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Introduction

This is a course on the American Presidency and how the power of the
President has evolved and grown.

The 20th-century American presidency is something of a mystery. Some
presidents performed exceptionally well in the office, winning two terms,
or four in Franklin Roosevelt’s case, while others fell short of expectations
and are remembered as average or below average chief executives.
There is little question that circumstances partly dictated these outcomes.
As Theodore Roosevelt asserted, no president could achieve greatness
without a war. Yet Woodrow Wilson said that a president can be as big a
man as he chooses to be. The fact that some presidents faced similar cir-
cumstances—Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft and Herbert
Hoover and Franklin D. Roosevelt, to cite just two examples—with dra-
matically different results gives credence to Wilson’s point. But what was
there about these men that made some incredibly successful and others
average or below average presidents?

There are several things that account for presidential effectiveness:
vision, charisma, pragmatism, consensus building, trust or credibility, and
finally, luck.

In this course we will consider each of the 15 presidencies from
Theodore Roosevelt to Ronald Reagan in the context of their respective
times, discovering which of these important qualities they possessed 
or lacked.



Lecture 1: Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft:
The Rise of the Modern Presidency

Introduction:

We begin our discussion of the American Presidency by concentrating on
the differing presidencies of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft.

A. Background to Theodore Roosevelt’s Presidency

1. What was the state of the presidency in the late 19th century?

The 35 years after Lincoln was assassinated in 1865 saw a return to the
original constitutional view of the presidency as a relatively weak office
in the shadow of Congress.

a. The presidents during the years 1865-1900—Andrew Johnson,
Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford B. Hayes, James A. Garfield, Chester A.
Arthur, Grover Cleveland, Benjamin Harrison, and William McKinley,
all Republicans except for Cleveland—were more or less content to
be uninspiring leaders. The times did not seem to require it and the
men themselves saw government as a tool with limited capacity to
shape the nation’s economic life. The prevailing philosophy of
Laissez-faire was central to the industrial revolution: It restrained
presidents from trying to address the many social and political prob-
lems that piled up in these years and stimulated cries for reform cul-
minating in the Populist movement of the 1890s. When attacks on
Populism as too radical, and the Spanish-American War in 1898,
defeated these reform efforts, a progressive movement led by middle-
class Americans battling excessive concentrations of wealth and
power in the hands of corporations and political machines emerged.

B. Theodore Roosevelt’s Presidency

1. Domestic Leadership

The country was beset by the fact that the large political and business
machines had appropriated most of the wealth. Roosevelt set about
to institute many domestic changes to change the balance of power.

a. Roosevelt set up two programs to deal with these special
interest groups.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read H.W. Brands’ T.R.: The Last Romantic. 

Consider this ... 

1. How do the presidencies of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard
Taft differ?

2. Who was the better President, and why?
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i. The Square Deal was a program
instituted to set the president up as
a sort of mediator between the
greater interests of the country.

ii. The new nationalism was a plan for
the government to take new respon-
sibilities as a mediator between spe-
cial interests and the general inter-
ests.

b. How did Roosevelt’s programs fare?

iii. The success can be seen in
Roosevelt’s response to the coal
miner’s strike of 1903. Roosevelt
understood that this was signifi-
cantly affecting the general public
and demanded a resolution to the
strike, and that ended it.

iii. Roosevelt went after the The
National Security Trust in 1903,
resulting in the break-up of this
great holder of wealth.

c. Roosevelt was also a great conserva-
tionist. He understood that the forests
should be preserved for future gener-
ations. He started the National Parks
program.

d. Roosevelt also positioned himself
and his government to support the
average American by creating the
Food and Drug Administration.

iii. The Muckrakers helped Roosevelt
make his case. For example, Upton
Sinclair’s book The Jungle caused
a public outrage over unhealthy
conditions in meat packing plants 

iii. Roosevelt insisted on control and
inspections to protect the health of
the public.

e. Roosevelt was the country’s first pro-
gressive president. He insisted on
politicians who were not in the pock-
ets of business but were concerned
about the people.

2. Foreign Policy
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IN THE WORDS OF ...

THEODORE ROOSEVELT

“It is not the critic who counts:
not the man who points out how
the strong man stumbles or
where the doer of deeds could
have done better. The credit
belongs to the man who is actu-
ally in the arena, whose face is
marred by dust and sweat and
blood, who strives valiantly, who
errs and comes up short again
and again, because there is no
effort without error or shortcom-
ing, but who knows the great
enthusiasms, the great devo-
tions, who spends himself for a
worthy cause; who, at the best,
knows, in the end, the triumph
of high achievement, and who,
at the worst, if he fails, at least
he fails while daring greatly, 
so that his place shall never 
be with those cold and timid
souls who knew neither victory
nor defeat.”

“Citizenship in a Republic,”

Speech at the Sorbonne, Paris,
April 23, 1910.



a. Roosevelt was a man with great vision for America. He was an interna-
tionalist during a time of isolationism. 

iii. Americans were comfortable. There was no viable threat on the
borders and European politics was, in general, despised by the
public. In 1803, we doubled the size of our holdings through the
Louisiana Purchase without any type of war or power-play.
Americans didn’t want to participate in power politics.

iii. Roosevelt, as a great realist, understood that America was becoming
a great world power. During the Spanish-American War, our reach
expanded to become global. 

iii. To become a competitor, Roosevelt took a cue from the British, a
large navy is the key to superiority. He was joined in this opinion by
Henry Cabot Lodge, John Hay and Admiral Mahon, among others. 

iv. But, Americans were not prepared to follow him in expanding
power. So, Roosevelt cloaked his plans for expansion under a
humanitarian agenda. 

b. In 1903, Roosevelt acquired control of the area now called the
Panama Canal. The importance of this in his plans for expansion was
the ability to move ships back and forth between the two oceans. His
published plan for this canal was to help spur global commerce. 

iii. To accomplish this, he encouraged a rebellion by the
Panamanians against Colombian rule. Roosevelt accomplished
this by sending gunboats to block the Colombians from bringing
their forces to the scene. When the Panamanians gained their
independence, they gave the U.S. a 99-year lease on a Panama
Canal route, in exchange for the U.S. building the canal.

c. Another example of Roosevelt’s activism was his participation in
the Portsmouth mediation of the Russo-Japanese War.

iii. By 1905, both sides were exhausted. The Russians had experi-
enced an internal revolution. The Japanese were financially
exhausted. Roosevelt invited both sides to Portsmouth, New
Hampshire to try and negotiate a peace. He chose that location to
display the American battle fleet at that location and press for
peace. It worked; the Treaty of Portsmouth was signed. America
now had a strong presence in the politics of the Far East.
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“Let the watchwords of all our people be the old familiar watchwords of hon-
esty, decency, fair-dealing, and commonsense. . . . We must treat each man
on his worth and merits as a man. We must see that each is given a square

deal, because he is entitled to no more and should receive  no less.”

—Theodore Roosevelt

New York State Fair, September 7, 1903



d. Roosevelt won the Nobel Peace
Prize for his part in the negotia-
tions. He became a strong influ-
ence for peace, as well.

e. In Latin America, Roosevelt put
forth the Roosevelt Corollary to
the Monroe Doctrine. He stated
that under the Monroe Doctrine,
European nations were not
allowed to interfere in the affairs
of our hemisphere. He made the
U.S. the responsible party for
Latin America.

f. Roosevelt also foresaw a world-
wide conflagration coming in
Europe. He began to align the
players at Algeciras in Spain to
mediate against a war.

g. Roosevelt met almost all of
our guidelines for being a
great president.

C. The William Howard Taft
Presidency

A hand-chosen successor to Roose-
velt, Taft was incapable of capturing
the imagination of the American
public. He was overall ineffective
and possessed little vision. His pres-
idency only lasted four years. He
was defeated in the 1912 election by
Woodrow Wilson.

Summary: Theodore Roosevelt will go
down in history as one of America’s great-
est presidents. He left several enduring
legacies including the FDA, and the
National Parks Program. He was a highly
charismatic figure, who spoke of a bully
pulpit and a strenuous life. He exemplified
many of the characteristics we mentioned
earlier in this course.

WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT

Taft, a native Ohioan and the
heaviest man in American
Presidential history, served as
the 27th president of the U.S.
from 1909-13. He had a brilliant
legal mind as a lawyer and
judge and was also a capable
administrator as the first gover-
nor of the Philippines, and
Roosevelt’s Secretary of War.
However, as president he was
a poor politician and unable to
carry out the charismatic
Roosevelt’s many new policies.
Near the end of his administra-
tion, it was clear he had not
completely carried out Roose-
velt’s Square Deal and made
concessions to the conserva-
tives. Theodore Roosevelt
turned on him in the 1912 elec-
tion. Roosevelt organized a
progressive “Bull Moose” party
and ran unsuccessfully against
both the Republican Taft and
Democrat Woodrow Wilson.
Taft was defeated. After his
term of office, Taft taught law at
Yale and was appointed by
Wilson to the Supreme Court
where he served as Chief
Justice from 1921-30.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Why do most historians now see Theodore Roosevelt as a near great
president? 

2. How would you assess his domestic accomplishments?

3. How would you assess his foreign policy leadership?

4. Why is Taft seen as a relative failure as president?

Brands, H.W. T.R.: The Last Romantic. New York: Basic Books, 1997.

Gould, Lewis L. The Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. Junction City: 
University of Kansas Press, 1991.

Harbaugh, William H. The Life and Times of Theodore Roosevelt. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1978.

Morris, Edmund. Theodore Rex. New York: Random House, 2001.

Sinclair, Upton. The Jungle. New York: Penguin USA, 1985.

1. http://www.theodoreroosevelt.org/ - official organization for preserving
the legacy of T.R. Includes a variety of other helpful resources.

Renehan, Edward. The Lion’s Pride: Theodore Roosevelt and His Family
in Peace and War. Narrated by John McDonough. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (8 cassettes/10.5 hours).

Roosevelt, Theodore, with Joan Paterson Kerr. A Bully Father: Theodore
Roosevelt’s Letters to His Children. Narrated by John McDonough. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (6 cassettes/8 hours).

Roosevelt, Theodore. The Rough Riders. Narrated by John Randolph 
Jones. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (4 cassettes/5.5 hours).

Sinclair, Upton. The Jungle. Narrated by George Guidall. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (11 cassettes/15.75 hours).
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Lecture 2: Woodrow Wilson: Domestic Triumphs; Foreign Defeats

Introduction:

In the first lecture in this course we spoke about Theodore Roosevelt and 
how he created the modern presidency. In this lecture we will learn more
about the second great president of the 20th century—Woodrow Wilson.
Wilson was born in Virginia and grew up in a Presbyterian household. He was,
from early on, a highly intelligent young man with a type of dyslexia. Perhaps
that struggle with a disability contributed to his later performance, and his 
drive to succeed. Even as a young man he knew he wanted to be in politics.

A. The Election of 1912

After an illustrious academic career, Wilson became the President of
Princeton University, putting him in line for positive publicity. He set up an
effective graduate college and won most of his political battles. 

In 1910, he was asked to run for governor of the state. He won the gover-
norship and became a leading progressive governor for New Jersey.
Wilson proved to be an astute politician.

In 1912, Wilson went to the Democratic convention to solicit support. It
took 44 nominating ballots before Wilson secured the nomination.

The country was heavily Republican at the time of the 1912 presidential
election, and there was no way Wilson could have won were it not for
Theodore Roosevelt’s splitting of the Republican party. Roosevelt was
unhappy with Taft’s performance and decided to run against him, signing
onto the progressive party ballot. The resulting three-way race gave
Wilson the majority.

B. Domestic Programs and Politics, 1913-1916

1. Wilson’s leadership

a. Wilson was also a man of great vision. He knew that a great president
must define his own vision and think of a way to communicate with
the public with an understandable slogan. His slogan became “The
New Freedom.”

b. Wilson gave the presidency a human face. He was the first president 
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to …

Read Arthur Link’s Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era, 1910-1917.

Consider this ... 
1. To what extent did domestic circumstances contribute to Wilson’s suc-

cess as president?
2. How did international circumstances serve to point out Wilson’s weak-

nesses as president?



to address Congress directly since John Adams instead of through a
written speech. He passed tariff reform which was at the time essential
for a progressive president. Earlier tariff reforms had benefitted big  busi-
ness. Wilson believed that tariff reform would open up the global market
and allow middle-class Americans to benefit from the influx of foreign
products.

c. After his tariff reform, he put forth a plan for creating the federal
reserve system, which we still use today. This system of federalized
money made it easy for people to do business from state to state.

d. Wilson also created the Federal Trade Commission. This was a new
nationalism program more than a New Freedom program. This regu-
latory agency committed itself to monitor the Trusts instead of demol-
ishing them. There would now be guidelines for pricing.

e. He put forth a number of social reforms such as the National Child Labor
Act to further his idea of returning America to Jeffersonian ideals.

2. The 1916 re-election campaign

When Wilson ran for re-election against the Republican Charles Evans
Hughes, he put together a plan that he said would give the country
“peace and prosperity.” He was a charismatic leader like Theodore
Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln

C. Foreign Affairs: Missionary Diplomacy

Wilson himself said, “It will be the irony of fate that my presidency has to
be focused on foreign affairs.” He knew he was a domestic president but
not prepared to tackle foreign affairs.

1. Mexico. When Wilson looked at Latin America he saw turmoil. As a
good progressive, he thought the United States should teach Latin
Americans to elect good leaders. He became engaged in 1914 by
sending U.S. forces into Mexico. 

2. The Caribbean and Central America. He also interfered in Haiti and the
Dominican Republic. Although he stood for passivism, he was every bit
as much the imperialist as Roosevelt.

D. World War I: American Neutrality, 1914-1917

British author Norman Angel believed that there could not be another
European war because the countries of Europe were too caught up in
commerce with each other, and too dependent on each other. Of course,
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“The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted
upon the tested foundations of political liberty.”

Woodrow Wilson, Speech to Congress,        April 2, 1917



he was wrong. World War I escalated
into one of the bloodiest wars in human
history, claiming 9 million battlefield
deaths and as many as 9 million civilian
deaths.

1. The Homefront

a. Wilson and the Americans were
determined not to enter this war, as
he said America was “too proud” to
enter this bloodletting. Instead, he
wanted America to remain neutral.

b. William Jennings Bryan, the
Secretary of State, resigned,
because although Wilson claimed
neutrality, our ships were entering
battle zones and were forced to
defend themselves.

c. In January 1917, the Germans
launched an all-out submarine cam-
paign against all Allied and neutral
shipping vessels. American lives
were lost. In April 1917, the U.S.
entered the war.

2. Peace plans: The Fourteen Points

In January 1918, Wilson announced
The Fourteen Points. This powerful
statement argued for the establish-
ment of the League of Nations. This
league was supposed to police
aggressor nations.

E. Peacemaking, 1918-1919

Wilson decides to break form and be
the U.S. envoy to the conference for the
Treaty of Versailles.

1. Defeats in Versailles

Though Wilson wanted a peace “not
dictated by the victors over the van-
quished. This should be a generous
peace. However, Wilson was unable
to wield power since the French,
Italians and British no longer
needed U.S. aid. The war was over
and they were not beholden to
Wilson’s vision. Wilson’s peace
program was not accepted.

THE FOURTEEN POINTS

Wilson announced to a joint
session of Congress on
January 8, 1918 the “Fourteen
Points” as a basis of peace fol-
lowing World War I and a com-
prehensive statement of his
war aims. The first five points
included (1) open covenants,
openly arrived at, (2) freedom
of the seas, (3) no economic
barriers in international trade,
(4) disarmament, and (5)
adjustment of colonial claims
on the basis of self-determina-
tion. Points six through thirteen
dealt with specific territorial set-
tlement. The fourteenth point,
perhaps the most important to
Wilson, called for an associa-
tion of nations to guarantee a
peace settlement based on
high moral principles. Wilson’s
address was widely publicized
and acclaimed, inspiring the
Allies and giving him moral
leadership of the Allies and
peace efforts. When Germany
sued for peace it was on the
basis of the Fourteen Points.
Wilson took these points to the
peace conference.
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2. Loss of Congress

Wilson tried to get his League of
Nations approved by the U.S. In 1918,
he appealed to the country to elect a
Democratic Congress so that his
peace treaty could be ratified.
However, the people elected a
Republican Congress which would not
support his vision.

F. The Lost Peace, 1919-1920

1. Wilson experienced a loss of popular
support.

2. In 1919 while on a trip to elicit support
for the League of Nations treaty,
Wilson suffers a stroke and cannot
offer leadership during this key period.
The Senate defeated his program not
once, but twice.

Summary: Wilson was one of America’s
greatest visionary presidents. For a period of
time, he was a highly pragmatic president.
He was charismatic. But in the end, he failed
to achieve his foreign policy goals. It was not
until the start of World War II that people
came to appreciate his League of Nations
proposal. They began to see Wilson as a
man of vision, a man who had a kind of wis-
dom about international politics. And this is
the legacy that remains today.
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THE TREATY
OF VERSAILLES

From January to June 1919 the
leaders of the Allies met in France
to decide on the peace settlement
after World War I. Though 32
states attended the Paris Peace
Conference, the “Big Three” of
Britain, France and the U.S. domi-
nated and made the major deci-
sions. Germany and the other
defeated states were not invited.
Wilson worked for a peace based
on his Fourteen Points. The terms
of the treaty were much harsher.
Germany was given three weeks
and basically an ultimatum to sign
the treaty. It was signed on June
28, 1919. Though most of Wilson’s
points were ignored or compro-
mised, a League of Nations was
included. However, the
Republican-dominated U.S.
Senate, opposing a League of
Nations and retaining its isolation-
ist views, refused to ratify the
treaty. The U.S. made a separate
peace with Germany. Wilson suf-
fered a stroke while traveling to
endorse the League of Nations.
Many consider the Treaty respon-
sible for sowing the seeds that led
to World War II.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. How do you account for Wilson’s failure to win the postwar peace?

2. Was Wilson’s progressive nature an asset or a liability?

3. How did Wilson lose the trust of the American people?

Heckscher, August. Woodrow Wilson and World Politics. New York: Scribner
& Sons, 1991.

Link, Arthur. Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era, 1910-1917. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1954.

Cooper, John Milton, Jr. The Warrior and the Priest: Woodrow Wilson and
Theodore Roosevelt.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983.

Levin, N. Gordon. Woodrow Wilson and World Politics. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1968.

Woodrow Wilson Presidential Library and Museum Webpage
<http://www.woodrowwilson.org/>

Great Link for more general information on Woodrow Wilson
<http://www.americanpresidents.org/presidents/president.asp?PresidentNum
ber=27>

Smith, Gene. When the Cheering Stopped. Narrated by Nelson Runger. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (8 cassettes/11 hours).
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Lecture 3: The Presidency in Retreat: The Twenties

Introduction:

In the last lecture we discussed Woodrow Wilson, a man defeated by cir-
cumstance. Now we turn to the 1920s, a time of undistinguished presi-
dents—Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover. These are
presidents who lacked the ability to put forth a strong vision and lost the trust
of the American people.

A. The Harding Presidency, 1921-1923

1. In 1920, the public was tired of the progressive movement and the call
for sacrifice. Warren Harding was elected president as an antidote to
Theodore Roosevelt and Wilson’s idealism. His slogan was a return to
normalcy. Harding was a small-town Ohio politician, a conventional man
with simple virtues. Harding was a Senator of no distinction.

2. Two and one-half years into his term Harding died of, what is believed
to be, a heart attack.

3. The Secretary of State as President

Harding did have a very successful Secretary of State, Charles Evans
Hughes. Hughes believed that all of the problems left over from World
War I couldn’t be ignored, so he called the Washington Arms
Conference. This conference resulted in the five power treaty, the nine
power treaty and the four power agreement. These plans speculated
that the Pacific basin was the next area of conflict that would open the
world to another international conflagration. Hughes wanted to ensure
that this wouldn’t happen so he got Britain, France, Japan and the U.S.
to agree to a non-aggression pact. He also got the nations to agree not
to expand their navies. The treaties, however, had no enforcement pro-
visions other than moral persuasion.

4. Harding’s presidency was followed by a series of exposés. The Teapot
Dome Scandal exposed the corrup-tion of Harding’s friends. They were
seizing on opportunities to take bribes and profit in a variety of ways
from their positions.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read John D. Hicks’ Republican Ascendancy, 1921-1933.

Consider this ... 

1. In the context of the times, why does Harding seem to have been a
logical successor to Wilson?

2. Why are the twenties a time we term “the presidency in retreat?”



B. The Coolidge Presidency

1. Passivity in the White House

Coolidge came to the presidency as an old-fashioned New England
politician. He was reluctant to speak out and not interested in using fed-
eral power. He served for four years and said in his taciturn way that he
did not choose to run again.

2. The Ethnic and Urban-rural divide

What stands out about Coolidge’s presidency is how the country experi-
enced a severe division. There was massive immigration dating from
the 1870s, causing the great cities to be flooded with disparate cul-
tures, many of whom were of Catholic and Jewish descent. The rural
population was primarily protestant. In the 1920s, more people began
residing in the cities than in all of rural America. There was a growing
divide between the two populations, Old and New America. This is
reflected in Prohibition, the Scopes Trial of the mid 1920s, the rise of
the Klu Klux Klan, and the Saco-Vanzetti case. 

3. The Coolidge presidency ended with the country fiercely divided.

C. Herbert Hoover: The Progressive as
Conservative

1. Herbert Hoover had been Secretary of
Commerce throughout the 1920s, and
was famous as a Republican progres-
sive in the Roosevelt tradition. He was
viewed as a sensible, and for the most
part, progressive man. In 1928, he
defeated Alfred Smith, the Catholic
governor of New York, who was repre-
sentative of the New America. Smith
and his heavily accented voice alienat-
ed middle America.

a. Herbert Hoover was the embodi-
ment of the triumph of a consumer
culture. In the 1920s, we see the
rise of advertising, and the rise of
a national culture. Hoover
presided over this and his impulse
was to use the government as a
handmaid of American business.
He be- lieved in the trickle down
theory: if you build business, it will
eventually enrich people’s lives.
Hoover had all of the makings of a
great president until his luck ran
out in the form of the Great
Depression.
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THE SCOPES TRIAL

John Scopes was a biology
teacher in a small town in
Tennessee. The Tennessee
legislature had passed a law
forbidding the teaching of evo-
lution in the schools. Evolution
was anti-Christian it was said,
and defied the teachings of the
Bible. Anyone teaching evolu-
tion could be arrested. John
Scopes began teaching evolu-
tion in defiance of the order,
and was arrested.

The great attorney, Clarence
Darrow took the case. William
Jennings Bryan, who was the
embodiment of evangelical
America plead the case for
the state.

Scopes was convicted and
fined $1, but this was seen 
as a moral victory for the
urban elements.



2. The Great Depression

In the fall of 1929, for a multitude of reasons, the U.S. experienced a
Great Depression. Hoover told Americans that “prosperity is just around
the corner.” But his campaign had been based on a “chicken in every pot,
and a car in every garage.” Americans were not experiencing this wealth.

In 1932, when Hoover ran for re-election, 25% of the work force was
unemployed. There was no Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation to
guarantee individual savings. People were forced out of their homes,
and farmers were losing their properties. Many flock to what are
called “Hoovervilles.” Hoover was viewed as too conservative to find
a way out of this depression, and a failure as a president. 

3. Moralism and isolationism in
foreign affairs

Hoover was an internationalist, a believer that America should play a
moral role in the affairs of the world. But during his presidency, Hoover
was confronted by an impractical 
system of moral cooperation that did not deal with the rise of the pow-
erful nations in Asia. The U.S. signed onto the Kellogg-Brione pact,
which outlawed war but once again included no enforcement provi-
sions.

In 1931, the Japanese took over Manchuria. The Hoover response was
non-recognition, which was meaningless, because we had no means of
combatting this aggression. 

Summary: In 1932, Hoover lost his credibility, having shown himself as
impractical in the face of the Great Depression, lost the public trust, and was
for all practical purposes a failed president. All of these failures made Hoover
an easy mark for any Democrat with a shrewd political plan. In the next lec-
ture, we will discuss Franklin D. Roosevelt, the man who beat Hoover.
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“[O]ur people are steadily increasing their spending for higher 
standards of living ... the slogan of progress is changing  from the 

full dinner pail to the full garage.”

Herbert Hoover
U.S. President



FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. How would you rate Coolidge as president alongside of the other
presidents discussed in this course? 

2. How do you explain the puzzling failure of someone as intelligent and
“progressive” as Hoover?

3. How would a modern president handle a great depression if it hap-
pened today?

Hicks, John D. Republican Ascendancy. New York: Harper & Row, 1960.

Fausold, Martin L. The Presidency of Herbert C. Hoover. Manhattan: 
University of Kansas Press.

Ferrell, Robert H. The Presidency of Calvin Coolidge. Manhattan: 
University of Kansas Press.

Herbert Hoover Presidential Library Site
<http://hoover.archives.gov/index.html>

Calvin Coolidge Presidential Library Site
<http://www.forbeslibrary.org/coolidge.html>
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Lecture 4: Franklin D. Roosevelt: a Lecture 4: Franklin D. Roosevelt:
The Restoration of Presidential Greatness, 1933-1939

Introduction:

By nearly any measure, Franklin D. Roosevelt must be seen as one of the
greatest presidents in U.S. history. He served for longer in the office—more
than three full terms—than any man before him (and, due to the two-term limit
later put in place by opponents angry with his policies, longer than anyone will
ever be allowed to serve again). During his time in office, he faced some of the
gravest domestic and international challenges in the history of the nation. His
clear political vision and strong hold on the public imagination enabled him to
lead America through these challenges and position itself to become the nation
it is today.

A. Roosevelt’s background made him the perfect candidate to benefit
from the expected Democratic advantage in a 1932 election focused
on Republican failings in response to the Depression.

1. He had a famous name because of his relationship with Theodore.

2. His background in politics included election as governor of New York
in 1928.

3. While serving as governor, he was able to position himself as a pro-
gressive in the mold of Woodrow Wilson.

4. His polio gave him ties with the mass public.

a. Overcoming his disability helped him overcome his image as a privi-
leged rich boy.

b. A life of public service despite physical hardship displayed selflessness.

c. He became a model for what the country could do following the dis-
abling effects of the Depression.

5. He had a pragmatic sense that the public needed both a renewed faith
in institutions and a change in these institutions to meet the challenges
of the time.

a. He broke tradition by flying to Chicago to accept the
Democratic nomination

b. He gave an acceptance speech promising a “New Deal.”
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read James MacGregor Burns' Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox.

Consider this ... 
1. What attributes contributed to Roosevelt’s strong connection with the

American public?
2. What were the biggest challenges to Roosevelt’s domestic and foreign

policies during his first two terms in office?



c. He clearly enunciated an optimistic vision for the future.

6. Despite his advantages over Hoover, Roosevelt took little for granted by
running a shrewd campaign.

a. He could not be pinned down on issues, prompting Hoover to call him
a “chameleon on plaid.”

b. He altered position speeches on issues to fit his audience’s beliefs.

c. Though he saw clear, grave challenges to American interests over-
seas, he ignored foreign affairs.

iii. The country had become strongly isolationist.

iii. The economic collapse was the only issue voters were interested in.

7. His strengths as a candidate, coupled with Hoover’s weaknesses, gave
Roosevelt a landslide victory.

B. Roosevelt’s first term in office showed him to be a great leader.

1. His first inaugural address inspired the nation.

a. He confirmed the high hopes of the voters.

b. The speech coined phrases that captured the imagination and res-
onated with the public.

iii. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

iii. “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”

2. Roosevelt understood the importance of creating a connection between
himself and the public.

a. His “fireside chats” allowed him to come across as a father figure to
millions of Americans.

iii. Though now seen as a prevalent feature of his presidency, he
actually gave only 31 chats during his 12 years in office.

iii. He understood the importance of timing his speeches to meet a
particular crisis.

b. He took on problems like the banking crisis with language that
inspired confidence.

iii. Faced with a rise in the number of failing banks, Roosevelt called
for a three-day bank “holiday.”

iii. He reinvigorated hope through his optimistic language.

iii. Though economic conditions remained the same after the “holi-
day,” people rushed to put their money back in banks.
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“The only sure bulwark of continuing liberty is a government 

strong enough to protect the interests of the people, and a people 
strong enough and well enough informed to maintain its sovereign

control over its government.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt
U.S. President



3. Roosevelt’s first 100 days put a power-
ful initial mark on his presidency and
remains a landmark by which modern
presidential achievements are judged.

a. He declared an immediate need to
deal with human suffering.

b. He envisioned the need for long-
term recovery.

c. He asserted the need for
sweeping reform.

d. He pushed 15 pieces of reform
legislation through Congress:

iii. Created the Agricultural
Adjustment Administration.

iii. Created the National Recovery
Administration.

iii. Created the Tennessee Valley
Authority to assure cheap
electric power.

e. He sent a series of messages that
marked him as a reform leader,
communicating in a way that made
an unsurpassed connection with the
American public.

4. Roosevelt also displayed a prag-
matic streak that allowed him to
maintain his prominence in the
public’s mind.

a. The 1934 election brought a new
liberal Congress to enact
his reforms.

b. Other left-wing politicians chal-
lenged his position as the nation’s
greatest reformer.

c. Roosevelt pushed for even greater
reforms in a “Second New Deal.”

iii. Social Security assured income
for the elderly.

iii. The Utility Holding Act regulated
utilities to keep them from
exploiting consumers.

iii. The Wealth Tax Act took a step
toward “sharing the wealth.”
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THE TENNESSEE VALLEY
AUTHORITY

(TVA)

On May 18, 1933, Roosevelt
signed the Tennessee Valley
Authority Act, that created a
government-owned network of
dams and hydroelectric plants
to control floods and produce
electric power in the Tennes-
see River Valley. Coolidge and
Hoover had both vetoed earlier
efforts by Nebraska Senator
George Norris to convert muni-
tions for peacetime purposes.
The TVA was to be an inde-
pendent agency governed by a
three-person board of directors
appointed by the president. The
agency was charged with the
development of a major region
(approximately 41,000 square
miles covering parts of seven
states). The TVA took on prob-
lems resulting from devastating
floods, badly eroded lands, a
deficient economy, and a
steady migration of people out
of the region. Obviously, it was
another effort to help the poor.
The 34 dams on the Tennes-
see and Cumberland Rivers not
only produced electric power,
but played a role in flood con-
trol, irrigation, navigation, and
other conservation efforts.



iv. The Wagner National Labor Relations Act allowed organized labor
to legitimately strike.

C. Though his landslide victory over Alf Landon in 1936 began his 2nd
term with a great mandate, Roosevelt soon ran into difficulties.

1. He miscalculated in proposing to pack the Supreme Court with judges
sympathetic to New Deal programs.

a. He proposed an expansion of the Court from 9 to 15 justices.

b. This would allow him to appoint six new members favorable to
his policies.

c. His public statements for this were unconvincing.

2. The 1937/38 recession undid many of the small economic gains his
policies had inspired.

a. Economic recovery had not been robust.

b. A return to the 1932 economic conditions jeopardized his hold on the
public’s confidence.

3. He grew increasingly frustrated with Southern conservative Democrats
who disagreed with his positions.

a. In the 1938 party primaries, Roosevelt backed candidates more in
line with his reform positions.

b. Many of his candidates lost, as the public felt displeasure at FDR’s
intrusion into local politics.

4. He proposed a domestic reorganization program that the public saw
as dictatorial.

D. Ironically, foreign affairs rescued Roosevelt’s political standing.

1. His earlier vision of an America more involved in international relations
was clouded by domestic conditions.

a. A former Assistant Secretary of the Navy, he had been a staunch ad-
vocate of the League of Nations, but a pragmatic reading of popular
opinion in 1932 caused him to alter this position.

b. Roosevelt understood the burgeoning threats of expansionist gov-
ernments in Japan, Germany, and Italy, but isolationism dictated
his actions at home.

iii. He tried to expand the nation’s involvement in foreign affairs by
recognizing and establishing relations with the Soviet Union.

iii. The Nye Commission and Johnson War Debt Bill showed a clear
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“[A] conservative is a man with two perfectly good legs 
who, however, has never learned how to  walk forward.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt President 



public desire to stay out of interna-
tional affairs.

iii. In January of 1935, Roosevelt pro-
posed entering the largely symbolic
World Court as a way to send a
message to those who might com-
mit acts of aggression.

iv. Isolationists successfully defeated
this in the Senate.

iv. Congress passed the nation’s first
Neutrality Law in 1935.

–Prohibited American travel to war
zones.

–Prohibited any munitions sales to
warring parties.

vi. Other neutrality laws followed.

c. In 1937, Roosevelt gave his “quaran-
tine” speech to a largely isolationist
audience in Chicago.

iii. He promised America would act to
check aggression.

iii. When pressed, he refused to
acknowledge what the nation
might do.

2. In the summer of 1939, Europe was
about to go to war.

a. Roosevelt tried to reform the neutrali-
ty laws, but lost.

b. In consequence, America was initially
helpless to act in response to WWII.

Summary: Franklin Roosevelt was a presi-
dent of exceptional vision, with     a strong
hold on the public’s imagination in response
to the crisis of the Great Depression. A prag-
matic creator of coalitions, he enjoyed great
public trust. Though his second term in office
was marred by domestic missteps and a fail-
ure to convince the public of his international
vision, the war in Europe  and increasing
international concerns eventually led to some
of the greatest successes of his presidency.
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PACKING THE 
SUPREME COURT

By the mid-1930s, opposi-
tion was growing in business
and financial sectors toward
New Deal laws and what
they saw as the vast exten-
sion of federal power. Issues
of constitutionality reached
the Supreme Court. The
Court destroyed the National
Industrial Act and invalidated
the Agricultural Adjustment
Act and other measures of
importance to the Roosevelt
administration. Though sev-
eral justices were aging, no
vacancies had occurred
since Roosevelt took office.
In February 1937, Franklin D.
Roosevelt proposed to
Congress that it authorize
him to appoint one new jus-
tice for everyone over 70
who had not retired, which
would be six new justices.
Congress refused to pass
such a law, accusing Franklin
D. Roosevelt of “packing” the
Court. However, in the next
four years, six justices retired
or died and Roosevelt was
able to appoint six new jus-
tices, virtually a new Court.



FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Were FDR’s policies or his personality his most powerful tool in
leading the country during the Great Depression?

2. If Roosevelt had never been elected to a third term in office, how
might he be perceived by historians today?

3. How would you rate FDR’s foreign policy leadership between 1933
and 1939?

Burns, James MacGregor. Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox. New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1956.

Leuchtenburg, William E. Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. New
York, Harper & Row, 1963.

Schlesinger, Arthur M., Jr. The Age of Roosevelt. 3 volumes. Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin, 1957-1960.

Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum Webpage
<http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/psf/box5/>

Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Franklin Delano
Roosevelt. <http://www.ipl.org/div/potus/fdroosevelt.html>
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Lecture 5: Roosevelt and the Road to War, 1939-1941

Introduction:

In FDR’s first two terms, he showed himself to be a man of considerable vision
and practical politically savvy. His New Deal program created a hold on the
public imagination that was every bit as powerful as Theodore Roosevelt’s
Square Deal and Woodrow Wilson’s New Frontier. Franklin D. Roosevelt had
managed to gain support for his agenda by building a political consensus for
his administration. Equally important, he enjoyed considerable public trust that
gave him freedom to carry out his programs. In his second term, however, he
began to experience difficulties that arose out of problems which were partly of
his own making, but also the result of events beyond his control. His attempts
to pack the Supreme Court with justices favorable to his type of social reform
was seen as heavy-handed and ineffective. Despite his ability to allay public
concerns about the economy, the country faced a continued recession. Finally,
international events in Europe and Asia were leading toward a second world
war. Though these events initially made it difficult for Roosevelt to exercise
international leadership, the war itself eventually opened the way for him to
exert great influence on the international stage.

A. From the time of Hitler’s invasion of Poland in August 1939, Roose-
velt decided that America must play a role in the conflict and could
not stand aside and dismiss events as a “European problem.”

1. Events posed serious threats to democratic societies and institutions:

a. The rise and expansion of Nazism.

b. The aggressiveness of Japan.

c. The danger of fascist Italy and communist Russia entering the war.

2. Roosevelt initially tried and failed to revise the 1935 neutrality law to
allow for direct U.S. involvement.

3. Since 90% of the public was against America entering the war, but most 
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to …

Read Robert Dallek’s Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy:
1932-1945.

Consider this ... 

1. How did the political failures at the end of Woodrow Wilson’s second
term affect the international situation faced by Roosevelt at the approach
of the second world war?

2. How did Roosevelt’s vision of U.S. neutrality differ from the nation’s neu-
trality through the first two years of World War I?
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people favored an Allied victory,
Roosevelt finally declared the U.S.
“neutral in deed, but not in name.”

a. The U.S. was sympathetic to the
Allies from the start.

b. Roosevelt urged the public to under-
stand that the best way to keep
America out of the war was to pro-
vide help to the French and British,
so they could fight the war for us.

4. In November 1939, Roosevelt un-
veiled the “Cash and Carry” Proviso.

a. Allies would not be allowed to borrow
U.S. money to aid in the war effort.

b. Any provisions sold to the Allies
would be carried away in their
own ships.

c. No American lives would be risked.

B. In the winter of 1939/1940, Hitler
undertook a sitzkrieg (also known as
the sitting war or phony war), where
he claimed his conquest was over
and put out peace feelers.

1. Roosevelt didn’t believe it.

2. He used the period to help arm the
British and French to defend against
the attack that would surely come.

3. The weapons and supplies bought by
the Allies finally helped lift the U.S.
out of the Depression.

C. Hitler’s blitzkrieg (lightning war) into
Denmark, Norway, Belgium, and
France in the spring of 1940 was
expected, but the quick fall of
France shocked the U.S. and Britain.

1. The German army overran Northern
France and occupied Southern France
with the help of the Vichy government.

2. Germany and France signed a treaty.

3. The British barely managed to retreat
in time to save the bulk of their army.
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ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

Anna Eleanor Roosevelt
(1884-1962), a niece of
Theodore Roosevelt, married
her distant cousin FDR in 1905.
She was from a socially elite
family—the ruling class of New
York. Though the couple had
six children, the marriage was
not the happiest for Eleanor.
However, they made a good
political team and Eleanor
became an activist first lady,
taking on many causes. She
was an outstanding woman,
active in the Democratic Party,
and widely admired for her sup-
port of liberal causes and
humanitarian concerns. After
FDR’s death in 1945, Eleanor’s
public role entered a new
phase. She served for several
years as a delegate to the
United Nations, chaired the UN
Commission on Human Rights,
and helped draft and secure
adoption of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.



4. Roosevelt and the American public started to see U.S. vulnerability.

a. The British were seen as the last line of defense.

b. Roosevelt became determined to shore up the British against the Nazis.

D. In September 1940, Churchill asked Roosevelt for surplus World
War I destroyers.

1. Roosevelt feared that the U.S. army was undermanned and undersupplied.

a. There was no national draft.

b. U.S. troops had no real training.

2. Roosevelt agreed to give Churchill the destroyers in exchange for leas-
es on military bases in the Caribbean for defense.

a. Roosevelt sold this idea to the public as a means to shore up U.S.
defenses against the Nazis.

b. In connection with this, he proposed the first peace-time draft in
U.S. history.

iii. A reluctant Congress was lobbied by isolationists led by aviator
Charles Lindbergh, who argued that the draft would take the U.S.
into the war.

iii. Roosevelt countered with a promise of a one-year draft, with no
expeditionary forces abroad.

iii. The draft passed through a Congress eager to show it was taking
defensive measures against the Nazis.

E. The 1940 presidential campaign and election were held during the
early stages of the war and the defensive build-up.

1. Roosevelt decided to run for re-election to an unprecedented third term.

2. To deflect accusations and suspicions of power-grabbing, Roosevelt
acted as if he were reluctant to run, even offering other possible candi-
dates that he knew would be seen as unacceptable, before he finally,
“reluctantly” accepted the nomination.

3. In the toughest campaign of his presidency, Roosevelt ran against
Wendell Wilkie, who played on fears that the President had secret plans
to send U.S. troops to war.

a. Roosevelt promised he would not take the country to war unless the
U.S. was attacked.

b. As Wilkie made gains in the polls, Roosevelt altered his promise in
his final speech before the election, removing the qualifying statement
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“True individual freedom cannot exist without
economic security and independence. People who are hungry and

out of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships are made.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt
(1882 - 1945)



“unless the U.S. is attacked.” He
made this change based on his
sense that the public was coming
to accept the idea of U.S. troops
entering the war.

4. The narrow margin of FDR’s victory
indicated the public’s strong support
of Wilkie’s isolationist viewpoint. 

F. After the election, Roosevelt returned
to the idea that the U.S. should sup-
ply weapons and support to Britain
as protection for America against
Nazi Germany and fascist Italy.

1. Hitler’s change of plans from bombing
airfields to bombing cities increased
British determination and rallied
American public support.

2. The Neutrality Law still required “cash
and carry,” but the British were going
broke and could no longer pay for arms
and supplies. Therefore, Roosevelt
devised the “lend/lease” policy.

a. He compared the arming of Britain
to lending a garden hose to a
neighbor in order to put out a fire.

b. A good neighbor simply “lends” the
hose, both out of a sense of civilized
cooperation and out of fear the fire
could spread to his own house.

c. However, no real discussions were
held between U.S. and Britain
regarding repayment.

d. Roosevelt sold the idea to the pub-
lic as yet another way to keep the
U.S. from having to enter the war.

G. In the spring of 1941, Roosevelt real-
ized that the British could not win
the war on its own.

1. He made an informal decision that the
U.S. would have to enter the war,
though at this point probably only with
air and sea support, since the public
would oppose the use of ground
forces.

THE NEUTRALITY LAW AND
LEND/LEASE

Many Americans were convinced
that U.S. entry into World War I had
been a mistake. Trying desperately
to stay out of war and remain isola-
tionist, Congress passed a neutrali-
ty act in 1935, which was signed by
Roosevelt. The law was designed
to keep the U.S. out of a possible
European war by banning shipment
of war material to belligerents at
the discretion of the president and
by forbidding U.S. citizens from
traveling on belligerent vessels.
The law was amended in 1936 to
prohibit the granting of loans to bel-
ligerents and in 1937 neutrality was
extended to cover civil wars. In
1939 the act was revised in favor of
supplying warring nations on a
“cash and carry” principle. After his
1940 re-election, Roosevelt submit-
ted the lend-lease policy to
Congress. Its intent was to circum-
vent existing limits of neutrality leg-
islation and make American war
materials immediately available to
the Allies. The Lend-Lease Act
authorized  the president to sell,
transfer, exchange, lease, or lend
war goods to any nation whose
defense the president deemed vital
to the defense of the U.S. After 
bitter and prolonged debate, Con-
gress passed the act on March 11,
1941 making the U.S. “an arsenal
of Democracy.”

Under its provisions, the U.S.
provided billions of dollars worth of
arms, food, and services while also
increasing its own production of
war material. Any pretense of
neutrality was abandoned.
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2. To soften opposition and emphasize the danger to the country, he
declared a state of national emergency.

H. In the summer of 1941, Roosevelt met with Churchill to discuss the war.

1. Churchill pleaded for increased U.S. involvement.

2. Roosevelt sympathized, but he understood the need for a steady, stable
consensus and a public will to fight.

3. Roosevelt told Churchill that he needed an incident that would get U.S.
public opinion clearly behind entering the war.

4. Several small incidents through the fall of 1941 were seen as too
insignificant to truly capture the sense of the importance of a
full commitment.

I. Meanwhile, in Asia and the Pacific, the Japanese had expanded
into China.

1. Roosevelt placed embargoes on Japan to discourage expansion.

2. The Japanese saw this as a sign that the U.S. would eventually enter
the war.

3. Seeing U.S. involvement as inevitable, Japan decided on a surprise
pre-emptive strike to destroy the U.S. Navy.

a. They believed they could eliminate much of the U.S. threat in one
limited action.

b. They doubted the U.S. resolve to fight a war where many lives would
be lost.

4. It is highly unlikely that Roosevelt anticipated the attack, as some have
claimed.

a. The Japanese were sending many mixed signals regarding their
plans and motives.

b. Roosevelt saw the fleet at Pearl Harbor as a deterrent against exactly
this type of attack.

c. A former Navy man, Roosevelt would not have left the fleet such
an easy target if he had suspected an attack.

5. The attack of December 7th, 1941, cost thousands of U.S. lives, finally and
firmly unifying the nation around the idea that going to war was necessary.
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“Yesterday, December 7, 1941 – a date which will live on in 
infamy – the United States of America was suddenly and

deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt,
Address to Congress,

December 8, 1941



Summary: As it became increasingly
clear that Europe was heading toward
another war, Roosevelt shifted the focus of
his presidency from domestic concerns to
foreign policy. Convinced early on that
America would have to fight on the side of
the Allies, he nonetheless knew that he
must have clear public support before he
could put American lives on the line in
another foreign war. His presidency from
1938 through December 7, 1941, involved
many efforts to prepare Americans for the
coming conflict.

BLITZKRIEG

In September 1939, Hitler
launched his attack on Poland.
For two weeks the German
mechanized army roared
through Poland in a “Blitzkrieg”
without parallel in earlier war-
fare. Airplanes reduced Polish
towns and villages to rubble
and Poland was conquered by
the end of the month. Early in
1940, Germany moved into
Denmark and then conquered
Norway. In May, Hitler’s forces
invaded Belgium and neutral
Holland and the German air
force laid down devastating
bombardments. These areas
fell quickly. Also, German
armored divisions smashed
through France toward the
English Channel, and Paris fell.
In four months, Hitler’s mecha-
nized armies had conquered
much of Western Europe leav-
ing England to stand alone.
The term “blitzkrieg,” meaning
lightning war, was coined by
western newspapermen to con-
vey the rapid and mechanized
German assault on Poland. 
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Was Roosevelt too cautious in pressing the case for greater public
attention to national security in 1939-1940?

2. Some historians see Roosevelt’s foreign policy leadership in 1939-
1941 as a demonstration of how to educate the public on a controver-
sial issue. What do you think?

3. Do you believe the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor was a complete
surprise to the U.S. government?

Dallek, Robert. Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy: 1932-
1945. New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.

Heinrichs, Jr., Waldo H. Threshold of War. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988.

Wohlstetter, Roberta. Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision: A National 
Failure to Anticipate. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1962.

Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum Webpage 
<http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/psf/box5/>

Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt. <http://www.ipl.org/div/potus/fdroosevelt.html>

Lord, Walter. Day of Infamy. Narrated by Richard Poe. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (6 cassettes/8.5 hours).

Stokesbury, James L. A Short History of World War II. Narrated by Nelson
Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (12 cassettes/18 hours).
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Lecture 6: War and Peacemaking, 1941-1945

Introduction:

The Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, assured
that the United States would become fully engaged in World War II. Once
involved, Roosevelt adopted a grand strategy that would achieve two goals:
ending the war as quickly and as cheaply as possible and changing the tra-
ditional isolationist attitude of the U.S. public to assure continued involve-
ment in world affairs in the post-war period.

A. War Strategy

1. Churchill visited the United States in early 1941 and convinced
Roosevelt to focus on the European war first.

a. Britain was reaching the end of its resources in fighting Germany.

b. Germany was a much stronger opponent than Japan.

2. Roosevelt knew that a disproportionate escalation in Europe would be
difficult, since the anger of the U.S. public was focused on the Japanese
after the Pearl Harbor attack.

3. Roosevelt sought a way to balance public opinion and his grand strate-
gy for winning the war.

4. He decided to use the rhetoric of his speeches and press conferences
to emphasize equal fighting in the Atlantic and Pacific theaters of war,
but in practice, he would focus on Europe.

a. Roosevelt established the China-Burma-India theater of operations to
underscore his commitment to the Pacific.

iii. The theater was headed by Chinese premier Chiang Kai-Shek to
emphasize the alliance with China.

iii. Roosevelt sent General Joseph Stilwell to theater headquarters to
reinforce the idea that a major effort was in place.

iii. Roosevelt authorized Jimmy Doolittle’s bombing mission against
Tokyo to boost morale.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Robert Dallek’s Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy:
1932-1945.

Consider this ... 

1. Why did Roosevelt’s public strategy for conducting U.S. operations in
World War II differ from his private strategy?

2. How did Roosevelt attempt to shape public perceptions during the war to
set the stage for his vision of America’s position in the post-war world?



b. Domestically, Roosevelt ordered the internment of all Japanese citi-
zens in the western U.S.

iii. This was a clear violation of civil liberties.

iii. Approximately 90% of those interned were U.S. citizens.

iii. Many families lost their possessions to their neighbors.

iv. But the effect on the majority of the American public was to boost
morale in the face of Pacific defeats.

5. While public attention was on the Pacific, in November 1942 American
forces struck North Africa.

a. This area was seen as a vulnerable spot for Germany.

b. The attack was the first truly successful amphibious assault in
history, setting the stage for the later amphibious assault on the
beaches of Normandy.

6. In January of 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill met at the
Casablanca Conference.

a. They decided against the Russian request for an immediate cross-
channel attack to divert German troops from the eastern front.

b. They announced the doctrine of unconditional surrender.

iii. Germany would be occupied in the post-war period.

iii. The mistakes made after World War I would not be repeated.

c. They agreed to strike at Sicily and Italy first, as the best way to
fight Germany.

7. By June 1944, the successful crossing of the English channel signified the
beginning of the end for Hitler.

8. In the Pacific, U.S. forces still faced a constant struggle against suicidal
Japanese resistance as they conducted island by island attacks.

B. Postwar Planning

1. Roosevelt wanted a kind of Wilsonian internationalism to follow the war,
but he knew it was unrealistic given traditional American isolationist atti-
tudes.

a. Roosevelt played up the public conviction that the seeds of WWII
were sown at the end of WWI.

b. As the war progressed, public sympathy toward internationalism
grew.
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“I said, ‘Winston, that’s all right with me. Go ahead and do it. Tell the world.
We call it freedom of the press, and you call it ‘pitiless publicity’—you can

right a lot of wrong with ‘pitiless publicity’.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt, on his conversation with Winston Churchill at the
Casablanca Conference



c. Roosevelt privately saw a return
to old-fashioned power politics in
Europe and Asia if America didn’t
take a strong international role.

2. Roosevelt felt that emphasizing
close public ties with the war allies
would encourage the American pub-
lic’s feelings of internationalism.

a. China was the American public’s
favorite ally for a number of reasons.

iii. It was a non-imperial power.

iii. It did not have a communist
government.

iii. Premier Chiang Kai-Shek and his
wife were immensely popular
with the American public.

iv. China was an ally against Japan.

iv. China was incorrectly seen
by the public as a potential
democracy.

b. The Soviet Union was brutally
repressive, but popular with the
American public because of the
great amounts of blood its people
had shed in the war against
Germany.

c. Wendell Wilkie, Roosevelt’s 1940
election opponent, traveled around
the world and wrote a book of his
experiences, One World.

iii. Wilkie presented a world of
shared international interests.

iii. The book compared Soviet and
Chinese citizens to Americans.

iii. Wilkie’s theme was a push for
American universalism, where
all other countries would see
the benefits of the American
way and model themselves
after the U.S.

iv. The book quickly became the
number one nonfiction best-seller
in America.

3. Despite clear, specific knowledge to

CHIANG KAI-SHEK

Kai-Shek (1887-1975) was a
Chinese statesman and military
leader who was a pivotal figure
in the history of modern China.
In 1912 he joined Sun Yat-
sen’s revolutionary move to
overthrow the imperial govern-
ment and establish the
Republic of China. He later
broke with the Communists with
whom he had been allied under
the Kuomintang Party coalition,
and ordered their liquidation.
Chiang unified China under his
own leadership. Not only did he
wage campaigns against the
Communist faction, he also
resisted Japanese forces,
which had invaded Manchuria
in 1931. Full-scale war with
Japan broke out in 1937, a
phase of World War II. In 1942,
Chiang became supreme com-
mander of the allied forces in
the China Theater. Civil war
broke out in 1945 after the
Japanese were expelled. The
Communists ultimately defeated
the Kuomintang forces and
won control of the country.
Chiang eventually moved to
the island of Taiwan where he
modernized it.
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the contrary, Roosevelt encouraged U.S. public perception of common
interests between the United States, China and the Soviet Union.

a. He compared Stalin to himself.

b. He exulted similarities uncovered at the Yalta conference, though
these similarities were of his own creation.

c. He repeatedly suggested long-term international cooperation while
privately preparing for a post-war conflict with the Soviets.

4. Roosevelt urged post-war trusteeships for former colonies.

a. He emphasized an end to colonialism.

b. He presented a vision of the U.S. and its allies going into colonies to
keep former imperialist powers from re-establishing control.

c. What he really wanted were U.S. military bases spread throughout
the world.

C. Roosevelt died in April 1945 after laying down markers to transform
the United States into a long-term international power, but he left the
problems of implementing this grand strategy to his successor,
Harry S. Truman.

Summary: Franklin Delano Roosevelt served longer as President than any-
one before or since with more than three terms in office. Over time, because
of shifting outside circumstances such as the Great Depression and World
War II, the focus of his leadership successes changed from the domestic
stage to the international arena. In his first term and through more than half
of his second, he was able to act on his vision that the federal government
could take on the role of protector of the common man and mediator of indus-
trial life (essentially creating a hybrid welfare state). From the last half of his
second term through his death at the start of his fourth term, he skillfully man-
aged the U.S. efforts in World War II and shifted national support from
isolationism to international involvement.
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“If I were asked to state the great objective which Church and State
are both demanding for the sake of every
man and woman and child in this country,

I would say that the great objective is ‘a more abundant life.’ ”

Franklin D. Roosevelt



FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. How would you assess Roosevelt’s war strategy?

2. Was dealing with the German threat in Europe first the right policy for
America?

3. What was Roosevelt’s highest priority in post-war planning—to estab-
lish lasting peace or to persuade Americans to abandon isolationism
in favor of internationalism?

Dallek, Robert. Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy: 1932-
1945. New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.

Blum, John Morton. V Was for Victory: Politics and American Culture 
During World War II. New York: Harvest Books, 1976.

Divine, Robert. Second Chance: The Triumph of Internationalism in 
America During World War II. New York: Atheneum, 1967.

Manchester, William. American Caesar: Douglas McArthur, 1880-1964. 
Boston: Little Brown, 1978.

The Avalon Project: World War II Documents
<http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/wwii/wwii.htm>

Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum Webpage
<http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/psf/box5/>

India-Burma: 2 April 1942-28 January 1945
< http://www.army.mil/cmh-pg/brochures/indiaburma/indiaburma.htm>

Lord, Walter. Day of Infamy. Narrated by Richard Poe. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (6 cassettes/8.5 hours).

Stokesbury, James L. A Short History of World War II. Narrated by Nelson
Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (12 cassettes/18 hours).
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Other Books of Interest 
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Lecture 7: Harry Truman: The Making of a President

Introduction:

By the time of his death, Franklin D. Roosevelt had become a model for the
modern effective president. He had shown himself able to articulate a clear
vision for the country; he had demonstrated a politician’s ability to put this
vision in place; his personal charisma made him immensely popular with the
public; and, despite a few missteps, his skill at long-term consensus building
had allowed him continued effectiveness through more than three full terms.
An example of his political skills and consensus building can be seen in his
actions during the 1944 election, when his vice president, Henry Wallace,
was seen as too liberal by many voters, even within the Democratic party.
In a convention deal that became known as “the second Missouri Compro-
mise,” Roosevelt appeased those who wanted a more conservative vice
president by choosing a middle-of-the-road senator from Missouri, Harry S.
Truman, as his running mate. Despite his awareness of his failing health,
Roosevelt did not have a close working relation with Truman between
January 1945 and his death in April 1945. He even kept Truman uninformed
about the atomic bomb. Nevertheless, after Roosevelt’s death, “the little man
from Missouri” became the president of the country at a crucial time in
American history.

A. At the outset, prospects for the Truman presidency seemed poor.

1. He came to the White House as a blank slate.

a. He was chosen, in part, because he was a loyal New Dealer.

b. He was a World War I veteran.

c. He had established his credentials in the Senate investigating corpo-
rate excess. The public had taken little notice of the problem or of
Truman’s investigations.

2. Truman defied critics by emerging as a skilled leader.

a. He was a man of strong vision.

b. He was highly pragmatic, both domestically and in foreign policy.

Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read David McCullough’s Truman.  

Consider this ... 

1. What political concerns compelled Truman to use the atomic bomb to
expedite the end of the war?

2. What political skills did Truman use in 1948 to capture the public’s
imagination?
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c.  He was enormously popular with the public at
the start of his presidency.

d. He was able to build a consensus for his
Cold War policies.

B. Truman’s first commitment as President was
to ending the war as quickly as possible, with
a minimal cost of American lives.

1. The war in Europe was essentially over and
would officially end in May.

2. Truman needed a plan to end the Pacific war
quickly.

a. He was hemmed in by Roosevelt’s policy of
“unconditional surrender.”

b. For the U.S. to claim victory, the Japanese
needed to abandon their war effort, some-
thing that was highly unlikely.

c. He felt compelled to use the atomic bomb for several reasons:

iii. He was concerned for the lives of U.S. troops.

iii. He saw the atomic bomb’s use as a continuation of strategies
already used throughout the war.

iii. Dresden had been attacked by allied air forces using incendiary
bombs, killing tens of thousands.

iv. Tokyo had also already been “fire bombed.”

3. Truman’s quick ending of the war initially made him very popular.

C. After the war, Truman’s first wave of presidential troubles began.

1. The post-war world was much more complex than he had imagined.

a. Domestic economic problems quickly arose.

iii. Reduction in government controls led to price surges and inflation.

iii. There was also a surge in demand for consumer goods.

iii. Labor unions demand increased wages.

iv. Labor strikes and work stoppages aggravated shortages
of goods.

v. Truman was seen as ineffective at managing the economy.

b. In 1946, Republicans took control of Congress for the first time since
1930 in a campaign that focused on the weak economy and the pub-
lic perception that communism was gaining strength.

2. The onset of the Cold War allowed Truman to emerge as an
effective leader.

a. A strain in U.S.-Soviet relations finally became clear to the public.

iii. Stalin, convinced that the U.S. aimed to destroy Soviet commu-
nism, showed he had no plan to   honor the Yalta agreement.
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iii. Truman and the U.S. public saw
this as a betrayal.

iii. Churchill described an “Iron
Curtain” across Europe.

iv. Truman did not want war, but
he made it clear he would not
let the Soviet Union run wild.

v. George Kennan, an expert on
Eastern Europe, sent what
became known as the “long
telegram” from the U.S.
embassy in Moscow, clearly
spelling out the Soviet plan to
expand to secure their territory
and spread their political sys-
tem.

b. Truman responded to the Soviet
threat with the “Truman Doctrine.”

iii. He knew the European Allies
had neither the resources nor
the heart to engage in another
extended struggle.

iii. He decided that America would
take charge of protecting the
Mediterranean region.

iii. He convinced the U.S. public to
support this course of action by
skillfully using language that
cast the plan as a struggle
between “good” and “evil.”

c. In June 1947, Truman announced
the Marshall Plan.

iii. It was a program to assure that
the U.S. would provide econom-
ic and political backing to west-
ern European countries.

iii. It would directly address the
need to contain the spread of
the Soviet Union.

iii. It would spend $17 billion to
rebuild Western Europe in
order to assure economic and
political stability and protect
U.S. interests.

TERM LIMITS

Roosevelt was elected as
president for unprecedented
third and fourth terms. Though
he was still strongly endorsed
and quite popular with the peo-
ple in 1940 and 1944,
Republican strength was slowly
increasing in the Congress.
During Truman’s second term,
the then Republican-controlled
Congress pushed through the
22nd Amendment to the
Constitution in 1947, limiting
presidential terms to two.
Truman could have tried for a
third term despite the amend-
ment because it was not yet
ratified by the required three-
fourths of state legislatures in
time to prevent him from doing
so. But he declined to do so.
The amendment limited presi-
dential tenure to two terms or
one elected term if a person
held the office or acted as pres-
ident for more than two years
of a term to which someone
else had been elected. Also,
the amendment specified that
no President could have more
than two terms in office.
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d. With U.S. allies, Truman created NATO.

iii. The alliance alleviated fears of Soviet military action.

iii. It was the first full offensive/defensive alliance since the 1778
alliance with the French.

iii. It demonstrated Truman’s shrewdness as a practical political leader.

3. In 1948, Truman decided to run for the presidency.

a. Most pundits agreed that the Democrats had worn out their welcome.

b. Republican New York Governor Thomas E. Dewey was seen as the
stronger candidate.

c. Truman’s charisma and plain-spoken communication with the masses
spoke to voters.

d. He conducted a whistle-stop campaign around the U.S. to talk with
small-town Americans.

e. He ran on a domestic platform of New Deal effectiveness.

f. He ran on a foreign policy that emphasized the successful war record
of the Democrats.

g. He coined the slogan “Fair Deal” to sum up his promises to voters.

iii. Medical insurance for elderly.

iii. Federal support for education.

iii. A pledge to secure Civil Rights for minorities.

h. Truman’s promises won him the support of the public, but cost him
both control of the left wing and alienated the right wing of the
Democratic Party.

i. The election became the high point of Truman leadership.

iii. He had gained the trust of
the public.

iii. He was viewed as a man
of character.

iii. But world events would soon overtake him.

4. The Korean War began with communist North Korea’s attack on a pro-
Western South Korea.

a. The initial U.S. plan was to pull troops out of Korea.

b. North Korea saw this as a lack of commitment and a chance to seize
the South.

c. Truman decided he couldn’t ignore the attack.

d. He transferred forces from occupied Japan and appointed Douglas
McArthur to command.

e. McArthur’s efforts pushed the North Koreans back past the 38th par-
allel, the original line of separation between the countries.

f. Truman met with McArthur on Wake Island to discuss the situation.
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iii. McArthur counselled continued
attack.

iii. Truman agreed with McArthur,
and they pushed to unite Korea.

iii. Other nations warned of
Chinese retaliation.

iv. The Chinese entered the war
and drove U.S. and South
Korean troops back.

iv. McArthur’s desire to use all
options, including the atomic
bomb, to win the war was bal-
anced by Truman’s fears that
escalation could lead to WWIII.

vi. Truman recalled McArthur and
pursued a policy of containing
North Korean and Chinese
advances.

g. Truman’s extension of the Korean
War put an unremovable burden on
his presidency.

iii. His efforts at his “Fair Deal”
policies were halted.

iii. He failed to gain public under-
standing of the concept of “limit-
ed” war.

iii. By 1952, Truman had become
immensely unpopular.

Summary: Though he came to office an
unknown quantity and left office seen as
the president who could not end the
Korean War, Truman’s vision and his ability
to connect with the public led to some sig-
nificant lasting achievements in both for-
eign and domestic policy. His implementa-
tion of the Marshall Plan for rebuilding
postwar Europe and Japan changed the
map of the world and ensured the interna-
tionalist involvement sought by his prede-
cessor, Franklin D. Roosevelt. Though
HST’s failures in Korea stymied the domes-
tic agenda he envisioned for his second
term, most of the programs he outlined with
his “Fair Deal” were enacted in the 1960s.

THE 38TH PARALLEL

Before the end of World War
II, Korea had been divided down
the middle, along latitude 38˚
north. Russia occupied the
northern part, the U.S. the
southern part. Russia soon
demonstrated that temporary
occupation really meant perma-
nent communization. The
U.S.S.R. set up the People’s
Republic of Korea, while the
U.S. supported a representative
government in the south—the
Republic of Korea (ROK). With
Chinese Chairman Mao’s agree-
ment, North Korea assembled
troops, tanks and armor behind
the 38th parallel and invaded
South Korea on June 24, 1950.
Communist troops crossed the
38th parallel, quickly overrun-
ning the peninsula. The com-
bined United Nations forces
mounted a counteroffensive,
crossing the 38th parallel, and
moving all the way to the Yalu
River on China’s border by
November 1950. The opposing
forces seesawed back and forth
across the 38th parallel.
Armistice negotiations took
place from 1951-53 at Panmu-
jon near the 38th, ending in a
stalemate or armed truce. The
38th boundary was restored and
the two separate nations remain
to this day.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. What were Truman’s strengths and weaknesses as a president?

2. Why did Truman’s Fair Deal fail to be enacted?

3. How would you assess Truman’s leadership during the start of the 
Cold War?

4. How would you assess Truman’s leadership in the Korean War?

McCullough, David. Truman. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992.

McCoy, Donald R. The Presidency of Harry Truman. Lawrence: University of
Kansas Press, 1984

Miller, Merle. Plain Speaking. New York: Berkely Publishing, 1973.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Harry S.
Truman <http://www.potus.com/hstruman.html>

Truman The Presidential Library and Museum
< http://www.trumanlibrary.org/>
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Lecture 8: Republican Interlude: Dwight Eisenhower in the White House

Introduction:

Harry Truman’s inability to find an acceptable resolution to the conflict in
Korea bogged down the Democratic party and left the door open for some-
thing that hadn’t happened in over 20 years: a Republican election to the
White House. As their candidate, the Republicans chose Dwight D. Eisen-
hower, the immensely popular war hero who had led U.S. troops to victory in
Europe in World War II. An advocate of a new style of conservatism geared
to the 1950s, Eisenhower swept to victory and came to office as the oldest
man ever elected president to that point. He came to office essentially
declaring himself non-political, despite clear indications of conservative lean-
ings in his earlier record; but he also had a keen sense of the partisan.

A. The 1952 election offered a variety of issues favoring Eisenhower
and the Republican party.

1. Democrats were seen as weak on foreign affairs.

a. The nation was locked in a stalemate in Korea.

b. The Democratic belief in containment contrasted sharply with the
more aggressive Republican policy of helping countries escape from
communism.

2. Public opinion was changing in domestic affairs.

a. The nation was weary after a long period of reform activism.

b. There was a desire to scale back on the use of federal powers.

c. McCarthyism underscored intense public concerns over communism.

iii. There was a public perception that communists had and still held
positions in the U.S. government.

iii. Many Americans blamed the state department for China’s shift to
communism.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Stephen Ambrose’s Eisenhower: The President and Fred Greenstein’s
The Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader.

Consider this ... 

1. In what different ways were Eisenhower’s election and his subsequent
accomplishments in office shaped by his awareness of public opinion?

2. How have the events of Eisenhower’s presidency echoed through history
to affect the presidencies of those who have followed him in office?



3. Eisenhower pushed for a new conser-
vatism at home.

a. He sought a scaling back of gov-
ernment programs.

b. He argued for balanced budgets.

c. He pushed for a return to a free
enterprise society.

B. Once elected, Eisenhower began
shaping the office to reflect the
growing consumer culture of the
1950s, which featured a record
expansion of the economy, a new
growth of the middle class, a wide-
spread availability of consumer
goods, and a general movement of
American families to the suburbs.

1. His cabinet was composed primarily
of businessmen.

2. He used radio and television to take
advantage of a new national advertis-
ing culture.

3. He identified a movement toward reli-
gious conventions in reaction to the
“godlessness” of communism.

a. “In God We Trust” was added
to the currency.

b. “Under God” was added to the
Pledge of Allegiance.

4. Eisenhower’s policies promoted busi-
ness at every turn.

C. But the public was still divided
between a desire to return to conser-
vatism and a wish to keep the benefits
they had gained from the New Deal.

1. Eisenhower lost a battle to privatize
public utilities.

2. It was impossible to ignore a
rising call for civil rights among
African-Americans.

a. All Americans were turning their
attention to the segregated South.

b. Black soldiers returned home from
risking their lives to a nation full of
racial division.

BROWN V. THE BOARD OF
EDUCATION OF TOPEKA

In this landmark 1954 deci-
sion, the Supreme Court ruled
unanimously that racial segre-
gation in public schools violated
the 14th Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution. The Court
declared separate educational
facilities to be inherently un-
equal, thus reversing the 1896
case of Plessy v. Ferguson.
Linda Brown was an eight-year-
old black child who had to
cross Topeka, Kansas to attend
grade school, while her white
friends could attend a nearby
school. Her parents sued in
federal district court, that ruled
against them. The Browns and
other families appealed to the
Supreme Court. The National
Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People
(NAACP) encouraged their
case. Thurgood Marshall,
who would later become the
first black justice on the
Supreme Court, argued the
case before the Court. The
Brown decision, delivered by
Chief Justice Earl Warren, was
limited to public schools, but
seemed to imply that segrega-
tion was not permissible in
other public facilities.
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c. Overall, there was a more
assertive call for equal
opportunity under the law.

d. In 1954, the Supreme
Court ruled in the case of
Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka.

iii. The “separate but
equal” practices of
schools was ruled
unconstitutional.

iii. Segregated schools
were no longer permis-
sible.

iii. Though luke warm to the idea of desegregation, Eisenhower was
forced to begin its implementation.

3. Eisenhower recognized that he could not achieve everything on his con-
servative domestic agenda, so he took a pragmatic course of action.

a. He expanded the New Deal.

iii. Social Security benefits were increased.

iii. He created the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.

iii. He began a huge, long-range public works program: the National
Highway Defense Program (Interstate Highways).

iv. He introduced deficit spending.

iv. The National Defense Education Act used federal funds to
support education.

vi. Programs provided farm subsidies.

b. The Civil Rights movement expanded to a national stage.

iii. Eisenhower decided that the Court’s Brown v. Board of Education
decision honestly measured the mood of the country.

iii. He wanted to respond to Soviet allegations of American racism.

iii. He took his most public stand in Little Rock, Arkansas.

—Desegregated Black students were threatened.

—The Governor refused to use police to stop harassment.

—Eisenhower federalized the National Guard to assure
student safety.

c. Eisenhower also agreed to set up NASA.

iii. He knew he needed a direct response to Soviet advances in
space technology.

iii. He supported the program even though it called for a huge expan-
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“I hold to the basic purpose. There must
be respect for the Constitution—which
means the Supreme Court’s interpreta-

tion of the Constitution—or we shall
have chaos. We cannot possibly imagine

a successful form of government
in which every individual citizen would

have the right to interpret the
Constitution according to his own con-
victions, beliefs, and prejudices. Chaos

would develop. This I believe with all my
heart—and shall always act accordingly.”

Dwight D. Eisenhower on
Brown v. Board of Education



sion of the federal government.

4. In foreign affairs, Eisenhower preached the idea of liberation to roll
back communism.

a. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles introduced the concept
of brinksmanship.

iii. The nuclear arsenal would be built up.

iii. Soviet expansion would be engaged by the threat of
massive retaliation.

b. Despite strong rhetoric, Eisenhower’s actions were more pragmatic.

iii. He understood that nuclear war was unthinkable.

iii. He met with the Soviet leadership at summit conferences.

iii. He made recurring attempts to establish peaceful co-existence.

c. A confrontation with the Chinese over Taiwan showed U.S.
determination.

iii. Chinese communists were eager to crush the remaining national-
ists, who had set up a government in Taiwan.

iii. Eisenhower was careful to send an ambiguous message about his
willingness to use nuclear weapons.
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NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION

NASA was formed on October 1, 1958 and almost immediately began work-
ing on options for human space flight. Project Mercury was its first high profile
program, an effort to learn if humans could survive in space. Mercury was fol-
lowed by Project Gemini, which used spacecraft built for two astronauts.
Project Apollo extended to the Moon, culminating in the Apollo 11 mission
putting humans on the lunar surface in 1969. The 1970s saw the Skylab and
Apollo-Soyuz test projects. In 1981, human space flight efforts resumed and
helped build the International Space Station. NASA has also conducted many
types of cutting-edge aeronautics research, launched many significant scientific
probes and done pioneering work in space applications satellites. It has a rich
history of scientific and technological achievements in human space flight aero-
nautics, space science and space applications.
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iii. The Chinese government backed down.

d. The Hungarian uprising of 1956 showed the
other end of Eisenhower’s pragmatic foreign
relations policy.

iii. A popular rebellion erupted against com-
munist rule.

iii. Insurgents hoped that Americans would
come to their aid.

iii. Eisenhower was unwilling to risk World
War III by directly helping.

e. The Suez Canal crisis of 1956 also tested
Eisenhower’s limits in   confronting the
Soviets.

iii. Egypt announced the nationalization of
the Suez Canal.

iii. British, French, and Israeli forces invaded Egypt to prevent this.

iii. The Soviets provided aid to Egypt.

iv. Eisenhower told Britain, France, and Israel to back down.

f. Eisenhower walked a middle ground in Southeast Asia/Vietnam.

iii. Vietnam was a French colony before and after WWII.

iii. The communists staged a rebellion against French rule.

iii. The French, being forced out, asked Eisenhower for military sup-
port, including the use of atomic bombs.

iv. Eisenhower refused, out of fear of inciting World War III.

iv. He provided aid and advisors   to South Vietnam as the      safer
approach.

g. His approach to Cuba also showed his desire to avoid    direct con-
frontation.

iii. Castro came to power by overthrowing a dictator.

iii. It became clear that Castro’s government was moving   toward
communism.

iii. Eisenhower avoided direct military confrontation in favor of a plan
to assassinate Castro by using Cuban expatriates.

Summary: Through two full terms in office, Eisenhower demonstrated his
leadership, most clearly by his ability to see the most pragmatic of solutions
to political problems, and by his willingness to adopt moderate policies when
he saw it serving the best interests of the nation. He left office after a period
of general peace and prosperity, but beneath that prosperity were problems,
both domestically and abroad, which would play key roles in subsequent
presidential administrations.
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“Our real problem,
then, is not our
strength today;

it is rather the vital
necessity of action
today to ensure our
strength tomorrow.”

Dwight D. Eisenhower



VIETNAM

Vietnam is a long, narrow country occupying the entire eastern and southern
coastline of Indochina. It is mostly rural, with only two major cities—Hanoi and
Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City). There have always been large cultural differ-
ences between northern and southern Vietnamese. Vietnam’s recorded history
dates back to 111 BC. The Nguyen dynasty ruled from 1802-1954. However,
the French colonized the Indochina peninsula in the 19th century and largely
controlled the Vietnamese emperors after 1887. During World War II Japan
invaded Vietnam. The Viet Minh, a coalition of Communist and Nationalist
groups, forced the French out in 1954. The country was temporarily divided
along the 17th parallel—the north consolidated under Communist leadership,
and the South under a pro-Western regime. The two sides sought to under-
mine each other’s governments. In 1963, North Vietnamese troops crossed the
border and the Vietnam War began in earnest.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. How did Eisenhower’s moderate politics affect the durability of the
New Deal?

2. How would you assess Eisenhower’s record on the crucial issue of
civil rights in the 1950s?

3. Eisenhower’s diplomacy is credited with an eight-year period of
peace. How would you evaluate his overall performance as a foreign
policy leader and its impact on the Cold War?

Ambrose, Stephen. Eisenhower: The President. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1984.

Greenstein, Fred. The Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982, 1994.

Alexander, Charles C. Holding the Line: The Eisenhower Era, 1952-1961. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976.

Cook, Blanche Wiesen. The Declassified Eisenhower. New York: 
Doubleday, 1981.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Dwight D.
Eisenhower  <http://www.potus.com/ddeisenhower.html>

The Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library Website
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Ambrose, Stephen E. Comrades: Brothers, Fathers, Heroes, Sons, Pals. 
Narrated by Nelson Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books.
(4 cassettes/5.5 hours).
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Introduction:

John F. Kennedy was the winner of the 1960 election over then-Vice
President Richard M. Nixon by one of the narrowest margins of victory in
U.S. presidential election history. Though he served only about 1000 days in
office, he quickly became even more successful than Eisenhower at captur-
ing the public’s imagination. Despite his brief term the public sees him as
one of the greatest presidents in U.S. history. This fact can be seen as a
testament to how completely he embodied the effective leadership qualities
of a modern president. Handsome and robust (and frozen in the public mind
at the youthful age of 46, when he was assassinated), he was a great com-
municator who advanced a vision that America’s success was due to individ-
ualism. He was also a very shrewd politician, adept at projecting one political
image while implementing another.

A. Throughout his life, Kennedy was a man adept at conveying an
image that hid the reality behind it.

1. He always publicly presented the image of a man in robust health.

a. His family played regular, highly publicized games of touch football.

b. He pushed Americans toward a greater awareness of physical fitness.

2. In reality, he was a man with debilitating health problems.

a. He had Addison’s Disease.

b. He suffered from miserable back problems.

c. He also had colitis.

d. He was hospitalized nine times between 1955 and 1957.

3. Similarly, Kennedy’s political maneuverings employed tactics that hid his
actual intentions.

a. He promised a “New Frontier.”

Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Robert Dallek’s An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963.

Consider this ... 

1. What are some of the ways in which the public image projected by
Kennedy during his presidency differed from the private reality?

2. How has the assassination that brought Kennedy’s presidency to a
tragic end in November of 1963 shaped subsequent public perceptions
of his accomplishments as president? 
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iii. He used bold, assertive language when
referring to how America would
compete with communism throughout the
world.

iii. He called for an $11 billion tax cut.

iii. He envisioned massive federal aid to
public education.

iv. He saw a need to initiate Medicare and
Medicaid programs.

iv. He called for increased emphasis on civil
rights.

b. In reality, his vision was not very successful.

iii. All of his programs were defeated by a
conservative congress during his White
House tenure.

iii. It was actually Johnson who got Kennedy’s most significant pro-
grams passed after the assassination.

iii. It is the Kennedy rhetoric that people remember.

B. Though perceived as a forceful voice for domestic change, Kennedy’s
White House years were actually dominated by the international poli-
tics of the Cold War.

1. The Soviet Union was becoming more aggressive in third world countries.

2. Kennedy reacted to this with an aggressive international plan of his own.

a. He set up the Peace Corps.

iii. Its goal was to take American knowledge, skills, and idealism to
developing nations.

ii. It appealed to young Americans.

b. He announced an Alliance for Progress to encourage Latin American
countries to use their resources to overcome poverty.

c. His programs did not really transform nations, but they showed
that America—and particularly Kennedy—was concerned with third-
world problems.

3. Circumstances and world events forced Kennedy to be a tough-minded
international leader.

a. Inheriting Eisenhower’s problems with Cuba, he was forced to act.

iii. A direct attack and overthrow would have gone against the vision
presented in his Alliance  for Progress.

iii. Instead, he put in motion Eisenhower’s plan to use Cuban exiles
with American weapons.

iii. Castro’s forces overwhelmed    the exiles.

iv. Kennedy saw a failure of his rhetoric in the disconnect between
his tough talk and the weak response in the Bay of Pigs fiasco.
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“And so, my fellow
Americans: ask not

what your country can
do for you—ask what
you can do for your
country. My fellow

citizens of the world:
ask not what America

will do for you, but what
together we can do for
the freedom of man.”

John F. Kennedy,
Inaugural address,
January 20, 1961 



iv. Much of the remainder of his
presidency can be seen as an
attempt to make up for the Bay
of Pigs defeat.

b. His trip to Europe was an interna-
tional public relations triumph.

iii. Meeting with De Gaulle in Paris,
Kennedy was deferential, while
Jackie came off as stylish and
sophisticated.

iii. In a Vienna meeting with
Kruschev—who’s intent was to
humiliate Kennedy—he debated
the merits of capitalism versus
communism.

iii. He refused to give in to
Kruschev’s demands for West Berlin.

c. He devoted his personal energy
and political capital to achieving
détente with the Soviet Union.

4. Kennedy’s triumphs were not solely a
matter of style over substance. He
showed he could take control of a sit-
uation—even a dangerous one—and
turn it to political advantage. He
emerged as a tough-minded world
leader to be seriously regarded.

a. The Cuban Missile Crisis was
Kennedy’s greatest challenge—and
greatest success.

iii. Kruschev convinced Castro to
allow nuclear missiles into
Cuba.  This gave the Soviet
Union a way to strike at the
heart of the United States.

iii. Kennedy was advised to launch
an attack on Cuba, but he knew
that doing so might set off
nuclear war.

iii. Instead, he set up a “quaran-
tine” around Cuba, carefully
selecting his language, since he
knew a “blockade” would be
defined as an act of war.

JACKIE KENNEDY

Jacqueline Lee Bouvier
Kennedy Onassis (1929-1994)
became an internationally
famous and almost perfect First
Lady. The beautiful and elegant
young woman went to work as
a newspaper photographer in
Washington. She met John F.
Kennedy for the first time in
1951 and they married two
years later at an enormous
wedding. Though Jackie was a
shy, private woman with little
political experience, she was a
great asset to her senator-then-
president husband. She helped
him develop his charismatic
style and supported him in his
quest for leadership. As First
Lady, Jackie formed the White
House Historical Association
and made the White House a
national monument. The
Kennedys had two young
children—Caroline and John Jr.
After Kennedy’s assassination
in 1963, Jackie married
Aristotle Onassis, an older
Greek shipping magnate. After
his death, Jackie became a
book editor.
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iv. All ships entering Cuba were stopped by the
U.S. Navy.

iv. Kennedy made a public promise not to
invade Cuba, at the same time giving a pri-
vate promise to remove missiles from
Turkey, an act that would make the Soviet
Union feel more secure.

vi. Kruschev backed down, removing the mis-
siles from Cuba and averting a nuclear war.

b. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis, Kennedy
used the fresh fear of nuclear destruction to
announce a vision of non-proliferation.

iii. Kruschev’s weakened position forced him
into talks about a nuclear test ban.

iii. Kennedy pushed for a universal test ban,
which would benefit America and maintain its missile advantage
over the Soviets.

iii. The talks produced a ban on atmospheric tests, which Kennedy
pragmatically         knew was all he could expect    to achieve.

c. Kennedy’s rhetoric that the main conflict with communism was in
third-world countries was put to the test in Vietnam.

iii. The communist North Vietnam-ese government became increas-
ingly aggressive against South Vietnam.

iii. Kennedy increased the number of American advisors in the country
from 600 at the start of his presidency to 16,800 by the end.

iii. He developed the Green Berets, a small, flexible combat unit used
to infiltrate enemy defenses and provide leadership and training to
friendly military forces.

iv. Throughout his presidency, he resisted sending combat troops to
fight in Vietnam.

iv. Kennedy’s plan seemed to be to limit American involvement.

C. Kennedy was well aware that his strengths were in his powerful
rhetoric and his youthful, energetic image, and he used every opportu-
nity to take advantage of these strengths.

1. He altered presidential press
conferences.

a. He changed the format from the stodgy affairs that had been conduct-
ed for print media to televised events for the nation to watch.

b. His press conferences served to show Americans his quick wit and
the visionary nature of his ideas.

D. Kennedy’s assassination in November of 1963, and the ongoing
controversy surrounding it, provides strong evidence that the 
country had formed a strong bond with its youthful leader that 
was difficult to release.

58

L
E

C
T

U
R

E
 N

IN
E

“We have the
power to make this
the best generation
of mankind in the

history of the
world or to make

it the last.”

John F. Kennedy 



1. The Warren Commission, appoint-
ed to examine all evidence sur-
rounding Kennedy’s death, con-
cluded that Lee Harvey Oswald
acted as the lone assassin.

2. To the present day, polls show that
75-80% of the American public
believe that Oswald was part of a
larger conspiracy.

3. This difference between what the
evidence shows and what the pub-
lic chooses to believe can be seen
as a failure to acknowledge that
someone as inconsequential as
Oswald could have killed someone
as consequential as Kennedy.

4. People don’t want to believe that
Kennedy could have been killed in
such an apparently random man-
ner.

Summary: Few presidents captured the
imagination of the American 
people as did John F. Kennedy. Fewer
still displayed Kennedy’s ability to control
public perception in ways that created
such a profound difference between belief
and reality in both his political and per-
sonal spheres. If 
for no other reason than the continuing
aura of a better, happier time, Kennedy
proved himself to be a great leader.

CUBAN MISSLE CRISIS

Kennedy and Soviet leader
Kruschev met for the first time
in June 1961, where they each
sized the other up. The wily
communist leader decided to
test his appraisal in Cuba.
During the summer of 1962,
fighter planes, ballistic missles
and the technicians needed to
install and oversee the deploy-
ment of these offensive
weapon systems, were off-
loaded from Soviet ships.
Kennedy authorized high-level
reconnaissance flights over the
island nation, which showed
that missile sites were being
constructed. On the advice of
his military and civilian advi-
sors, Kennedy established a
tight blockade of Cuba, with
military forces on the ready for
a possible all-out invasion. On
October 26, Kruschev backed
down and offered to remove
the missiles if Kennedy would
promise not to invade Cuba.
Kennedy accepted the offer.
Kruschev also turned back
Russian ships, which were
approaching Cuba. Kennedy
had shown boldness and
clarity of policy and the crisis
was ended.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. What accounts for Kennedy’s extraordinary continued hold on the pub-
lic’s imagination?

2. How would you compare Kennedy’s domestic leadership with that of his
predecessor, Eisenhower, and his successor, Johnson?

3. Looking at the range of his international achievements and failures,
does Kennedy deserve high or low grades for his foreign policy
leadership? 

Dallek, Robert. An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963. New York: 
Little, Brown, 2003.

Giglio, Joseph. The Presidency of John F. Kennedy. Lawrence: University of
Kansas Press, 1991.

Parmet, Herbert. JFK: The Presidency of John F. Kennedy. New York: Dial 
Books, 1983.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: John F.
Kennedy <http://www.potus.com/jfkennedy.html>

John F. Kennedy Library and Museum Homepage
<http://www.cs.umb.edu/jfklibrary/index.htm>

Dallek, Robert. An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963. Narrated
by Ed Sala. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (24 cassettes/35 hours).

Matthews, Christopher. Kennedy and Nixon: The Rivalry That Shaped
Postwar America. Narrated by Nelson Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded
Books. (10 cassettes/ 13.75 hours).
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Lecture 10: Lyndon Johnson: Triumph and Tragedy

Introduction:

Originally chosen as Kennedy’s running mate in 1960 in an effort by the
Democratic party to shore up their position in Southern states, Lyndon Baines
Johnson brought a mixed political bag with him to the White House when he
took over the office following Kennedy’s assassination. On domestic issues, he
was something of a visionary, with a far-reaching view shaped by FDR’s New
Deal and his own convictions of where the country should be heading in terms
of social programs. But this domestic vision was not matched by a clear foreign
policy objective. Although, his extensive legislative experience made him a mas-
ter at the political strategies and maneuvering that would allow him to get the
laws reflecting his vision passed through Congress, his abrasive, overbearing
personality rubbed many people the wrong way. Ultimately, his presidency
would be as mixed as the strengths and weaknesses he brought to it; his
domestic successes were weighed against the great failure of his foreign policy.

A. Johnson came to the White House after Kennedy’s death with 
a clear vision of domestic affairs, but a weak idea of interna-
tional goals.

1. He was politically influenced by FDR’s New Deal.

2. He had a strong passion for committing the government to domestic
reforms.

3. He presented his vision of a Great Society as one that would rescue the
poor of America.

4. In foreign policy he wished “all those foreigners would just go away.”

5. His lack of coherent vision doomed him to struggle with Vietnam.

B. Johnson’s personality was the perfect match for the domestic
challenges he faced.

1. He was grandiose.

a. He hoped to accomplish what no one had done before.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Robert Dallek’s Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1908-
1960 and Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973.

Consider this ... 

1. How did Johnson use Kennedy’s continued hold on the public’s imagina-
tion to help him achieve success in his domestic agenda?

2. What unanticipated reactions did Johnson’s War on Poverty face?



b. Before becoming vice president, he
fully dominated the Senate as
majority leader.

c. Years of political successes left him
feeling he could work miracles.

2. He was overbearing.

a. He had a strong desire to dominate
any situation.

b. He had to be in control.

3. He was a brilliant practical politician.

a. As majority leader, he developed a
system to learn small details of
Senators’ lives he could use when
he needed to get close to them.

b. He was legendary for his “Johnson
Treatment” of those who had votes
he needed.

iii.  A large man, he could physically
dominate through his size.

iii. He did not hesitate to establish
and maintain close physical con-
tact to keep his subject’s attention.

c. He created alliances by appealing to
the vanity and egos of others.

d. His grand vision was shaped by the
politics of what was possible.

C. Johnson’s presidency was a record
of virtually uninterrupted domestic
policy success.

1. He entered office wanting to continue
New Deal reforms.

2. He presented his “Great Society” as a
way to transform the country.

3. He used sympathy and public regret
about Kennedy’s death to immediately
enact Kennedy’s tax cut and the Civil
Rights Law (1964).

a. He recognized that as  long as the
Southern  states suffered under the
blight of segregation, they would
remain marginal players in the politi-
cal life of the nation as a whole.

b. He reinforced the policy that state
laws could be overridden by
national law.

BARRY GOLDWATER

Arizona elected Goldwater
(1909-1998) as a Republican to
the U.S. Senate five times
between 1952 to 1980, with a
brief temporary time out when he
ran unsuccessfully for president
in 1964. Goldwater’s outspoken
conservatism gained him the
label “Mr. Conservative”—in U.S.
politics. Many considered him the
most important American conser-
vative between Senator Robert
Taft’s death in 1953 and Ronald
Reagan’s election as California’s
governor in 1966. He guided the
conservative wing of the
Republican Party, changing the
face of American politics for
decades. Goldwater had a life-
long interest in the military and a
distinguished national political
career as leader of the conserva-
tive movement. He maintained
independence from Eisenhower’s
programs and was one of his
most outspoken critics. He
opposed federal civil rights laws.
The 1964 campaign revealed the
depth of division in the
Republican Party. The public per-
ceived Goldwater as an extremist
and Johnson beat him in a land-
slide. Goldwater continued as an
elder statesman and spokesman
for the conservative cause.
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4. He ran a highly successful campaign for re-election in 1964.

a. He was opposed by Barry Goldwater.

iii. Goldwater was seen as too right wing for much of the nation.

iii. Johnson’s campaign portrayed Goldwater as likely to start a
nuclear war.

b. Johnson not only won in a landslide, his party made huge gains in
their congressional majorities.

5. His newly won majorities aided Johnson’s ability to pass his Great Society
plans, many of which had stalled or been defeated under Kennedy.

a. Johnson made a strong push for federal aid to education.

b. He established federal medical research grants.

c. He provided medical service for the elderly and indigent through
Medicare and Medicaid.

d. He approved the Voting Rights Law.

iii. This was an important companion to the Civil Rights Law.

iii. It sought to end discriminatory state practices in voting.

e. He created the Department of Housing and Urban Development.

f. He created the Department of Transportation.

g. He supported a variety of consumer protection laws.

h. He enacted stronger environmental protection laws.

i. His laws dealing with federal funding for cultural matters led to the
formation of National Public Radio and Public Television.

j. He put in place a food stamps program.

k. He founded Head Start education programs.

6. Johnson promoted his vision with a public call for a War on Poverty.

a. He emphasized that the most prosperous society in the world should not
have slums.

b. He focused his rhetoric on providing a “hand up” rather than a “hand-
out.”

c. Ultimately, this “war” would fail, because it would triple and quadruple
welfare rolls and create resentment, anger, and tension.

7. Despite strong conservative successors to the office, most of Johnson’s
legislation remains.

8. However, his success as a domestic leader was undermined by two things.

a. His attempts to abolish poverty unexpectedly set off anger among inner-
city blacks.

iii. A series of riots rocked major cities in the late 1960s.

iii. Johnson’s vision raised expectations of Northern people living
in poverty.

iii. Resentment against largely white police forces rose to the surface.
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b. Many in the nation’s white communi-
ty felt that Johnson had overreached.

iii. Most saw his goals as admirable.

iii. Most people also understood that
society could never completely
eliminate poverty.

iii. This separation between
Johnson’s vision and the widely
perceived reality of the world
undermined Johnson’s credibility.

D. Johnson’s largest presidential 
problems arose when he was 
distracted from domestic issues by
foreign affairs.

1. He clumsily handled U.S. relations
with Panama.

a. Panamanians wanted control of
the canal.

b. Johnson’s belligerent denial of this
request led to anti-American feelings.

2. His actions and rhetoric regarding the
Dominican Republic created a 
“credibility gap.”

a. The Dominican Republic seemed to
be moving toward communism.

b. Johnson feared an extension of
Castro’s communist influence.

c. He sent Marines in to help maintain
control.

d. His clear exaggeration of the dan-
gers led to anger and mistrust.

3. His handling of Vietnam would lead to
his eventual downfall, which will be
dealt with in the next lecture.
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JOHNSON’S NOMINATION OF
THURGOOD MARSHALL

In 1967, Johnson nominated
Thurgood Marshall (1908-1993)
as an associate justice on the
Supreme Court, the first black
to be nominated in the Court’s
history. Johnson saw this move
as a chance to legitimize his
Great Society reforms and
underscore his commitment to
civil rights. Marshall was an
accomplished, experienced
lawyer and judge. He served on
a U.S. Court of Appeals and as
Johnson’s Solicitor General.
There was much public opposi-
tion, and the confirmation took
two and a half months. Four
Southern senators on the
Judiciary Committee—Strom
Thurman (SC), James Eastland
(MS), Sam Ervin (NC), and
John McClelland (ARK)
opposed him outspokenly. They
effectively used his so-called
liberal views on the Constitution
to mask racial grounds for
opposition. The Senate finally
confirmed Marshall on August
30 by a decisive vote of 69 to
31. Marshall served on the
Court for 24 years.



Summary: Lyndon Johnson combined his own con-
siderable political skill with the sympathetic circum-
stances that led to his presidency to enact a domes-
tic agenda that featured an unprecedented expan-
sion of the federal government’s role in areas that
had long been left to state authority or the private
sector. His leadership in domestic affairs was so
widespread and overwhelming that many of the liber-
al social programs he enacted are still in place,
despite the efforts of some of the conservative presi-
dents who have held the office since.

NOTES:
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“There is but one way
for a president to deal

with Congress, and that
is continuously, inces-

santly, and without inter-
ruption. If it is really

going to work, the rela-
tionship has got to be
almost incestuous.”

Lyndon B. Johnson 
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Why was Johnson such a successful legislator?

2. How would you assess the short- and long-term results of Johnson’s
War on Poverty and Great Society?

3. Why do you think Johnson was unable to transfer his skills as a domes-
tic policy leader into an effective plan for foreign policy leadership?

Dallek, Robert. Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1908-
1960. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991.

Dallek, Robert. Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1998.

Caro, Robert A. Master of the Senate: The Years of Lyndon Johnson. New 
York: Knopf Publishing Group, 2002.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B.
Johnson <http://www.potus.com/lbjohnson.html>

Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum <http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/>

The American President <http://www.americanpresident.org/KoTrain/
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Lecture 11: Johnson and Vietnam

Introduction:

As shown in the previous lecture, Lyndon Johnson was hugely successful in his
domestic policy. However, his lack of vision for international policy—and partic-
ularly the many missteps he took in escalating America’s involvement in
Vietnam—eventually destroyed his presidency, making it politically impossible
for him to run for another term of office in 1968.

A. Lyndon Johnson took the oath of office on November 22, 1963, with
problems in Southeast Asia lurking in the background.

1. At De Gaulle’s urging, Roosevelt and Truman had reluctantly allowed the
French to return to their Southeast Asian empire after World War II.

2. The French fought for nine years to gain control in Vietnam.

3. Eisenhower refused a French request for the U.S. to use an atomic bomb.

4. Kennedy greatly expanded the role of advisors, but he seemed determined
not to get involved in direct conflict.

5. Johnson believed America had no choice but to prevent the fall of South
Vietnam to communists.

a. He saw South Vietnam as an analog to the appeasement at Munich
prior to World War II.

iii. He felt giving in to communists in a small war would simply lead to
larger conflicts.

iii. He feared the spread of communism into Latin America.

b. Johnson subscribed to Eisenhower’s Domino Theory.

iii. He thought the loss of Vietnam would allow communism to spread
throughout the area.

iii. He foresaw local countries falling to communism until all of
Southeast Asia, and perhaps even Australia, was lost.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Frances Fitzgerald’s Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the
Americans in Vietnam and Bruce Palmer, Jr.’s The 25-Year War. 

Consider this ... 

1. What factors led to Johnson’s initial decision that the best course of
action for dealing with Vietnam was a covert escalation of the war?

2. How had the Vietnam War changed the political climate between
Johnson’s landslide election victory in 1964 and his decision not to run
for re-election in 1968?



c. Johnson feared the fall of Vietnam
to communism would lead to a
domestic explosion of right-wing
conservatism.

iii. He remembered 1949’s fall of
China and its affect on the elec-
tions of 1950 and 1952.

iii. He feared another McCarthy
might convince the public that the
fall of Vietnam was the
Democrats’ fault.

d. He also believed that a war in
Vietnam would not be difficult.

iii. He knew some lives would be lost.

iii. He also knew that the American
military was far superior to the
communists’.

iii. He remained unconvinced that
the greatest military power in his-
tory could be beaten by “a bunch
of guys in black pajamas.”

e. Johnson did not give full credence to
dissenting opinions.

iii. Advisors told him that U.S.
efforts could not outlast
Vietnamese resolve.

iii. He was warned that the
Vietnamese people had a strong
desire for self-rule.

B. Johnson decided to approach Vietnam
the same way he had successfully man-
aged the U.S. Senate on domestic policy.

1. He met immediately with Henry Cabot
Lodge, ambassador to Vietnam, and
declared his intention to keep South
Vietnam non-communist.

2. He made every effort to keep Vietnam
out of the headlines until after the
1964 election.

a. In August of 1964, a boat was torpe-
doed in the Gulf of Tonkin.

b. Johnson initially told his aides to
keep this quiet.

VIETNAM AND FRANCE

France controlled Vietnam as
a colony from the mid-19th cen-
tury until 1954. In 1858 French
colonialists began invading
Vietnam. Nguyen’s incompetent
government gave in, and from
1884, France established a
protectorate and colonial gov-
ernment. Communist guerillas,
led by Ho Chi Minh, resisted
French domination. However,
France ruled Vietnam until the
Japanese invasion during
World War II. After the war, the
predominately communist Viet
Minh declared Vietnam’s inde-
pendence, which led to the
French Indochina War. In 1954
France admitted defeat. The
Geneva Accords temporarily
divided Vietnam into two
zones—the Communist north
and the anti-Communist, pro-
French and U.S.-supported
south. This resulted in an
armed struggle, with the U.S.
and other countries committing
combat troops in 1965.
Ironically the peace agree-
ments to the Vietnam War
were signed in Paris in 1973.
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c. Only after further attacks occurred was
Johnson finally forced to go on TV to explain
his long-range plan.

d. He promised not to send troops.

e. He asked Congress for approval to use military
power.

iii. Congress passed the Tonkin Gulf reso-
lution.

iii. Johnson saw this as a blank check to go to
war.

iii. Johnson’s mistake was in seeing the reso-
lution as a national consensus for the war,
which was clearly not the case.

3. After the 1964 election, Johnson was told by advi-
sors that the South Vietnamese government was
shaky.

a. South Vietnamese generals were plotting coups against each other.

b. The Catholic leadership was not in sync with the largely
Buddhist population.

c. Johnson tried to create stability.

4. In February of 1965, an American base in South Vietnam was attacked.

a. American lives were lost.

b. American equipment was destroyed.

c. Johnson gave the military permission to respond by bombing North
Vietnamese targets, which began Operation Rolling Thunder.

5. The air campaign in Vietnam began in March 1965.

a. In an April speech, Johnson offered Ho Chi Minh $1 billion for a
Vietnamese “Great Society” program.

b. By summer, the war was already going badly.

iii. Johnson had decided to put in 100,000 combat troops.

iii. He had forgotten Roosevelt’s WWII lesson on the need for a steady,
stable domestic consensus.

iii. He knew he needed to downplay the status of the war to the public,
so he announced the deployment of troops at a press conference,
rather than in a nationally televisted speech.

6. By January 1966, the war was
clearly escalating.

a. Johnson was told that another 125,000 troops were needed.

b. He announced this escalation in small monthly numbers of approximate-
ly 15,000 troops a month for a year to bring the total of U.S. troops in
Vietnam to 250,000.
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“I am going to build
the kind of nation

that President
Roosevelt hoped for,

President Truman
worked for, and

President Kennedy
died for.”

Lyndon B. Johnson 



c. Nonetheless, by 1968, things had not
noticeably improved.

iii. 500,000 troops were in Vietnam.

iii. Ferocious bombing led to more
tonnage dropped than was used
by U.S. forces during the entire
WWII campaign.

7. Johnson’s escalation of the war led
to increased doubts about his ability
to lead.

a. He worried that withdrawing and los-
ing the war would feed right-wing
fears of spreading communism and
show his administration as weak.

b. His advisors warned Johnson that
escalation with no end in sight would
lead to violent responses in domestic
public opinion.

c. Whatever choice Johnson might
make at this point could only lead to
the destruction of his presidency.

8. Johnson escalated the war again, and
his advisor’s predictions of public back-
lash came true.

a. The draft (required to enlist enough
soldiers) started affecting middle
class people.

b. Over 58,000 American lives would
eventually be lost.

c. The public did not see a profound
threat to national security.

9. Though Johnson remained convinced
that his fears of a domino effect were
correct, he began to pay a political
price for his actions.

a. Protests broke out around the coun-
try.

iii. Many uprisings were located
around college campuses.

iii. Protesters burned their draft
cards.

iii. Many who sought to avoid the
draft fled to Canada.
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THE DRAFT

During the Vietnam War the
Joint Chiefs of Staff continu-
ously asked Johnson for addi-
tional troops to expand the
American military effort.
Johnson agonized over every
decision. Though he hoped for
a negotiated settlement, he
saw no way out except to
extend the U.S. combat role.
Johnson focused on adding
15,000 troops month-by-month
instead of wholesale deploy-
ment at one time. While military
advisors urged a call-up of U.S.
reserves to give General
Westmoreland more troops,
civilian advisors feared provok-
ing China and Russia and
urged limiting troops. Johnson
was also plagued by student
protests against the war.
Johnson resisted a large call-
up of reserves and shifted to a
strategy of slow withdrawal. He
wanted to reduce the U.S. role
in the war.



b. By the summer of 1967, Johnson had lost
the qualities that had earlier made him an
effective leader on domestic issues.

iii. He had lost his presidential credibility.

iii. The New York Times claimed the war
was a stalemate.

iii. Secretary of State Robert McNamara
advised him to find an exit strategy.

iv. John Connally advised using tactical
nukes, but Johnson feared this would
lead to WWIII.

10. By early 1968, Johnson was still considering a
run for re-election that would focus on his
domestic successes.

a. The North Vietnamese began the Tet
Offensive.

iii. The strategy was designed to show that the extended bombing had
not demoralized them.

iii. They hit public targets, including the U.S. embassy in Saigon.

iii. The public began to see that the war was unwinnable.

iv. Johnson announced a troop withdrawal and requested peace talks.

b. He finally announced that he would not run for president.

C. In the1968 election Richard Nixon defeated Johnson’s vice president
Hubert Humphrey, a victory which may have secretly given Johnson
comfort.

1. Johnson feared Humphrey would immediately withdraw troops from
Vietnam.

2. He knew that Nixon would continue to seek U.S. victory, which was more
in line with his own policies on the war.

Summary: The presidency of Lyndon Johnson was divided sharply down the
middle between the tremendously effective leadership he showed in dealing with
domestic policy issues and the foreign policy leadership failure—particularly in
Vietnam—which led to his political downfall. On the domestic side, Johnson pos-
sessed the elements that make for effective leadership: vision, political flexibility,
personal charisma, and a clear articulation of a vision to the public. In foreign
policy, he lacked these characteristics.

72

L
E

C
T

U
R

E
 E

L
E

V
E

N

“Being president is like
being a jackass in a

hailstorm. There’s noth-
ing to do but to stand

there and take it.” 

Lyndon B. Johnson 
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Why did Johnson feel it was essential to defeat the communist insur-
gency in Vietnam?

2. Why was Johnson’s Vietnam policy unsuccessful?

3. Was there a reasonable alternative to the policy that Johnson followed?
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Lecture 12: The Paradox of Richard Nixon as President

Introduction:

Like the Johnson presidency that preceded his, Richard Nixon’s time in office
can be seen as something of a paradox. Unlike Johnson, Nixon was a highly
effective leader in foreign policy, with a clear vision of how to achieve America’s
goals in the world and a practical knowledge of how to implement that vision.
He also proved surprisingly effective at domestic policy, supporting and
expanding on Johnson’s popular themes. Re-elected in a landslide in 1972, he
was ultimately brought down by his own character flaws, and in 1974 he
became the only president ever to resign.

A. Nixon entered the White House after the 1968 election with much
political baggage.

1. He had enjoyed a long political career:

a. Served in the House of Representatives.

b. Served as a senator.

c. Served as Eisenhower’s vice president.

2. He was despised by left wing Democrats.

3. Many of his conservative colleagues saw him as a political chameleon.

4. But he was loved by the anti-communist public.

a. He was remembered for his 1958 Moscow “Kitchen Debate”
with Kruschev.

b. The public knew Nixon stood for American traditions.

c. He was admired as a cold warrior.

B. Nixon came to office as a conservative, but he ended up promoting
moderate domestic propositions that he knew the public wanted.

1. Everyone mistakenly assumed Nixon would scale back the Great Society,
but he actually took up many traditional liberal causes.

Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Stephen Ambrose’s Nixon: The Education of a Politician, 1913-1962 and
Nixon: The Triumph of a Politician, 1962-1972.

Consider this ...

1. In what ways did Nixon combine his tough talk about communism with
a pragmatic understanding of the types of diplomacy he could expect
to implement?

2. Despite an overwhelming victory, how did the 1972 election begin
Nixon’s downfall?

75



2. He positioned himself as more of an environ-
mentalist than Johnson by establishing the
Environmental Protection Agency.

3. He came to the White House as an opponent
of welfare, but ended up expanding it.

a. In the White House, he proposed the Family
Assistance Program to give grants of money
to those living below the poverty line.

b. He wanted to end the welfare bureaucra-
cy, but at the same time help the poor.

4. He proposed a major medical reform program
of national health insurance.

a. His opponents saw this as a program that
went far beyond what the Democrats had
tried.

b. The plan was defeated with the help of Democrats who didn’t want
Nixon to get credit.

5. He shrewdly managed a tricky economy.

a. A proponent of free enterprise, he nonetheless implemented wage and
price controls when he entered office amidst rising inflation.

b. He advocated deficit spending.

6. He showed a willingness to compromise on Supreme Court appointments.

a. He initially tried to appoint conservative judges who might overturn
civil rights.

b. Blocked by Congress, he backed down and committed to more moder-
ate appointments.

C. In foreign affairs, Nixon came to office confidently thinking of himself
as a foreign policy leader.

1. He devoted much energy to the foreign arena.

a. In 1968, he announced a secret plan to end the war in Vietnam.

iii. He promised to bring Americans home.

iii. He transferred the responsibility for fighting back to the South
Vietnamese Army.

iii. He succeeded in removing Americans from Vietnam by 1973.

iv. Before this, however, he intensified U.S. bombing and expanded the
war into Cambodia to cut off troop routes.

iv. He tried to negotiate a way out of the war.

—He felt the North Vietnamese were not bargaining in good faith at
the peace talks.

—He undertook a Christmas bombing of Hanoi (1972) to
encourage the North to honor its bargains.
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“The Chinese use two
brush strokes to write
the word ‘crisis.’ One

brush stroke stands for
danger; the other for

opportunity. In a crisis,
be aware of the danger

—but recognize the
opportunity.”

Richard M. Nixon



vi. Finally, he simply “declared
victory and left.”

vii. By 1975, South Vietnam fell,
ultimately casting Nixon’s
Vietnam efforts as a foreign
policy failure.

b. He was more successful in
dealing with Russian and
Chinese communism.

iii. He secretly proposed talks with
the Chinese government.

iii. He worked to re-establish formal
relations with China.

iii. In 1971, he aligned the U.S. with
China against the Soviets.

iv. Soviet fears of a U.S./Chinese
alliance led them to negotiations
about missiles and trade.

2. Nixon followed a commitment to a new
world vision.

a. He sought the end of the Cold War.

b. He worked toward the beginning of a
peaceful co-existence between the
U.S. and Soviet Union.

c. He continued with the presidential
policy, in place since Truman, that
nuclear weapons were not to be
used.

d. His policy of détente stepped away
from the type of conflicts that had
lead the U.S. into Vietnam.

D. The 1972 Election 

1. The withdrawal of troops from Vietnam
and his moderate domestic programs
led to wide popular support for Nixon.

a. He was running against a weak
Democratic opponent.

iii. George McGovern claimed he
would crawl to Hanoi for peace.

ii. McGovern’s promise to expand
welfare payments was out of
step with mainstream public opin-
ion.
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NIXON AND CHINA

One of Nixon’s foreign policy
goals was opening a dialogue
with China—to explore possibil-
ities for rapprochement, to
open channels of communica-
tion, and to eventually establish
relations. Henry Kissinger,
National Security Advisor,
played a major role in advance
work related to this goal. After
over 20 years of silence and
hostility between the two
nations, China’s Premier Chou
En-lai and Chairman Mao Tse-
tung invited the President to
visit China. Nixon made that
historic trip in February 1972,
the first U.S. President to ever
visit China. The three leaders
discussed openly their profound
differences, but each had a
common strategic interest in
opposing Soviet domination in
Asia. The discussions led to a
new relationship between the
U.S. and China—two of the
most powerful and populous
nations in the world. The talks
also led to the historic agree-
ment pledging peaceful co-exis-
tence. After the 1972 trip,
Nixon’s relationship with
Chinese leaders grew and
deepened. He made four more
visits to China.



b. Nixon won an amazing landslide victory.

iii. It was a bigger victory than Eisenhower
had achieved.

ii. It was comparable to Roosevelt’s victory
over Alf Landon.

c. Nixon returned to the office with the clearest
mandate in a generation.

2. Soon after his election victory, Nixon’s charac-
ter flaws began to catch up with him.

a. Despite a huge lead in the polls, Nixon had
conducted dirty political tricks out of fear his
landslide would not be large enough.

b. Nixon supporters broke into Democratic
Party headquarters in 
the Watergate office complex in
Washington, DC to steal 
campaign strategies.

iii. Nixon denied knowledge of the situation when they were caught.

iii. Nothing came of this issue during the campaign.

iii. Later testimony revealed a connection between the White House
and the Watergate burglars.

iv. Evidence of a White House coverup soon became clear.

c. Testimony uncovered the       White House practice of taping con-
versations.

iii. The system was fully established under Kennedy, and later expand-
ed under Johnson.

iii. Nixon automatically taped all conversations.

iii. The investigative committee wanted all tapes for evidence.

iv. The Supreme Court ruled that the tapes must be turned over.

iv. The tapes revealed that Nixon was part of the coverup.

3. Conservative members of Congress advised Nixon to resign before
impeachment proceedings. On
August 9, 1974, he did.

E. Nixon was replaced in office by his vice president, Gerald Ford.

1. Ford displayed limited vision and little practical political instinct.

a. He immediately pardoned Nixon.

b. The public perceived this as an under-the-table deal.

2. The economy was in shambles.

3. Vietnam fell to communism.

4. Ford was defeated by Jimmy Carter in 1976.
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“The greatness comes not
when things go always
good for you. But the

greatness comes when
you’re really tested, when

you take some knocks,
some disappointments,
when sadness comes.
Because only if you’ve

been in the deepest valley
can you ever know how
magnificent it is to be on
the highest mountain.”

Richard M. Nixon



Summary: Richard Nixon entered the
White House as a conservative leader.
He showed great pragmatic instincts with
respect to Johnson’s popular domestic
programs. He was also highly effective in
implementing diplomacy with the much-
hated communists. Nixon was generally
successful in both domestic issues and
foreign policy until his own character
flaws brought about a situation that led
to his resignation.
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THE WATERGATE AFFAIR 

The Watergate scandals were the
beginning of the end for Nixon. On
June 17, 1972, police arrested five
men for attempting to break into
and wiretap Democratic National
Party offices in the Watergate com-
plex. Persons involved were direct-
ly or indirectly tied to Nixon’s 
re-election committee. Key Nixon
aides were able to coverup the
affair during the election in
November by destroying evidence,
denying involvement, and protect-
ing Nixon. However, conspiracy
involving higher-echelon govern-
ment officials was suspected. In
1973 a special Senate committee
investigated corrupt campaign prac-
tices and the Watergate affair. This
was followed by an Attorney
General-appointed special prosecu-
tor. The prosecutor began to
uncover political espionage, illegal
wiretapping, contributions for cam-
paign favors, etc. Many of Nixon’s
aides went to trial and the Supreme
Court forced Nixon to release his
White House tapes. The U.S.
House of Representatives initiated
impeachment proceedings. All con-
fidence in the Nixon administration
eroded. Nixon resigned as
President on August 9, 1974.
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This is the 37th time I have spoken
to you from this office, where so many
decisions have been made that
shaped the history of this Nation.
Each time I have done so to discuss
with you some matter that I believe
affected the national interest. 

In all the decisions I have made in my
public life, I have always tried to do what
was best for the Nation. Throughout the
long and difficult period of Watergate,
I have felt it was my duty to persevere,
to make every possible effort to com-
plete the term of office to which you
elected me. 

In the past few days, however, it has
become evident to me that I no longer
have a strong enough political base in
the Congress to justify continuing that
effort. As long as there was such a base,
I felt strongly that it was necessary to
see the constitutional process through to
its conclusion, that to do otherwise would
be unfaithful to the spirit of that deliber-
ately difficult process and a dangerously
destabilizing precedent for the future. 

But with the disappearance of that
base, I now believe that the constitu-
tional purpose has been served, and
there is no longer a need for the
process to be prolonged. 

I would have preferred to carry
through to the finish whatever the per-
sonal agony it would have involved,
and my family unanimously urged me
to do so. But the interest of the Nation
must always come before any person-
al considerations. 

From the discussions I have had
with Congressional and other leaders,
I have concluded that because of the
Watergate matter I might not have the
support of the Congress that I would
consider necessary to back the very
difficult decisions and carry out the
duties of this office in the way the
interests of the Nation would require. 

I have never been a quitter. To leave
office before my term is completed is
abhorrent to every instinct in my body.

But as President, I must put the interest
of America first. America needs a full-
time President and a full-time Congress,
particularly at this time with problems we
face at home and abroad. 

To continue to fight through the
months ahead for my personal vindica-
tion would almost totally absorb the time
and attention of both the President and
the Congress in a period when our entire
focus should be on the great issues of
peace abroad and prosperity without
inflation at home. 

Therefore, I shall resign the
Presidency effective at noon tomorrow.
Vice President Ford will be sworn in as
President at that hour in this office. 

As I recall the high hopes for America
with which we began this second term, I
feel a great sadness that I will not be
here in this office working on your behalf
to achieve those hopes in the next 2 1/2
years. But in turning over direction of the
Government to Vice President Ford, I
know, as I told the Nation when I nomi-
nated him for that office 10 months ago,
that the leadership of America will be in
good hands. 

In passing this office to the Vice
President, I also do so with the profound
sense of the weight of responsibility that
will fall on his shoulders tomorrow and,
therefore, of the understanding, the
patience, the cooperation he will need
from all Americans. 

As he assumes that responsibility, he
will deserve the help and the support of
all of us. As we look to the future, the
first essential is to begin healing the
wounds of this Nation, to put the bitter-
ness and divisions of the recent past
behind us, and to rediscover those
shared ideals that lie at the heart of our
strength and unity as a great and as a
free people. 

By taking this action, I hope that I will
have hastened the start of that process
of healing which is so desperately need-
ed in America. 

I shall resign the Presidency ...
Excerpt from Richard M. Nixon’s resignation speech
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. How do you account for Nixon’s relatively liberal domestic and foreign
policies?

2. Was Watergate strictly a Nixon failing, or does it also tell us something
about late 20th-century American politics?

3. What were some of the liabilities Gerald Ford was saddled with when he
took office?
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York: Simon & Schuster, 1987.

Ambrose, Stephen. Nixon: The Triumph of a Politician, 1962-1972. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1989.

Kutler, Stanley. The Wars of Watergate: Richard Nixon’s Last Stand. New 
York: Knopf, 1990.

Wicker, Tom. One of Us: Richard Nixon and the American Dream. New 
York: Random House, 1991.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Richard M.
Nixon <http://www.potus.com/rmnixon.html>

The Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace <http://www.nixonfoundation.org/>

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Gerald R. Ford
<http://www.potus.com/grford.html>

Matthews, Christopher. Kennedy and Nixon: The Rivalry that Shaped
Postwar America. Narrated by Nelson Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded 
Books. (10 cassettes/ 13.75 hours).

Schieffer, Bob. This Just In: What I Couldn’t Tell You on TV. Narrated by 
Bob Schieffer. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (11 cassettes/15.25 hours).
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Lecture 13: The Carter Interlude and Ronald Reagan’s Presidency

Introduction:

The presidencies of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan provide a stark contrast
that clearly distinguishes what makes an effective presidential leadership style.
For a little over two years following the resignation of Richard Nixon, Gerald
Ford was the first inept occupant of the office of presidency after decades of
effective leaders stretching unbroken back to the early 1930s. Jimmy Carter,
who followed Ford, did not fare much better, serving a single four-year term in
which he not only failed to inspire the American public with his vision, he active-
ly seemed to depress the voters with a pessimistic attitude toward what govern-
ment could achieve. Reagan, by contrast, rekindled the spirit of the American
public with his ability to clearly show his vision for the future and his exceptional
communication skills.

A. Jimmy Carter ran a very effective campaign for the presidency in 1976
based on his understanding of the public’s hunger to trust its leaders again.

1. He positioned himself in the campaign as someone who would never
tell a lie.

2. He stated his commitment to national character.

3. His inaugural walk down Pennsylvania Avenue made him seem like the
common man.

4. His practice of carrying his own suitcase when he traveled created the
image of someone not enamored of power.

5. His town meetings showed him as a man in touch with the public.

B. Carter’s failures as a leader were a combination of being unlucky and
being politically inept.

1. He surrounded himself in office with advisors from his home state, who the
press dubbed the Georgia Mafia.

2. His preoccupation with small details indicated a lack of large vision.

3. He was an ineffective speaker.
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Before beginning this lecture you may want to … 

Read Lou Cannon’s President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime and Clark
Mollenhoff’s The President Who Failed: Carter Out of Control. 

Consider this ... 

1. How did the failure of Jimmy Carter compare to that of a Taft
or Wilson?

2. Why was the presidency of Ronald Reagan considered a success?



4. The nation became suspicious of
the political scandal that undermined
his administration.

a. Bert Lance was forced to resign.

b. Abscam and Koreagate showed that
Congress was tainted.

5. He had insufficient vision to deal with
the problems of the economy.

a. High interest rates.

b. Energy crisis:

iii. Long gas station lines

iii. Doubled prices

iii. Gas rationing

6. In his speech to deal with the problems
facing the nation, he spoke instead of
the U.S. “loss of spirit.”

C. Carter’s term boasted just two signifi-
cant achievements.

1. He negotiated a treaty with Panama to
give them control of the canal.

2. His Camp David meetings brought the
Israeli and Egyptian presidents
together to create a peace plan for
the Middle East.

D. These successes were overshadowed
in the public imagination by Carter’s
far more visible failures.

1. Iranian Hostage Crisis:

a. The Shah of Iran’s government was
overturned in 1979.

b. Carter allowed the Shah to come to
the U.S.

c. The new Iranian government allowed
students to attack the U.S. embassy
and take over 50 hostages.

d. No matter what he tried, Carter was
unable to win their release.

iii. His military rescue attempt
was defeated by a sandstorm
and mechanical problems.

iii. His diplomatic efforts were
ignored.

THE GEORGIA MAFIA
Carter, who served as his own chief

of staff, surrounded himself with a
group of young Georgians who had
served him in his campaigns for gov-
ernor and president. Nor did he dele-
gate key staff appointments even to
his transition team. Carter was a
hands-on president. His group of
advisors was often referred to as the
Georgia Mafia—or Peanut Brigade.
Four young men, some of whom had
joined Carter when they were still in
school or when he was Georgia’s
governor, had the most prominent
and visible role in the White House.
Hamilton Jordan was Carter’s chief
staff aide and most trusted advisor.
Jody Powell was Carter’s personal
confidante and press secretary. Stuart
Eizenstat, an Atlanta attorney, was
Carter’s issues coordinator and head
of the Domestic Policy Staff. Charles
Kirbo, an Atlanta lawyer and Carter’s
closest friend, was the fourth. He also
appointed Bert Lance, a close friend
and Atlanta banker, as director of the
Office of Management and Budget.
Jack Watson, a young attorney, pre-
pared a policy-planning organization
to prepare for transition from candi-
date to president, as well as briefing
books and options papers on issues.
And Carter appointed Griffin Bell, an
Atlanta judge, as his Attorney
General. Throughout his administra-
tion, Carter added other Georgians to
his staff.
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2. He failed to deal effectively with the economy and the energy crisis.

E. The 1980 election offered the nation a choice between a greatly dimin-
ished Carter and former B movie actor turned politician, Ronald Reagan.

1. Reagan’s campaign offered a vision to solve foreign and domestic prob-
lems, and emphasized Carter’s failings as a leader.

2. Carter agreed to debate Reagan because he believed his superior intelli-
gence and grasp of factual information would shine through.

3. Reagan’s ability with one-liners undermined Carter.

4. Reagan swept to a surprisingly easy victory in the election.

F. The Reagan presidency returned a strong leader to the office.

1. He understood the need for a vision and slogan to capture the public’s
imagination and spoke of the Reagan Revolution which would re-establish
morning in America.

2. He saw a country thirsting for a president who could offer high-minded
leadership and used his strengths as a great communicator to encapsulate
hopes and ideas in a single speech.

3. He was an adept politician.

a. He preached the idea that the economy could be rescued by cutting taxes.

b. He pushed for a 3-year commitment to a 25% tax cut.

c. He also pushed for an expansion in military spending.

d. When he was warned deficits would ensue, Reagan convinced
Congress that a growing economy would enhance tax revenues eventu-
ally.

4. Initially, his approach led to a recession, but by 1983, the economy and
stock market began to look up.

a. This began a period of Reagan
prosperity.

b. It also began a period of huge deficits.

iii. The federal debt tripled from   Carter levels.

iii. The country saw its largest peacetime deficits ever.

iii. With jobs available, the stock  market rising, and the economy bub-
bling, the public didn’t care about debt.

c. People once again felt confidence in the future.

G. In the 1984 election, Reagan swept to victory on a program of opti-
mism.

1. He had shown himself to be a tough-minded, committed leader.

a. In the air traffic controllers’ strike, he fired the strikers to break the back
of the union.

b. In foreign affairs, he was both focused and lucky.

iii. The Iranians released the hostages on the day Reagan was inaugurat-
ed.
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iii. His Evil Empire view toward the
Soviet Union led to a burst in mili-
tary spending and a world-wide
perception that the U.S. would not
sit still for aggression.

2. Pride in America had returned.

H. Reagan’s second term was somewhat
less successful than his first.

1. Reagan had already fulfilled his domestic
agenda in his first term.

2. Foreign Affairs provided the focus for his
second term.

a. The Soviet Union had reached a posi-
tion where it could no longer    com-
pete economically with the West.

b. New premier Gorbachev took over
and established glasnost, a  new
openness.

c. Reagan, seeing a chance to reach
agreements to dismantle nuclear
weapons, met in various summits
that helped push Gorbachev to
reform.

3. The Iran-Contra Affair was a second-
term administration scandal.

a. Members of the administration were
caught selling weapons illegally and
funneling money to South America.

b. Reagan was removed from the loop of
wrongdoing, but his final months in
office were tainted.

Summary: The presidencies of Jimmy Carter
and Ronald Reagan illustrate what is needed
for effective leadership. Carter’s lack of a clear
vision and inability to connect to the people
through his poor communication skills limited
what he could achieve in office. Reagan, a far
superior communicator with a clear, inspiring
vision to offer the public, was able to achieve
everything he set out to accomplish when he
became president.

85

Camp David
Peace Accords

In September 1978 at Camp
David, the presidential moun-
tain retreat in Maryland,
Egyptian President Sadat and
Israeli Prime Minister Begin
agreed to the historic Camp
David Accords. In essence,
they agreed to a framework of
peace for the Middle East that
promised to end 30 years of
hostilities between Israel and
its Arab neighbors. Carter
brought them together and was
instrumental in hammering out
the agreement. It was a per-
sonal triumph for him and his
administration’s crowning
achievement. From the begin-
ning of his term, the Carter
administration’s strategy for a
Middle East settlement was
close collaboration with Sadat
and separate negotiations with
Begin, hoping to soften Israel’s
position on occupied territories.
It took six months of strenuous
effort to get the two men
together. The Camp David
meeting accomplished Carter’s
purpose—to establish a basis
for future negotiations. And,
though some of the terms
were vague, the agreement
was hailed throughout the
world as a monumental
diplomatic accord.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. What factors led to Jimmy Carter’s low standing as a president?

2. How would you assess Ronald Reagan as a domestic leader?

3. Were Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy successes a result of his leader-
ship policies and skills, or did they result from a lucky set of circum-
stances coming together at just the right time under his watch?

Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Public 
Affairs, 2000

Mollenhoff, Clark R. The President Who Failed: Carter Out of Control. New 
York: Free Press, 1980.

Newhouse, John. War and Peace in the Nuclear Age. New York: Knopf,1990.

Phillips, Kevin P. The Politics of Rich and Poor: Wealth and the American
Electorate in the Reagan Aftermath. New York: HarperCollins, 1991.

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: James Earl
Carter, Jr. <http://www.ipl.org/div/potus/jecarter.htmll>

The Internet Public Library: Presidents of the United States: Ronald Wilson
Reagan <http://www.potus.com/rwreagan.html>

Ronald W. Reagan Presidential Library and Museum <http://www.reaganli-
brary.net/lobby.html> 

Jimmy Carter Library and Museum <http://www.jimmycarterlibrary.org/links/>

Carter, Jimmy. An Hour Before Daylight: Memories of a Rural Boyhood. 
Narrated by Tom Stechschulte. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books.
(6 cassettes/8.5 hours).

Deaver, Michael K. A Different Drummer: My Thirty Years with Ronald
Reagan. Narrated by the author. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books.
(4 cassettes/6 hours).
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Lecture 14: Conclusions: Assessing Presidential Leadership

Introduction:

The American presidency was transformed in the 20th century. In particular,
nine presidents turned the office from its passive position during the late 19th
century into the center of American domestic and international influence that
it holds today. Through the leadership of these nine men, the presidency has
become not only the greatest institution in America, but in the world. No
other elected official in world history has ever had as much power as current
presidents hold.

A. The 20th century saw an unprecedented expansion of presidential
powers, primarily due to the vision and leadership skills of nine
men who served in the office.

1. Theodore Roosevelt

2. Woodrow Wilson

3. Franklin Delano Roosevelt

4. Harry S. Truman

5. Dwight D. Eisenhower

6. John F. Kennedy

7. Lyndon Baines Johnson

8. Richard M. Nixon

9. Ronald Reagan

B. These presidents all brought certain essential elements to the
office.

1. They were able to announce a clear vision.

a. They had grand, long-range strategies to serve the national well-being.

b. The most successful visionary presidents could describe their goals in
concise slogans.

viii. Square Deal

viii. New Freedom
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Read Robert Dallek's  Hail to the Chief.

Consider this ...

What are the common elements of presidential leadership described in these
lectures?



viii. New Deal

iiiv. New Conservatism

iiiv. New Frontier

iivi. Great Society

ivii. New World Order

viii. Reagan Revolution

c. All could communicate their larger purpose to
give the country a sustained hope.

d. The most successful of these presidents invariably
left the White House with the country feeling more
hopeful than it had been at the onset of their term.

2. Successful presidents knew they needed to be prag-
matic realists, using sound political strategy to achieve
not just what they wished, but what
was possible.

a. A great president must understand the nature of the political system.

b. An effective leader is open to a give-and-take argument.

c. A great president accepts legitimate constitutional opposition.

d. A great president realizes that parties and presidents will come and go,
but that the Constitution and equal opportunity under the law will remain.

ii i. This idea can be traced back to Thomas Jefferson’s campaign line
in 1800: “We are all Federalists; we are all Republicans.”

ii ii. First and foremost, effective presidents realize we are all
Americans.

iii. Teddy Roosevelt could always bring public opinion to his side.

iv. Wilson was a great visionary who could move people with his
lyrical speeches.

iv. Franklin D. Roosevelt was once described by Herbert Hoover as a
chameleon on plaid, a comparison which illustrates his ability to
adapt to situations and circumstances.

vi. Truman knew the importance of appealing directly to the public.

iii vii. Eisenhower used behind the scenes maneuvers to assure his pro-
grams were implemented.

viii. Johnson’s legislative background taught him how to get bills through
Congress by cajoling, persuading, pushing, and arguing in favor of
the national well-being.

ix. Nixon was willing to shift from his ideology in order to achieve his
larger vision.

—He started as a communist fighter.

—In office he took steps to end the Vietnam War.

—He took détente with the Soviets to a new level.
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“I pledge you, I
pledge myself, to a

new deal for the
American people.”

Franklin Delano
Roosevelt

Accepting the
1932 Democratic

nomination



x. As president, Reagan backed away from cam-
paign promises in the face of practical prob-
lems.

3. Each effective president had charisma and knew
how to use the power of his personality.

a. The rise of mass media in the 20th century made
the president constantly accessible to the public.

b. The president must have a personality that
can inspire the public’s imagination.

ii i. Teddy Roosevelt was worshiped by the pub-
lic.

i ii. Woodrow Wilson was an inspiring speech
maker.

iii. Franklin D. Roosevelt was perhaps the great-
est presidential communicator, as he demon-
strated by his mastery of the radio/fireside chat.

iv. Truman used his underdog status to attract voters through the force
of his personality.

iv. Eisenhower was a military hero who could appear non-partisan in
times of political acrimony.

vi. Kennedy had charm and an ability to inspire people, with the intelli-
gence and good humor of his press conferences.

iiiiivii. Reagan was a great communicator who spoke to the public in
understandable, unpretentious ways and played up his small-
town roots.

4. Each effective president is a master at building consensus.

a. Great leaders understand the need to build popular support.

b. They have the ability to assure the population that their actions—
from war to civil rights—are essential to the national well-being.

5. Each effective president has a store of credibility that inspires trust for
his actions.

a. Great leaders know that the public will only support a president it
can trust.

b. Once credibility is lost, the capacity to lead is destroyed.

c. Johnson’s loss of credibility over Vietnam cost him the chance
to run again.

d. When Nixon had to assure the country that he was not a crook, he
demonstrated that he could not be trusted.

6. Particular events play a part in creating presidential luck, but great
leaders understand their circumstances and can, in some ways,
create their own luck.
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“When they told me
yesterday what had
happened, I felt like
the moon, the stars
and all the planets
had fallen on me.”

Harry S. Truman
(to reporters the day
after his accession
to the presidency)



a. Teddy Roosevelt, Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson all faced sim-
ilar circumstances, but Taft was unequipped to handle them.

b. Hoover and Franklin D. Roosevelt faced the same economic crisis:
Franklin D. Roosevelt was seen as strong, Hoover as weak.

c. Ford and Carter faced similar domestic and international situations as
Reagan, but Reagan used his charisma and the trust of the public to
make him effective where his predecessors had failed.

C. The least successful presidents of the 20th century all shared the
same common failings.

1. They lacked vision or failed to coin phrases simplifying where they wanted
to lead.

2. They were not pragmatic enough to make political deals.

3. They lacked charisma and strength of personality.

a. Even effective presidents like Johnson and Nixon were undercut by
their personalities.

b. No leadership can survive when the trust of the public is lost.

Summary: The presidency will always reflect the men who serve in the office.
These men can diminish the office by failing to communicate, by being unmind-
ful of politics, by failing to create a connection to the masses, and by failing to
sustain trust. Or they can rise to the leadership challenge and achieve great
things. Woodrow Wilson once said, “The President can be just as big a man as
he chooses to be.” If the presidency is to continue as the center of American
political life, presidents will need to continue to consider the vital elements that
make their service successful.
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“Let every nation
know, whether it

wishes us well or ill,
that we shall pay

any price, bear any
burden, meet any
hardship, support
any friend, oppose
any foe to assure

the survival and the
success of liberty.” 

John F. Kennedy
Inaugural address
(January 20, 1961)
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“I will do my best.
That is all I can do.

I ask for your
help—and God’s.” 

Lyndon B. Johnson

NOTES
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING 

1. Can you think of any requirements for presidential success other than
the ones described in these lectures?

2. Which is more important in determining presidential success: the man or
the circumstances?

3. Who do you see as the greatest and worst of the 20th-century presidents?

Dallek, Robert. Hail to the Chief: The Making and Unmaking of American 
Presidents. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

Neustadt, Richard. Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents: 
Presidential Leadership from Roosevelt to Reagan. New York: Free 
Press, 1990.
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SUGGESTED COURSE MATERIALS

Course Text:

Dallek, Robert. Hail to the Chief: The Making and Unmaking of American
Presidents. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

Other Titles Written by Professor Dallek:

Dallek, Robert. Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1998.

Dallek, Robert. Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy: 1932-
1945. New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.

Dallek, Robert. Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1908-
1960. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991.

Dallek, Robert. An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963. New York: 
Little, Brown, 2003.

Other Suggested Reading:

Alexander, Charles C. Holding the Line: The Eisenhower Era, 1952-1961. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976.

Ambrose, Stephen. Eisenhower: The President. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1984.

Ambrose, Stephen. Nixon: The Education of a Politician, 1913-1962. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1987.

Ambrose, Stephen. Nixon: The Triumph of a Politician, 1962-1972. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1989.

Blum, John Morton. V Was for Victory: Politics and American Culture
During World War II. New York: Harvest Books, 1976.
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Burns, James MacGregor. Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox. New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1956.

Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Public 
Affairs, 2000

Caro, Robert A. Master of the Senate: The Years of Lyndon Johnson. New 
York: Knopf Publishing Group, 2002.

Fitzgerald, Frances. Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans
in Vietnam. New York: Vintage, 1972.

Gould, Lewis L. The Presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. Junction City: 
University of Kansas Press, 1991.
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Greenstein, Fred. The Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982, 1994.

Heckscher, August. Woodrow Wilson and World Politics. New York: Scribner
& Sons, 1991.
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Leuchtenburg, William E. Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1963.

Link, Arthur. Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era, 1910-1917. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1954.

McCullough, David. Truman. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992.

Mollenhoff, Clark R. The President Who Failed: Carter Out of Control. New 
York: Free Press, 1980.
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To order materials visit www.modernscholar.com or 
call Recorded Books at 1-800-636-3399.

Recorded Books:

Ambrose, Stephen E. Comrades: Brothers, Fathers, Heroes, Sons, Pals. 
Narrated by Nelson Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books.                  
(4 cassettes/5.5 hours). 

Brendon, Piers. Ike: His Life and Times. Narrated by Nelson Runger. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (14 cassettes/19.75 hours).

Carter, Jimmy. An Hour Before Daylight: Memories of a Rural Boyhood. 
Narrated by Tom Stechschulte. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. 
(6 cassettes/8.5 hours).

Dallek, Robert. An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963. Narrated 
by Ed Sala. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (24 cassettes/35 hours).

Deaver, Michael K. A Different Drummer: My Thirty Years with Ronald 
Reagan. Narrated by the author. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. 
(4 cassettes/6 hours).

Ferrell, Robert H. Harry S. Truman. Narrated by Nelson Runger. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (16 cassettes/23.25 hours).
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Recorded Books (cont.):

Hersey, John. Hiroshima. Narrated by George Guidall. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (4 cassettes/6 hours).

Leckie, Robert. The March to Glory. Narrated by Tom West. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (4 cassettes/5.5 hours).

Lord, Walter. Day of Infamy. Narrated by Richard Poe. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (6 cassettes/8.5 hours).

Mason, Robert. Chickenhawk. Narrated by L.J. Ganser. UNABRIDGED. 
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Matthews, Christopher. Kennedy and Nixon: The Rivalry That Shaped
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Perret, Geoffrey. Eisenhower. Narrated by Nelson Runger. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (21 cassettes/30 hours).
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in Peace and War. Narrated by John McDonough. UNABRIDGED. 
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Roosevelt, Theodore, with Joan Paterson Kerr. A Bully Father: Theodore
Roosevelt’s Letters to His Children. Narrated by John McDonough. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (6 cassettes/8 hours).

Roosevelt, Theodore. The Rough Riders. Narrated by John Randolph 
Jones. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (4 cassettes/5.5 hours).

Schieffer, Bob. This Just In: What I Couldn’t Tell You on TV. Narrated by 
Bob Schieffer. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (11 cassettes/15.25 hours).

Sinclair, Upton. The Jungle. Narrated by George Guidall. UNABRIDGED. 
Recorded Books. (11 cassettes/15.75 hours).

Smith, Gene. When the Cheering Stopped. Narrated by Nelson Runger. 
UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (8 cassettes/11 hours).

Stokesbury, James L. A Short History of the Korean War. Narrated by 
Richard Poe. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (7 cassettes/10.5 hours).

Stokesbury, James L. A Short History of World War II. Narrated by Nelson 
Runger. UNABRIDGED. Recorded Books. (12 cassettes/18 hours).
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call Recorded Books at 1-800-636-3399.
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