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28 Presidential Power 

Truman's inability to make his case with Congress, Court, and public in 
the steel crisis of 1952 resulted from exhaustion of his credit, so to speak, 
in the MacArthur battle a year earlier. That there is something in this will 

be clear from later chapters. . . 
Drastic action may be costly, but it can be less expensive than c.ontmu-

ing inaction. Truman could no longer have retained MacArthur without 
yielding to him the conduct of the war. Eisenhower could no longer stay 
his hand in Little Rock without yielding to every Southern governor the 
right-even the duty-to do what Faubus did. These consequen~es threat­
ened for the obvious reason that the instant challenge openly discounted 
the position of the Presidency and bluntly posed the question, "Who is 
President?" In either case, a soft response would have been tantamount to 
abdication, so public was the challenge in these terms. When Tr~man 
seized the steel mills, the Pentagon was warning that a new Chinese 
offensive, even Soviet intervention, might be coming in Korea "as soon as 
the mud dries." The seizure proved a very costly venture. But on the 
information then available, an April shutdown of the mills could have 
been far more costly. By hindsight it appears that a strike instead of seizure 
was the cheapest course available. The Chinese did not move as forcefully 
as had been feared. If they had done so, seizure might have proved a 
notable success. Truman acted without benefit of hindsight. 

Self-executing orders have their uses, however inconclusive or expen­
sive they may be. In each of these three cases, even steel, t~e _preside~tial 
order brought assurance that a policy objective would remam m reach Just 
as its loss seemed irretrievable. This is a real accomplishment. But neces­
sarily it is a transitory accomplishment. Even the last resorts turn out to 
share the character of all the softer measures they replace. They turn out 
to be incidents in a persuasive process whereby someone lacking absolute 
control seeks to get something done through others who have power to 

resist. 
Truman was quite right when he declared that presidential power is the 

power to persuade. Command is but a method of persuasion, not a substi­
tute, and not a method suitable for everyday employment. 

3 

The Power to Persuade 

T he limits on command suggest the structure of our government. The 
Constitutional Convention of 1787 is supposed to have created a 

government of "separated powers." It did nothing of the sort. Rather, it 
created a government of separated institutions sharing powers. 1 "I am part 
of the legislative process," Eisenhower often said in 1959 as a reminder of 
his veto. 2 Congress, the dispenser of authority and funds, is no less part of 
the administrative process. Federalism adds another set of separated insti­
tutions. The Bill of Rights adds others. Many public purposes can only be 
achieved by voluntary acts of private institutions; the press, for one, in 
Douglass Cater's phrase, is a "fourth branch of government. " 3 And with 
the coming of alliances abroad, the separate institutions of a London, or a 
Bonn, share in the making of American public policy.* 

What the Constitution separates our political parties do not combine. 
The parties are themselves composed of separated organizations sharing 
public authority. The authority consists of nominating powers. Our na­
tional parties are confederations of state and local party institutions, with 
a headquarters that represents the White House, more or less, if the party 
has a President in office. These confederacies manage presidential nomi­
nations. All other public offices depend upon electorates confined within 
the states.4 All other nominations are controlled within the states. The 
President and congressmen who bear one party's label are divided by 
dependence upon different sets of voters. The differences are sharpest at 
the stage of nomination. The White House has too small a share in 
nominating congressmen, and Congress has too little weight in nominat­
ing presidents for party to erase their constitutional separation. Party links 

*For distinctions drawn throughout between powers and power see note 1. 

29 



30 Presidential Power 

are stronger than is frequently supposed, but nominating processes assure 

the separation. 5 
• • • 

The separateness of institutions and the sharing of authority prescri_be 
the terms on which a President persuades. When one man shares authority 
with another, but does not gain or lose his job upon the other's whim, his 
willingness to act upon the urging of the other turr~s on, whether _he 
conceives the action right for him. The essence of a President s persuasive 

( 

task is to convince such men that what the White House wants of them is 
what they ought to do for their sake and on their authority. (Sex matters 

not at all; for man read woman.) 
Persuasive power, thus defined, amounts to more than charm or rea­

soned argument. These have their uses for a President, _but these are not 
the whole of his resources. For the individuals he would mduce to do what 
he wants done on their own responsibility will need or fear some acts by 
him on his responsibility. If they share his authority, he has some share in 
theirs. Presidential "powers" may be inconclusive when a President com­
mands, but always remain relevant as he persuades. The status and author-
ity inherent in his office reinforce his logic and his ch~rm. . 

Status adds something to persuasiveness; authority adds still more. 
When Truman urged wage changes on his secretary of commerce while 
the latter was administering the steel mills, he and Secretary Sawyer were 
not just two men reasoning with one another. Had they been so, Sawyer 
probably would never have agreed to act. Truman's status gave him 
special claims to Sawyer's loyalty or at leas~ attenti~~- In Walter Bage?ot's 
charming phrase "no man can argue on his knees. Although there is no 
kneeling in this country, few men-and exceedingly few cabinet officers­
are immune to the impulse to say "yes" to the President of the United 
States. It grows harder to say "no" when they are seated in his Oval Office 
at the White House, or in his study on the second floor, where almost 
tangibly he partakes of the aura of his physical surroundings. In Sawyer's 
case, moreover, the President possessed formal authority to intervene in 
many matters of concern to the secretary of commerce. T?ese mat_ters 
ranged from jurisdictional disputes among the defense agencies to legisla­
tion pending before Congress and, ultimately, to the tenure of the secre­
tary, himself. There is nothing in the record to suggest that Truman 
voiced specific threats when they negotiated over wage increases. But 
given his formal powers and their relevance to Sawyer's other interests, it 
is safe to assume that Truman's very advocacy of wage action conveyed an 

implicit threat. . . 
A President's authority and status give him great advantages m dealmg 

with the men he would persuade. Each "power" is a vantage point for him 
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in the degree that other men have use for his authority. From the veto to 
appointments, from publicity to budgeting, and so down a long list, the 
White House now controls the most encompassing array of vantage points 
in the American political system. With hardly an exception, those who 
share in governing this country are aware that at some time, in some 
degree, the doing of their jobs, the furthering of their ambitions, may 
depend upon the President of the United States. Their need for presiden­
tial action, or their fear of it, is bound to be recurrent if not actually 
continuous. Their need or fear is his advantage. 

A President's advantages are greater than mere listing of his "powers" 
might suggest. Those with whom he deals must deal with him until the i 
last day of his term. Because they have continuing relationships with him, 
his future, while it lasts, supports his present influence. Even though 
there is no need or fear of him today, what he could do tomorrow may 
supply today's advantage. Continuing relationships may convert any 
"power," any aspect of his status, into vantage points in almost any case. 
When he induces other people to do what he wants done, a President can 
trade on their dependence now and later. 

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

Persuasion is a two-way street. Sawyer, it will be recalled, did not 
respond at once to Truman's plan for wage increases at the steel mills. On 
the contrary, the secretary hesitated and delayed and only acquiesced 
when he was satisfied that publicly he would not bear the onus of decision. 
Sawyer had some points of vantage all his own from which to resist 
presidential pressure. If he had to reckon with coercive implications in the 
President's "situations of strength," so had Truman to be mindful of the 
implications underlying Sawyer's place as a department head, as steel 
administrator, and as a cabinet spokesman for business. Loyalty is recipro­
cal. Having taken on a dirty job in the steel crisis, Sawyer had strong 
claims to loyal support. Besides, he had authority to do some things that 
the White House could ill afford. Emulating Wilson, he might have 
resigned in a huff(the removal power also works two ways). Or, emulating 
Ellis Arnall, he might have declined to sign necessary orders. Or he might 
have let it be known publicly that he deplored what he was told to do and 
protested its doing. By following any of these courses Sawyer almost 
surely would have strengthened the position of management, weakened 
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the position of the White House, and embittered the union. But the whole 
purpose of a wage increase was to enhance White House persuasiveness in 
urging settlement upon union and companies alike. Although Sawyer's 
status and authority did not give him the power to prevent an increase 
outright, they gave him capability to undermine its purpose. If his au~hor­
ity over wage rates had been vested by a statute, not by revocable presiden­
tial order, his power of prevention might have been complete. So Harold 
Ickes demonstrated in the famous case of helium sales to Germany before 
the Second World War. 6 

The power to persuade is the power to bargain. Status and authority 
yield bargaining advantages. But in a government of "separated institu­
tions sharing powers," they yield them to all sides. With the array of 
vantage points at his disposal, a President may be far more persuasive than 
his logic or his charm could make him. But outcomes are not guaranteed 
by his advantages. There remain the counter pressures those whom he 
would influence can bring to bear on him from vantage points at their 
disposal. Command has limited utility; persuasion becomes give-and-take. 
It is well that the White House holds the vantage points it does. In such a 
business any President may need them all-and more. 

II 

. This view of power as akin to bargaining is one we commonly accept in 
( the sphere of congressional relations. Every textbook states and every 
! legislative session demonstrates that save in times like the extraordinary 

Hundred Days of 1933-times virtually ruled out by definition at mid­
century-a President will often be unable to obtain congressional action 
on his terms or even to halt action he opposes. The reverse is equally 
accepted: Congress often is frustrated by the President. Their formal 
powers are so intertwined that neither will accomplish very much, for very 
long, without the acquiescence of the other. By the same token, though, 
what one demands the other can resist. The stage is set for that great game, 
much like collective bargaining, in which each seeks to profit from the 
other's needs and fears. It is a game played catch-as-catch-can, case by case. 
And everybody knows the game, observers and participants alike. 

The concept of real power as a give-and-take is equally familiar when 
applied to presidential influence outside the formal structure of the federal 
government. The Little Rock affair may be extreme, but Eisenhower's 
dealings with the governor-and with the citizens-become a case in 
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point. Less extreme but no less pertinent is the steel seizure case with 
respect to union leaders, and to workers, and to company executives as 
well. When he deals with such people a President draws bargaining 
advantage from his status or authority. By virtue of their public places or 
their private rights they have some capability to reply in kind. 

In spheres of party politics the same thing follows, necessarily, from the 
confederal nature of our party organizations. Even in the case of national 
nominations a President's advantages are checked by those of others. In 
1944 it is by no means clear that Roosevelt got his first choice as his 
running mate. In 1948 Truman, then the President, faced serious revolts 
against his nomination. In 1952 his intervention from the White House 
helped assure the choice of Adlai Stevenson, but it is far from clear that 
Truman could have done as much for any other candidate acceptable to 
him. 7 In 1956 when Eisenhower was President, the record leaves obscure 
just who backed Harold Stassen's efforts to block Richard Nixon from 
renomination as vice president. But evidently everything did not go quite 
as Eisenhower wanted, whatever his intentions may have been. 8 The 
outcomes in these instances bear all the marks oflimits on command and 
of power checked by power that characterize congressional relations. 
Both in and out of politics these checks and limits seem to be quite widely 
understood. 

Influence becomes still more a matter of give-and-take when Presidents 
attempt to deal with allied governments. A classic illustration is the long 
unhappy wrangle over Suez policy in 1956. In dealing with the British and 
the French before their military intervention, Eisenhower had his share of 
bargaining advantages but no effective power of command. His allies had 
their share of counterpressures, and they finally tried the most extreme of 
all: action despite him. His pressure then was instrumental in reversing 
them. But had the British government been on safe ground at home, 
Eisenhower's wishes might have made as little difference after interven­
tion as before. Behind the decorum of diplomacy-which was not very 
decorous in the Suez affair-relationships among allies are not unlike 
relationships among state delegations at a national convention. Power is 
persuasion, and persuasion becomes bargaining. The concept is familiar to 
everyone who watches foreign policy. 

In only one sphere is the concept unfamiliar: the sphere of executive 
relations. Perhaps because of civics textbooks and teaching in our schools, 
Americans instinctively resist the view that power in this sphere resembles 
power in all others. Even Washington reporters, White House aides, and 
congressmen are not immune to the illusion that administrative agencies 
comprise a single structure, "the" executive branch, where presidential 
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word is law, or ought to be. Yet we have seen in Chapter 2 that when a 
President seeks something from executive officials his persuasiveness is 
subject to the same sorts of limitations as in the case of congressmen, or 
governors, or national committeemen, or private citizens, or foreign gov­
ernments. There are no generic differences, no differences in kind and 
only sometimes in degree. The incidents preceding the dismissal of Mac­
Arthur and the incidents surrounding seizure of the steel mills make it 
plain that here as elsewhere influence derives from bargaining advantages; 
power is a give-and-take. 

Like our governmental structure as a whole, the executive establish­
ment consists of separated institutions sharing powers. The President 
heads one of these; cabinet officers, agency administrators, and military 
commanders head others. Below the departmental level, virtually indepen­
dent bureau chiefs head many more. Under midcentury conditions, fed­
eral operations spill across dividing lines on organization charts; almost 
every policy entangles many agencies; almost every program calls for 
interagency collaboration. Everything somehow involves the President. 
But operating agencies owe their existence least of all to one another-and 
only in some part to him. Each has a separate statutory base; each has its 
statutes to administer; each deals with a different set of subcommittees at 
the Capitol. Each has its own peculiar set of clients, friends, and enemies 
outside the formal government. Each has a different set of specialized 
careerists inside its own bailiwick. Our Constitution gives the President 
the "take-care" clause and the appointive power. Our statutes give him 
central budgeting and a degree of personnel control. All agency adminis­
trators are responsible to him. But they also are responsible to Congress, 
to their clients, to their staffs, and to themselves. In short, they have five 
masters. Only after all of those do they owe any loyalty to each other. 

"The members of the cabinet," Charles G. Dawes used to remark, "are 
a president's natural enemies." Dawes had been Harding's budget direc­
tor, Coolidge's vice president, and Hoover's ambassador to London; he 
also had been General Pershing's chief assistant for supply in World War 
I. The words are highly colored, but Dawes knew whereof he spoke. The 
men who have to serve so many masters cannot help but be somewhat the 
"enemy" of any one of them. By the same token, any master wanting 
service is in some degree the "enemy" of such a servant. A President is 
likely to want loyal support but not to relish trouble on his doorstep. Yet 
the more his cabinet members cleave to him, the more they may need help 
from him in fending off the wrath of rival masters. Help, though, is 
synonymous with trouble. Many a cabinet officer, with loyalty ill re­
warded by his lights and help withheld, has come to view the White House 
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as innately hostile to department heads. Dawes's dictum can be turned 
around. 

A senior presidential aide remarked to me in Eisenhower's time: "If 
some of these cabinet members would just take time out to stop and ask 
themselves, 'What would I want if! were President?' they wouldn't give 
him all the trouble he's been having." But even if they asked themselves 
the question, such officials often could not act upon the answer. Their 
personal attachment to the President is all too often overwhelmed by duty 
to their other masters. 

Executive officials are not equally advantaged in their dealings with a 
President. Nor are the same officials equally advantaged all the time. Not 
every officeholder can resist like a MacArthur, or like Arnall, Sawyer, 
Wilson, in a rough descending order of effective counterpressure. The 
vantage points conferred upon officials by their own authority and status 
vary enormously. The variance is heightened by particulars of time and 
circumstance. In mid-October 1950, Truman, at a press conference, re­
marked of the man he had considered firing in August and would fire the 
next April for intolerable insubordination: 

Let me tell you something that will be good for your souls. It's a pity 
that you ... can't understand the ideas of two intellectually honest 
men when they meet. General MacArthur ... is a member of the 
Government of the United States. He is loyal to that Government. He 
is loyal to the President. He is loyal to the President in his foreign 
policy .... There is no disagreement between General MacArthur 
and mysel( 9 

MacArthur's status in and out of government was never higher than 
when Truman spoke those words. The words, once spoken, added to the 
general's credibility thereafter when he sought to use the press in his 
campaign against the President. And what had happened between August 
and October? Near victory had happened, together with that premature 
conference on postwar plans, the meeting at Wake Island. 

If the bargaining advantages of a MacArthur fluctuate with changing 
circumstances, this is bound to be so with subordinates who have at their 
disposal fewer powers, lesser status, to fall back on. And when officials 
have no powers in their own right, or depend upon the President for 
status, their counterpressure may be limited indeed. White House aides, 
who fit both categories, are among the most responsive men of all, and for 
good reason. As a director of the budget once remarked to me, "Thank 
God I'm here and not across the street. If the President doesn't call me 
I've got plenty I can do right here and plenty coming up to me, by rights: 



36 Presidential Power 

to justify my calling him. But those poor fellows over there, if the boss 
doesn't call them, doesn't ask them to do something, what can they do but 
sit?" Authority and status so conditional are frail reliances in resisting a 
President's own wants. Within the White House precincts, lifted eye­
brows may suffice to set an aide in motion; command, coercion, even 
charm aside. But even in the White House a President does not monopo­
lize effective power. Even there persuasion is akin to bargaining. A former 
Roosevelt aide once wrote of cabinet officers: 

Half of a President's suggestions, which theoretically carry the weight 
of orders, can be safely forgotten by a Cabinet member. And if the 
President asks about a suggestion a second time, he can be told that it 
is being investigated. Ifhe asks a third time, a wise Cabinet officer 
will give him at least part of what he suggests. But only occasionally, 
except about the most important matters, do Presidents ever get 
around to asking three times. 10 

The rule applies to staff as well as to the cabinet, and certainly has been 
applied by staff in Truman's time and Eisenhower's. 

Some aides will have more vantage points than a selective memory. 
Sherman Adams, for example, as the assistant to the President under 
Eisenhower, scarcely deserved the appelation "White House aide" in the 
meaning of the term before his time or as applied to other members of the 
Eisenhower entourage. Although Adams was by no means "chief of staff' 
in any sense so sweeping-or so simple-as press commentaries often took 
for granted, he apparently became no more dependent on the President 
than Eisenhower on him. "I need him," said the President when Adams 
turned out to have been remarkably imprudent in the Goldfine case, and 
delegated to him, at least nominally, the decision on his own departure. 11 

This instance is extreme, but the tendency it illustrates is common 
enough. Any aide who demonstrates to others that he has the President's 
consistent confidence and a consistent part in presidential business will 
acquire so much business on his own account that he becomes in some 
sense independent of his chief. Nothing in the Constitution keeps a 
well-placed aide from converting status into power of his own, usable in 
some degree even against the President-an outcome not unknown in 
Truman's regime or, by all accounts, in Eisenhower's. 

The more an officeholder's status and his powers stem from sources 
independent of the President, the stronger will be his potential pressure 
on the President. Department heads in general have more bargaining 
power than do most members of the White House staff; but bureau chiefs 
may have still more, and specialists at upper levels of established career 
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services may have almost unlimited reserves of the enormous power which 
consists of sitting still. As Franklin Roosevelt once remarked: 

The Treasury is so large and far-flung and ingrained in its practices 
that I find it almost impossible to get the action and results I 
want-even with Henry [Morgenthau] there. But the Treasury is not 
to be compared with the State Department. You should go through 
the experience of trying to get any changes in the thinking, policy, 
and action of the career diplomats and then you'd know what a real 
problem was. But the Treasury and the State Department put 
together are nothing compared with the Na-a-vy. The admirals are 
really something to cope with-and I should know. To change 
anything in the Na-a-vy is like punching a feather bed. You punch it 
with your right and you punch it with your left until you are finally 
exhausted, and then you find the damn bed just as it was before you 
started punching. 12 

In the right circumstances, of course, a President can have his way with 
any of these people. Chapter 2 includes three instances where circum­
stances were "right" and a presidential order was promptly carried out. 
But one need only note the favorable factors giving those three orders their 
self-executing quality to recognize that as between a President and his 
"subordinates," no less than others on whom he depends, real power is 
reciprocal and varies markedly with organization, subject matter, person­
ality, and situation. The mere fact that persuasion is directed at executive 
officials signifies no necessary easing of his way. Any new congressman of 
the Administration's party, especially if narrowly elected, may turn out 
more amenable (though less useful) to the President than any seasoned 
bureau chief "downtown." The probabilities of power do not derive from the 
literary theory of the Constitution. 

III -----

There is a widely held belief in the United States that were it not for 
folly or for knavery, a reasonable President would need no power other 
than the logic of his argument. No less a personage than Eisenhower has 
subscribed to that beliefin many a campaign speech and press-conference 
remark. But faulty reasoning and bad intentions do not cause all quarrels 
with Presidents. The best ofreasoning and ofintent cannot compose them 
all. For in the first place, what the President wants will rarely seem a trifle 
to the people he wants it from. And in the second place, they will be bound 
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to judge it by the standard of their own responsibilities, not his. Howe:er 
logical his argument according to his lights, their judgment may not brmg 

them to his view. 
Those who share in governing this country frequently appear to act as 

though they were in business for themselves. So, in a real though not 
entire sense, they are and have to be. When Truman and MacArthur fell 
to quarreling, for example, the stakes were no less t~~n the substance of 
American foreign policy, the risks of greater war or m1htary stalemate, the 
prerogatives of Presidents and field commanders, the pride of a proconsul 
and his place in history. Intertwined, inevitably, wer_e other stakes as well: 
political stakes for men and factions of ?oth parties; ~ower stakes for 
interest groups with which they were or w1s?ed to be a~hated. A?d every 
stake was raised by the apparent discontent m the American pubhc mood. 
There is no reason to suppose that in such circumstances men oflarge but 
differing responsibilities will see all things through the same glasses. On 
the contrary, it is to be expected that their views of what ought to be done 
and what they then should do will vary with the differing perspectiv~s 
their particular responsibilities evoke. Since their d_uti~s _are not vested m 
a "team" or a "collegium" but in themselves, as md1v1duals, one must 
expect that they will see things for themselves. Moreove:, when they are 
responsible to many masters and when an event or pohcy turns loyalty 
against loyalty-a day-by-day occurrence in the nature of the case-one 
must assume that those who have the duties to perform will choose the 
terms ofreconciliation. This is the essence of their personal responsibility. 
When their own duties pull in opposite directions, who else but they can 

choose what they will do? 
When Truman dismissed MacArthur, the latter lost three posts: the 

American command in the Far East, the Allied command for the occupa­
tion ofJapan, and the United Nations command in Korea. He also lost his 
status as the senior officer on active duty in the United States armed 
forces. So long as he held those positions and that status, though, he had a 
duty to his troops, to his profession, to hi~self (the last is hard for any ma~ 
to disentangle from the rest). As a pubhc figure and a focus for men s 
hopes he had a duty to constituents at home, and in Korea and Japan. ~e 
owed a duty also to those other constituents, the UN governments contrib­
uting to his field forces. As a patriot he had a duty to his country. As an 
accountable official and an expert guide he stood at the call of Congress. 
As a military officer he had, besides, a duty to the President, his constitu­
tional commander. Some of these duties may have manifested themselves 
in terms more tangible or more direct than others. But it would be 
nonsense to argue that the last negated all the rest, however much it might 
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be claimed to override them. And it makes no more sense to think that 
anybody but MacArthur was effectively empowered to decide how he 
himself would reconcile the competing demands his duties made upon 
him. 

Similar observations could be made about the rest of the executive 
officials encountered in Chapter 2. Price Director Arnall, it will be re­
called, refused in advance to sign a major price increase for steel if Mobili­
zation Director Wilson or the White House should concede one before 
management had settled with the union. When Arnall did this, he took his 
stand, in substance, on his oath of office. He would do what he had sworn 
to do in his best judgment, so long as he was there to do it. This posture 
may have been assumed for purposes of bargaining and might have been 
abandoned had his challenge been accepted by the President. But no one 
could be sure and no one, certainly, could question Arnall's right to make 
the judgment for himself. As head of an agency and as a politician, with a 
program to defend and a future to advance, he had to decide what he had 
to do on matters that, from his perspective, were exceedingly important. 
Neither in policy nor in personal terms, nor in terms of agency survival, 
were the issues of a sort to be considered secondary by an Arnall, however 
much they might have seemed so to a Wilson (or a Truman). Nor were the 
merits likely to appear the same to a price stabilizer and to men with 
broader duties. Reasonable men, it is so often said, ought to be able to agree 
on the requirements of given situations. But when the outlook varies with 
the placement of each man, and the response required in his place is for 
each to decide, their reasoning may lead to disagreement quite as well­
and quite as reasonably. Vanity, or vice, may weaken reason, to be sure, 
but it is idle to assign these as the cause of Arnall's threat or MacArthur's 
defiance. Secretary Sawyer's hesitations, cited earlier, are in the same 
category. One need not denigrate such men to explain their conduct. For 
the responsibilities they felt, the "facts" they saw, simply were not the 
same as those of their superiors; yet they, not the superiors, had to decide 
what they would do. 

Outside the executive branch the situation is the same, except that 
loyalty to the President may often matter less. There is no need to spell out 
the comparison with governors of Arkansas, steel company executives, 
trade union leaders, and the like. And when one comes to congressmen 
who can do nothing for themselves (or their constituents) save as they are 
elected, term by term, in districts and through party structures differing 
from those on which a President depends, the case is very clear. An able 
Eisenhower aide with long congressional experience remarked to me in 
1958: "The people on the Hill don't do what they might like to do, they 
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do what they think they have to do in their own interest as they see it." 

This states the case precisely. 
The essence of a President's persuasive task, with congressmen and 

everybody else, is to induce them to believe that what he wants of them is 
what their own appraisal of their own responsibilities requires them to do 
in their interest, not his. Because men may differ in their views on public 
policy, because differences in outlook stem from differences in duty-duty 
to one's office, one's constituents, oneself-that task is bound to be more 
like collective bargaining than like a reasoned argument among philoso­
pher kings. Overtly or implicitly, hard bargaining has characterized all 
illustrations offered up to now. This is the reason why: Persuasion deals in 
the coin of self-interest with men who have some freedom to reject what 

they find counterfeit. 

IV 

A President draws influence from bargaining advantages. But does he 
always need them? The episodes described in Chapter 2 were instances 
where views on public policy diverged with special sharpness. Suppose 
such sharp divergences are lacking, suppose most players of the govern­
mental game see policy objectives much alike, then can he not rely on logic 
( or on charm) to get him what he wants? The answer is that even then most 
outcomes turn on bargaining. The reason for this answer is a simple one: 
Most who share in governing have interests of their own beyond the realm 
of policy objectives. The sponsorship of policy, the form it takes, the 
conduct of it, and the credit for it separate their interest from the 
President's despite agreement on the end in view. In political government 
the means can matter quite as much as ends; they often matter more. And 
there are always differences of interest in the means. 

Let me introduce a case externally the opposite of my previous exam­
ples: the European Recovery Program of 1948, the so-called Marshall 
Plan. This is perhaps the greatest exercise in policy agreement since the 
Cold War began. When the then secretary of state, George Catlett Mar­
shall, spoke at the Harvard commencement in June 1947, he launched 
one of the most creative, most imaginative ventures in the history of 
American foreign relations. What makes this policy most notable for 
present purposes, however, is that it became effective upon action by the 
eightieth Congress, at the behest of Harry Truman, in the election year 

1948.13 

Eight months before Marshall spoke at Harvard, the Democrats had 
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lost control of both houses of Congress for the first time in fourteen years. 
Truman, whom the secretary represented, had just finished his second 
troubled year as President-by-succession. Truman was regarded with so 
little warmth in his own party that in 1946 he had been urged not to 
participate in the congressional campaign. At the opening of Congress in 
January 1947, Senator Robert A. Taft, "Mr. Republican," had somewhat 
the attitude of a President-elect. This was a vision widely shared in 
Washington, with Truman relegated thereby to the role of caretaker-on­
term. Moreover, within just two weeks of Marshall's commencement 
address, Truman was to veto two prized accomplishments of Taft's con­
gressional majority: the Taft-Hartley Act and tax reduction. 14 Yet scarcely 
ten months later the Marshall Plan was under way on terms to satisfy its 
sponsors, its authorization completed, its first-year funds in sight, its 
administering agency in being: all managed by as thorough a display of 
executive-congressional cooperation as any we have seen since the Second 
World War. For any President at any time this would have been a great 
accomplishment. In years before midcentury it would have been enough 
to make the future reputation of his term. And for a Truman, at this time, 
enactment of the Marshall Plan appears almost miraculous. 

How was the miracle accomplished? How did a President so situated 
bring it ofl? In answer, the first thing to note is that he did not do it by 
himself. Truman had help of a sort no less extraordinary than the out­
come. Although each stands for something more complex, the names of 
Marshall, Vandenberg, Patterson, Bevin, Stalin tell the story of that help. 

In 1947, two years after V-J Day, General Marshall was something 
more than secretary of state. He was a man venerated by the President as 
"the greatest living American," literally an embodiment of Truman's 
ideals. He was honored at the Pentagon as an architect of victory. He was 
thoroughly respected by the secretary of the Navy, James V. Forrestal, 
who that year became the first secretary of defense. On Capitol Hill, 
Marshall had an enormous fund of respect stemming from his war record 
as Army chief of staff, and in the country generally no officer had come out 
of the war with a higher reputation for judgment, intellect, and probity. 
Besides, as secretary of state, he had behind him the first generation of 
matured foreign service officers produced by the reforms of the 1920s, and 
mingled with them, in the departmental service, were some of the ablest of 
the men drawn by the war from private life to Washington. In terms both 
of staff talent and staff use, Marshall's years began a State Department 
"golden age" that lasted until the era of McCarthy. Moreover, as his 
under secretary, Marshall had, successively, Dean Acheson and Robert 
Lovett, men who commanded the respect of the professionals and the 
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regard of congressmen. (Acheson had been brilliantly successful at con­
gressional relations as assistant secretary in the war and postwar years.) 
Finally, as a special undersecretary Marshall had Will Clayton, a man 
highly regarded, for good reason, at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Taken together, these are exceptional resources for a secretary of state. 
In the circumstances, they were quite as necessary as they obviously are 
relevant. The Marshall Plan was launched by a lame-duck Administration 
"scheduled" to leave office in eighteen months. Marshall's program faced 
a congressional leadership traditionally isolationist and currently intent 
upon economy. European aid was viewed with envy by a Pentagon dis­
tressed and virtually disarmed through budget cuts, and by domestic 
agencies intent on enlarged welfare programs. It was not viewed with 
liking by a Treasury intent on budget surpluses. The plan had need of 
every asset that could be extracted from the personal position of its 
nominal author and from the skills of his assistants. 

Without the equally remarkable position of the senior senator from 
Michigan, Arthur H. Vandenberg, it is hard to see how Marshall's assets 
could have been enough. Vandenberg was chairman of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee. Actually, he was much more than that. Twenty 
years a senator, he was the senior member of his party in the chamber. 
Assiduously cultivated by FDR and Truman, he was a chief Republican 
proponent of bipartisanship in foreign policy and consciously conceived 
himself its living symbol to his party, to the country, and abroad. More­
over, by informal but entirely operative agreement with his colleague 
Taft, Vandenberg held the acknowledged lead among Senate Republicans 
in the whole field of international affairs. This acknowledgment meant 
more in 194 7 than it might have meant at any other time. With confidence 
in the advent of a Republican administration two years hence, most of the 
gentlemen were in a mood to be responsive and responsible. The war was 
over, Roosevelt dead, Truman a caretaker, theirs the trust. That the 
senator from Michigan saw matters in this light his diaries make clear.

15 

And this was not the outlook from the Senate side alone; the attitudes of 
House Republicans associated with the Herter Committee and its tours 
abroad suggest the same mood of responsibility. Vandenberg was not the 
only source of help on Capitol Hill. But relatively speaking his position 
there was as exceptional as Marshall's was downtown. 

Help of another sort was furnished by a group of dedicated private 
citizens who organized one of the most effective instruments for public 
information seen since the Second World War: the Committee for the 
Marshall Plan, headed by the eminent Republicans whom FDR in 1940 
had brought to the Department of War: Henry L. Stimson as honorary 
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chairman and Robert P. Patterson as active spokesman. The remarkable 
array of bankers, lawyers, trade unionists, and editors, who had drawn 
together in defense of "internationalism" before Pearl Harbor and had 
joined their talents in the war itself, combined again to spark the work of 
this committee. Their efforts generated a great deal of vocal public sup­
port to buttress Marshall's arguments, and Vandenberg's, in Congress. 

But before public support could be rallied, there had to be a purpose 
tangible enough, concrete enough, to provide a rallying ground. At Har­
vard, Marshall had voiced an idea in general terms. That this was turned 
into a hard program susceptible of presentation and support is due, in 
major part, to Ernest Bevin, the British foreign secretary. He well deserves 
the credit he has sometimes been assigned as, in effect, coauthor of the 
Marshall Plan. For Bevin seized on Marshall's Harvard speech and organ­
ized a European response with promptness and concreteness beyond the 
State Department's expectations. What had been virtually a trial balloon 
to test reactions on both sides of the Atlantic was hailed in London as an 
invitation to the Europeans to send Washington a bill of particulars. This 
they promptly organized to do, and the American Administration then 
organized in turn for its reception without further argument internally 
about the pros and cons of issuing the "invitation" in the first place. But 
for Bevin there might have been trouble from the secretary of the treasury 
and others besides. 16 

If Bevin's help was useful at that early stage, Stalin's was vital from first 
to last. In a mood of self-deprecation Truman once remarked that without 
Moscow's "crazy" moves "we would never have had our foreign policy 
... we never could have got a thing from Congress." 17 George Kennan, 
among others, had deplored the anti-Soviet overtone of the case made for 
the Marshall Plan in Congress and the country, but there is no doubt that 
this clinched the agrument for many segments of American opinion. 
There also is no doubt that Moscow made the crucial contributions to the 
case. 

By 194 7 events, far more than governmental prescience or open action, 
had given a variety of publics an impression of inimical Soviet intentions 
(and of Europe's weakness) and a growing urge to "do something about 
it." Three months before Marshall spoke at Harvard, Greek-Turkish aid 
and promulgation of the Truman Doctrine had seemed rather to crystal­
lize than to create a public mood and a congressional response. The 
Marshall planners, be it said, were poorly placed to capitalize on that 
mood, nor had the secretary wished to do so. Their object, indeed, was to 
cut across it, striking at the cause of European weakness rather than at 
Soviet aggressiveness, per se. A strong economy in Western Europe called, 



44 Presidential Power 

ideally, for restorative measures of continental scope. American a~sistan~e 
proffered in an anti-Soviet context would have been contradictory m 
theory and unacceptable in fact to several o~the govern~ents tha~ Was~­
ington was anxious to assist. As Marshall, himself, s~w n, the logic of his 
purpose forbade him to play his strongest congressional card. 1:he R~s­
sians then proceeded to play it for him. When the Europeans met m Pans, 
Molotov walked out. After the Czechs had shown continued interest in 
American aid, a Communist coup overthrew their government while 
Soviet forces stood along their borders within easy reach of Prague. Molo­
tov transformed the Marshall Plan's initial presentation; Czechoslovakia 
assured its final passage, which followed by a month the takeover in 

Prague. . . . . 
Such was the help accorded Truman m obtammg action on the Mar-

shall Plan. Considering his politically straitened circumstances he scarcely 
could have done with less. Conceivably some part of Moscow's contribu­
tion might have been dispensable, but not Marshall's or Vandenberg's or 
Bevin's or Patterson's or that of the great many other men whose work is 
represented by their names in my account. Their aid ~as n?t exte~de~ to 
the President for his own sake. He was not favored m this fashion Just 
because they liked him personally or were spellbound by ~is ~ntel~ect _or 
charm. They might have been as helpful had all held hu~ m disdain, 
which some of them certainly did. The Londoners who seized the ball, 
Vandenberg and Taft and the congressional majority, Marshall and his 
planners, the officials of other agencies who actively supporte~ them or 
"went along," the host of influential private citizens who rallied to the 
cause-all these played the parts they did because they thought they had 
to, in their interest, given their responsibilities, not Truman's. Yet they 
hardly would have found it in their interest to collaborate with one another 
or with him had he not furnished them precisely what they needed from 
the White House. Truman could not do without their help, but he could 
not have had it without unremitting effort on his part. 

The crucial thing to note about this case is that despite compatibility of 
views on public policy, Truman got no help he did not pay for (except 
Stalin's). Bevin scarcely could have seized on Marshall's words had Mar­
shall not been plainly backed by Truman. Marshall's interest would not 
have comported with the exploitation of his prestige by a president who 
undercut him openly or subtly or even inadvertently at any point. Vanden­
berg, presumably, could not have backed proposals by a White ~ouse that 
begrudged him deference and access gratifying to his fellow partisans (and 
satisfying to himself). Prominent Republicans in private life wo~ld not 
have found it easy to promote a cause identified with Truman's claims on 
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1948-and neither would the prominent New Dealers then engaged in 
searching for a substitute. 

Truman paid the price required for their services. So far as the record 
shows, the White House did not falter once in firm support for Marshall 
and the Marshall Plan. Truman backed his secretary's gamble on an 
invitation to all Europe. He made the plan his own in a well-timed address 
to the Canadians. He lost no opportunity to widen the involvements of his 
own official family in the cause. Averell Harriman, the secretary of com­
merce; Julius Krug, the secretary of the interior; Edwin Nourse, the 
Economic Council chairman; James Webb, the director of the budget-all 
were made responsible for studies and reports contributing directly to the 
legislative presentation. Thus these men were committed in advance. 
Besides, the President continually emphasized to everyone in reach that he 
did not have doubts, did not desire complications and would foreclose all 
he could. Reportedly his emphasis was felt at the Treasury, with good 
effect. And Truman was at special pains to smooth the way for Vanden­
berg. The senator insisted on "no politics" from the Administration side; 
there was none. He thought a survey of American resources and capacity 
essential; he got it in the Krug and Harriman reports. Vandenberg ex­
pected advance consultation; he received it, step by step, in frequent 
meetings with the President and weekly conferences with Marshall. He 
asked for an effective liaison between Congress and agencies concerned; 
Lovett and others gave him what he wanted. When the senator decided on 
the need to change financing and administrative features of the legislation, 
Truman disregarded Budget Bureau grumbling and acquiesced with 
grace. When, finally, Vandenberg desired a Republican to head the new 
administering agency, his candidate, Paul Hoffman, was appointed de­
spite the President's own preference for another. In all these ways Tru­
man employed the sparse advantages his "powers" and his status then 
accorded him to gain the sort of help he had to have. 

Truman helped himself in still another way. Traditionally and practi­
cally, no one was placed as well as he to call public attention to the task of 
Congress (and its Republican leadership). Throughout the fall and winter 
of 194 7 and on into the spring of 1948, he made repeated use of presiden­
tial "powers" to remind the country that congressional action was re­
quired. Messages, speeches, and an extra session were employed to make 
the point. Here, too, he drew advantage from his place. However, in his 
circumstances, Truman's public advocacy might have hurt, not helped, 
had his words seemed directed toward the forthcoming election. Truman 
gained advantage for his program only as his own endorsement ofit stayed 
on the right side of that fine line between the "caretaker" in office and the 
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would-be candidate. In public statements dealing with the Marshall Plan 
he seems to have risked blurring this distinction only once, when he called 
Congress into session in November 194 7 asking both for interim aid to 
Europe and for peacetime price controls. The second request linked the 
then inflation with the current Congress (and with Taft), becoming a first 
step toward one of Truman's major themes in 1948. By calling for both 
measures at the extra session he could have been accused-and was-of 
mixing home-front politics with foreign aid. In the event no harm was 
done the European program (or his politics). But in advance a number of 
his own advisers feared that such a double call would jeopardize the 
Marshall Plan. Their fears are testimony to the narrowness of his advan­
tage in employing his own "powers" for its benefit. 18 

It is symptomatic of Truman's situation that bipartisan accommodation 
by the White House then was thought to mean congressional consultation 
and conciliation on a scale unmatched in Eisenhower's time. Yet Eisen­
hower did about as well with opposition congresses as Truman did, in 
terms of requests granted for defense and foreign aid. It may be said that 
Truman asked for more extraordinary measures. But it also may be said 
that Eisenhower never lacked for the prestige his predecessor had to 
borrow. It often was remarked, in Truman's time, that he seemed a split 
personality, so sharply did his conduct differentiate domestic politics from 
national security. But personality aside, how else could he, in his first 
term, gain ground for an evolving foreign policy? The plain fact is that 
Truman had to play bipartisanship as he did or lose the game. 

V 

Had Truman lacked the personal advantages his "powers" and his 
status gave him, or if he had been maladroit in using them, there probably 
would not have been a massive European aid program in 1948. Something 
of the sort, perhaps quite different in its emphasis, would almost certainly 
have come to pass before the end of 1949. Some American response to 
European weakness and to Soviet expansion was as certain as such things 
can be. But in 1948 temptations to await a Taft plan or a Dewey plan 
might well have caused at least a year's postponement of response had the 
outgoing Administration bungled its congressional or public or allied or 
executive relations. Quite aside from the specific virtues of their plan. 
Truman and his helpers gained that year, at least, in timing the American 
response. As European time was measured then, this was a precious gain. 
The President's own share in this accomplishment was vital. He made his 
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contribution by exploiting his advantages. Truman, in effect, lent Mar­
shall and the rest the perquisites and status of his office. In return they 
lent him their prestige and their own influence. The transfer multiplied 
his influence despite his limited authority in form and lack of strength 
politically. Without the wherewithal to make this bargain, Truman could 
not have contributed to European aid. 

Bargaining advantages convey no guarantees. Influence remains a two­
way street. In the fortunate instance of the Marshall Plan, what Truman 
needed was actually in the hands of men who were prepared to "trade" 
with him. He personally could deliver what they wanted in return. Mar­
shall, Vandenberg, Harriman, et al., possessed the prestige, energy, asso­
ciations, staffs essential to the legislative effort. Truman himself had a 
sufficient hold on presidential messages and speeches, on budget policy, 
on high-level appointments, and on his own time and temper to carry 
through all aspects of his necessary part. But it takes two to make a 
bargain. It takes those who have prestige to lend it on whatever terms. 
Suppose that Marshall had declined the secretaryship of state in January 
194 7; Truman might not have found a substitute so well equipped to 
furnish what he needed in the months ahead. Or suppose that Vandenberg 
had fallen victim to a cancer two years before he actually did; Senator 
Wiley of Wisconsin would not have seemed to Taft a man with whom the 
world need be divided. Or suppose that the secretary of the treasury had 
been possessed of stature, force, and charm commensurate with that of his 
successor in Eisenhower's time, the redoubtable George M. Humphrey. 
And what if Truman then had seemed to the Republicans what he turned 
out to be in 1948, a formidable candidate for President? It is unlikely that 
a single one of these "supposes" would have changed the final outcome; 
two or three, however, might have altered it entirely. Truman was not 
guaranteed more power than his "powers" just because he had continuing 
relationships with cabinet secretaries and with senior senators. Here, as 
everywhere, the outcome was conditional on who they were and what he 
was and how each viewed events, and on their actual performance in 
response. 

Granting that persuasion has no guarantee attached, how can a Presi­
dent reduce the risks of failing to persuade? How can he maximize his 
prospects for effectiveness by minimizing chances that his power will 
elude him? The Marshall Plan suggests an answer: He guards his power 
prospects in the course of making choices. Marshall himself, and Forrestal 
and Harriman, and others of the sort held office on the President's ap­
pointment. Vandenberg had vast symbolic value partly because FDR and 
Truman had done everything they could, since 1944, to build him up. 
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The Treasury Department and the Budget Bureau-which together might 
have jeopardized the plans these others made-were headed by officials 
whose prestige depended wholly on their jobs. What Truman needed from 
those "givers" he received, in part, because of his past choice of men and 
measures. What they received in turn were actions taken or withheld by 
him, himself. The things they needed from him mostly involved his own 
conduct where his current choices ruled. The President's own actions in 
the past had cleared the way for current bargaining. His actions in the 
present were his trading stock. Behind each action lay a personal choice, 
and these together comprised his control over the give-and-take that 
gained him what he wanted. In the degree that Truman, personally, 
affected the advantages he drew from his relationships with other men in 
government, his power was protected by his choices. 

By "choice" I mean no more than what is commonly referred to as 
"decision": a President's own act of doing or not doing. Decision is so 
often indecisive, and indecision is so frequently conclusive, that choice 
becomes the preferable term. "Choice" has its share of undesired connota­
tions. In common usage it implies a black-and-white alternative. Presiden­
tial choices are rarely of that character. It also may imply that the 
alternatives are set before the choice maker by someone else. A President 
is often left to figure out his options for himself. Neither implication holds 
in any of the references to choice throughout this book. 

If Presidents could count upon past choices to enhance their current 
influence, as Truman's choice of men had done for him, persuasion would 
pose fewer difficulties than it does. But Presidents can count on no such 
thing. Depending on the circumstances, prior choices can be as embar­
rassing as they were helpful in the instance of the Marshall Plan. The 
incidents described in Chapter 2 include some sharp examples of embar­
rassment. Among others: Eisenhower's influence with Faubus was dimin­
ished by his earlier statements to the press and by his unconditional 
agreement to converse in friendly style at Newport. Truman's hold upon 
MacArthur was weakened by his deference toward him in the past. 

Assuming that past choices have protected influence, not harmed it, 
present choices still may be inadequate. If Presidents could count on their 
own conduct to provide them enough bargaining advantages, as Truman's 
conduct did where Vandenberg and Marshall were concerned, effective 
bargaining might be much easier to manage than it often is. In the steel 
crisis, for instance, Truman's own persuasiveness with companies and 
union, both, was burdened by the conduct of an independent wage board 
and of government attorneys in the courts, to say nothing of Wilson, 
Arnall, Sawyer, and the like. Yet in practice, if not theory, many of their 
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crucial choices never were the President's to make. Decisions that are 
legal!y i~ others' ha~ds, or delegated past recall, have an unhappy way of 
provmg Just the tradmg stock most needed when the White House wants 
~o trade. One reason why Truman was consistently more influential in the 
~nstance of the Marshall Plan than in the steel case or the MacArthur case 
1s th~t the Marshall Plan directly involved Congress. In congressional 
relations there are some things that no one but the President can do H" 
h h . . . IS 

c anc_e to c oose 1s higher when a message must be sent, or a nomination 
submitted, or a bill signed into law, than when the sphere of action is 
confined to the executive, where all decisive tasks may have been delegated 
past recall. 

But adequate or not, a President's own choices are the only means in his 
own hands of guarding his own prospects for effective influence. He can 
dra~ ~ower from continuing relationships in the degree that he can 
~ap1tahze upo~ the needs of others for the Presidency's status and author­
ity. He helps himself to do so, though, by nothing save ability to recognize 
~he preconditions and ~he cha~ce advantages and to proceed accordingly 
m the course o~th~ ch01ce makmg that comes his way. To ask how he can 
g~ard prosp~ctive mfluence is thus to raise a further question: What helps 
him guard his power stakes in his own acts of choice? 


