good: “In designing any
political structure, whether it be the Congress, the
executive branch, or the judiciary, it is important to

Source: Can the government govern? By Chubb, John E. ; Peterson, Paul E. eds; Brookings Institution. Reproduced with permission of

Brookings Institution Press in the format Republish in a book via Copyright Clearance Center. Some notes appearing in the original have

been deleted.
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