
IS LEADERSHIP PRESIDENTIAL? 

The title of this case study is somewhat rhetorical. It is meant to pique your curiosity. 
Another possible title, perhaps more precise, would be: Is Presidential Leadership 
Constitutional? 

This case study focuses on the difference between viewing the President as a 
Constitutional officer with few Constitutional powers versus viewing the President as 
the "leader" of a political party, of the United States, and of the world. 

The terms “leader” and “leadership” in the way we use them today—as desirable, 
praiseworthy qualities that politicians should possess—especially with reference to 
Presidential candidates—were introduced into American political vocabulary and 
defined by early progressive intellectuals more than a century ago, Woodrow Wilson 
foremost among them.  

Those early progressives wanted the President to be “the leader” (translated into 
German as der führer, into Italian as il duce) precisely because they wanted the 
President and the rest of government to “lead” the way in making “progress,” which 
would begin by breaking free from the constraints of the Constitution.  

The progressive idea that the President is the “leader” of the nation raises important 
civic questions:  

• Can a President be a “leader” and do all the things progressives want their “leaders” 
to do while remaining faithful to the Constitution? 

• Do free, self-governing citizens, who make their own choices and take responsibility 
for their own actions, really want a “leader?” Do they view themselves as “followers?” 

• Do freedom advocating Americans—trying desperately to decrease government 
power—put themselves at a disadvantage by referring to politicians with the 
vocabulary of “leadership” rather than addressing politicians as servants, agents, or 
untrustworthy rascals? 

This case study will be divided into two main parts: The Constitutional view of the 
President—meaning looking at the powers delegated by We The People, through our 
Constitution, to the President of the United States—and the progressive view of the 
President as “leader.” 
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The conclusion is that the progressive idea that the President should be a “leader,” and 
that he should be judged on how he exercises “leadership,” is incompatible with the 
American idea that government has one legitimate purpose—to protect the equal 
individual rights of all citizens—and therefore those in government, including the 
President, should have only the few, constitutionally limited powers required to achieve 
that purpose.  

THE CONSTITUTIONAL POWERS OF THE PRESIDENT WITH CONSTITUTION CITATIONS 

We The People of the United States, through the Constitution we have ordained, 
established, and amended, have delegated to each President of the United States 
certain Constitutional powers. Below are short descriptions of the few Constitutional 
powers granted to the President. The relevant text of the Constitution then appears, 
following each description, in bold.  

The President has the Constitutional power to sign a bill, which has passed both 
chambers of Congress, into law, and to veto a bill. 

ARTICLE I 

EVERY BILL WHICH SHALL HAVE PASSED THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES AND THE 
SENATE, SHALL, BEFORE IT BECOME A LAW, BE PRESENTED TO THE PRESIDENT OF THE 
UNITED STATES; IF HE APPROVE HE SHALL SIGN IT, BUT IF NOT HE SHALL RETURN IT, 
WITH HIS OBJECTIONS TO THAT HOUSE IN WHICH IT SHALL HAVE ORIGINATED, WHO 
SHALL ENTER THE OBJECTIONS AT LARGE ON THEIR JOURNAL, AND PROCEED TO 
RECONSIDER IT. IF AFTER SUCH RECONSIDERATION TWO THIRDS OF THAT HOUSE 
SHALL AGREE TO PASS THE BILL, IT SHALL BE SENT, TOGETHER WITH THE OBJECTIONS, 
TO THE OTHER HOUSE, BY WHICH IT SHALL LIKEWISE BE RECONSIDERED, AND IF 
APPROVED BY TWO THIRDS OF THAT HOUSE, IT SHALL BECOME A LAW…..IF ANY BILL 
SHALL NOT BE RETURNED BY THE PRESIDENT WITHIN TEN DAYS (SUNDAYS EXCEPTED) 
AFTER IT SHALL HAVE BEEN PRESENTED TO HIM, THE SAME SHALL BE A LAW, IN LIKE 
MANNER AS IF HE HAD SIGNED IT, UNLESS THE CONGRESS BY THEIR ADJOURNMENT 
PREVENT ITS RETURN, IN WHICH CASE IT SHALL NOT BE A LAW. 

The Constitution vests into the President “the executive power,” though the 
Constitution does not explain or define “executive power.”  
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The Federalist Papers, written primarily by Alexander Hamilton and James Madison—
both of whom were influential and critically important at the Constitutional Convention
—describes the executive power as the “execution of government.”  

The Federalist also explains that executive power is “essential to the protection of the 
community against foreign attacks; it is not less essential to the steady administration 
of the laws; to the protection of private property against those irregular and high-
handed combinations which sometimes interrupt the ordinary course of justice; to the 
security of liberty against the enterprises and assaults of ambition, of faction, and of 
anarchy.” 

ARTICLE II 

THE EXECUTIVE POWER SHALL BE VESTED IN A PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF 
AMERICA. 

The only oath of which the content is prescribed in the Constitution is the oath to be 
taken by a President as he begins his office. The oath culminates with a promise and a 
responsibility to “preserve, protect and defend the Constitution.” 

BEFORE HE ENTER ON THE EXECUTION OF HIS OFFICE, [THE PRESIDENT] SHALL TAKE 
THE FOLLOWING OATH OR AFFIRMATION: “I DO SOLEMNLY SWEAR (OR AFFIRM) THAT I 
WILL FAITHFULLY EXECUTE THE OFFICE OF PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES, AND 
WILL TO THE BEST OF MY ABILITY, PRESERVE, PROTECT AND DEFEND THE 
CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES.” 

The power to declare war (and to fund war-making activities) is delegated to Congress, 
while the President is Commander-in-Chief of the military. 

THE PRESIDENT SHALL BE COMMANDER IN CHIEF OF THE ARMY AND NAVY OF THE 
UNITED STATES, AND OF THE MILITIA OF THE SEVERAL STATES, WHEN CALLED INTO THE 
ACTUAL SERVICE OF THE UNITED STATES;  

The President may require reports from the heads of Executive Branch departments. 
Today, the Executive Branch includes fifteen departments, in which are located multiple 
bureaus, agencies, offices, and commissions that employ approximately 2.5 million 
unelected, non-military, federal civil service bureaucrats. 
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The fifteen departments within the Executive Branch are: 

1. Department of State 

2. Department of the Treasury 

3. Department of Justice 

4. Department of the Interior 

5. Department of Agriculture  

6. Department of Commerce 

7. Department of Labor 

8. Department of Defense 

9. Department of Health & Human Services 

10. Department of Housing & Urban Development 

11. Department of Transportation 

12. Department of Energy 

13. Department of Education 

14. Department of Veterans Affairs 

15. Department of Homeland Security 

Some of these departments (such as the Department of Defense) were formed by 
combining government agencies, or by splitting some apart (such as Labor and 
Commerce). Congress created all of these departments by statutory laws, which means 
only Congress can dismantle, dissolve, restructure, or repurpose them. 

Congress created 10 of these 15 departments just within the past century as part of the 
progressive expansion of government. The Constitution does not require that any 
Executive Branch departments be created. 

[THE PRESIDENT] MAY REQUIRE THE OPINION, IN WRITING, OF THE PRINCIPAL OFFICER 
IN EACH OF THE EXECUTIVE DEPARTMENTS, UPON ANY SUBJECT RELATING TO THE 
DUTIES OF THEIR RESPECTIVE OFFICES,  
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The President has Constitutional power to grant reprieves and pardons, except in cases 
of impeachment. 

AND HE SHALL HAVE POWER TO GRANT REPRIEVES AND PARDONS FOR OFFENCES 
AGAINST THE UNITED STATES, EXCEPT IN CASES OF IMPEACHMENT. 

The President has power, shared with the Senate, to make treaties with foreign 
governments and appoint ambassadors, other public ministers and consuls, and 
Justices of the Supreme Court. 

HE SHALL HAVE POWER, BY AND WITH THE ADVICE AND CONSENT OF THE SENATE, TO 
MAKE TREATIES, PROVIDED TWO THIRDS OF THE SENATORS PRESENT CONCUR; AND 
HE SHALL NOMINATE, AND BY AND WITH THE ADVICE AND CONSENT OF THE SENATE, 
SHALL APPOINT AMBASSADORS, OTHER PUBLIC MINISTERS AND CONSULS, JUDGES OF 
THE SUPREME COURT, AND ALL OTHER OFFICERS OF THE UNITED STATES, WHOSE 
APPOINTMENTS ARE NOT HEREIN OTHERWISE PROVIDED FOR, AND WHICH SHALL BE 
ESTABLISHED BY LAW: BUT THE CONGRESS MAY BY LAW VEST THE APPOINTMENT OF 
SUCH INFERIOR OFFICERS, AS THEY THINK PROPER, IN THE PRESIDENT ALONE, IN THE 
COURTS OF LAW, OR IN THE HEADS OF DEPARTMENTS. 

If and when the Senate is in recess and unavailable to offer advice and consent, the 
President can make temporary appointments on his own, and those appointments 
expire at the end of the next session of the Senate.  

THE PRESIDENT SHALL HAVE POWER TO FILL UP ALL VACANCIES THAT MAY HAPPEN 
DURING THE RECESS OF THE SENATE, BY GRANTING COMMISSIONS WHICH SHALL 
EXPIRE AT THE END OF THEIR NEXT SESSION.  

The President has the power and responsibility to inform Congress from time to time 
about the state of the union, and he has the power to convene either or both chambers 
of Congress and to adjourn them.  

HE SHALL FROM TIME TO TIME GIVE TO THE CONGRESS INFORMATION OF THE STATE OF 
THE UNION, AND RECOMMEND TO THEIR CONSIDERATION SUCH MEASURES AS HE 
SHALL JUDGE NECESSARY AND EXPEDIENT; HE MAY, ON EXTRAORDINARY OCCASIONS, 
CONVENE BOTH HOUSES, OR EITHER OF THEM, AND IN CASE OF DISAGREEMENT 
BETWEEN THEM, WITH RESPECT TO THE TIME OF ADJOURNMENT, HE MAY ADJOURN 
THEM TO SUCH TIME AS HE SHALL THINK PROPER;  

The President can recognize by “receiving” ambassadors and other representatives of 
foreign governments. 

HE SHALL RECEIVE AMBASSADORS AND OTHER PUBLIC MINISTERS;  
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The President is charged, by the Constitution, to execute the laws. 

HE SHALL TAKE CARE THAT THE LAWS BE FAITHFULLY EXECUTED,  

The President shall commission all officers of the United States.  

AND [THE PRESIDENT] SHALL COMMISSION ALL THE OFFICERS OF THE UNITED STATES.  

Article IV of the Constitution provides federal protection to each of the states against 
(foreign) invasion and domestic violence. Either case—invasion or domestic violence—
could require military action. That would mean that the President, as “Commander in 
Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the several 
States,” has the power and responsibility to direct the military and/or state militia to 
protect citizens and private property within states that are being invaded or suffering 
from domestic violence. 

ARTICLE IV 

THE UNITED STATES SHALL GUARANTEE TO EVERY STATE IN THIS UNION A REPUBLICAN 
FORM OF GOVERNMENT, AND SHALL PROTECT EACH OF THEM AGAINST INVASION; AND 
ON APPLICATION OF THE LEGISLATURE, OR OF THE EXECUTIVE (WHEN THE 
LEGISLATURE CANNOT BE CONVENED) AGAINST DOMESTIC VIOLENCE. 

The Constitution nowhere delegates, grants, or recognizes the power to issue Executive 
Orders (or Presidential Proclamations), even though every President beginning with 
George Washington has issued Executive Orders.  

The Supreme Court has upheld some Presidential Executive Orders, and struck others 
down (most notably Abraham Lincoln’s Executive Order suspending habeas corpus at 
the beginning of the Civil War, and Harry Truman’s Executive Order putting steel mills 
under control of the federal government during the Korean War).  

The Constitution nowhere delegates, grants, or recognizes the Presidential power of 
being the leader of a political party, the leader of the United States, the leader of the 
world, or the leader of anything else. The words “leader” and “leadership” do not 
appear in the United States Constitution.  
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THE CONSTITUTIONAL POWERS OF THE PRESIDENT SUMMARIZED IN BULLET POINTS 

• The President has the Constitutional power to sign a bill into law and to veto a 
bill. 

• The Constitution vests into the President “the executive power.”  

• The oath taken by the President culminates with a promise and a responsibility 
to “preserve, protect and defend the Constitution.” 

• The President is Commander-in-Chief of the military. 

• The President may require reports from the heads of Executive Branch 
departments.  

• The President has Constitutional power to grant reprieves and pardons, except 
in cases of impeachment. 

• The President has power, shared with the Senate, to make treaties with foreign 
governments and appoint ambassadors, other public ministers and consuls, 
and Justices of the Supreme Court. 

• The President can make temporary appointments on his own. 

• The President has the power and responsibility to inform Congress from time 
to time about the state of the union, and he has the power to convene either 
or both chambers of Congress and to adjourn them.  

• The President can “receive” ambassadors from foreign governments. 

• The President shall take care that the laws be faithfully executed. 

• The President shall commission all officers of the United States.  

• The President has the power and responsibility to direct the military and/or 
state militia to protect citizens and private property within states that are being 
invaded or suffering from domestic violence. 
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EXAMPLES OF HOW THE FOUNDERS UNDERSTOOD THE WORD “LEADER” 

The Federalist Papers #10 

The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man; and we see them 
everywhere brought into different degrees of activity, according to the different 
circumstances of civil society. A zeal for different opinions concerning religion, 
concerning government, and many other points, as well of speculation as of practice; 
an attachment to different leaders ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and 
power; or to persons of other descriptions whose fortunes have been interesting to the 
human passions, have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed them with 
mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex and oppress each 
other than to co-operate for their common good. 

The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular States, but 
will be unable to spread a general conflagration through the other States. 

The Federalist Papers #43 

But who can say what experiments may be produced by the caprice of particular 
States, by the ambition of enterprising leaders, or by the intrigues and influence of 
foreign powers?  

The Federalist Papers #62 

The necessity of a senate is not less indicated by the propensity of all single and 
numerous assemblies to yield to the impulse of sudden and violent passions, and to be 
seduced by factious leaders into intemperate and pernicious resolutions. 
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THE PROGRESSIVE VIEW OF THE PRESIDENT AS “LEADER” 

What follows are selections from Woodrow Wilson’s 1890 speech, “Leaders of Men,” 
which he later turned into a lengthy essay by the same title. 

That the leader of men must have such sympathetic and penetrative insight as shall 
enable him to discern quite unerringly the motives which move other men in the mass 
is of course self-evident; but the insight which he must have is not the Shakespearian 
insight. It need not pierce the particular secrets of individual men: it need only know 
what it is that lies waiting to be stirred in the minds and purposes of groups and 
masses of men. Besides, it is not a sympathy that serves, but a sympathy whose power 
is to command, to command by knowing its instrument. 

The competent leader of men cares little for the interior niceties of other people’s 
characters: he cares much, everything, for the external uses to which they may be put. 
His will seeks the lines of least resistance; but the whole question with him is a 
question of the application of force. There are men to be moved: how shall he move 
them? He supplies the power; others supply only the materials upon which that power 
operates. The power will fail if it be misapplied; it will be misapplied if it be not suitable 
both in kind and method to the nature of the materials upon which it is spent; but that 
nature is, after all, only its means. It is the power which dictates, dominates: the 
materials yield. Men are as clay in the hands of the consummate leader. 

It often happens that the leader displays a sagacity and an insight in the handling of 
men in the mass which quite baffle the wits of the shrewdest analyst of individual 
character. Men in the mass differ from men as individuals. A man who knows, and 
keenly knows, every man in town may yet fail to understand a mob or a mass-meeting 
of his fellow-townsmen. Just as the whole tone and method suitable for a public speech 
are foreign to the tone and method proper in individual, face to face dealings with 
separate men, so is the art of leading different from the art of writing novels. 

Pray do not misunderstand me. I am not radical. I would not for the world be 
instrumental in discrediting the ancient and honorable pastime of abusing 
demagogues. Demagogues were quite evidently, it seems to me, meant for abuse, if we 
are to argue by exclusion: for assuredly they were never known to serve any other 
useful purpose. I will follow the hounds any day in pursuit of one of the wily, doubling 
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rascals, however rough the country to be ridden over. But you must allow me to make 
my condemnations tally with my theory of government.  

Still I seem radical, without in reality being so. I advance my explanation, therefore, 
another step. Society is not a crowd, but an organism; and, like every organism, it must 
grow as a whole or else be deformed. The world is agreed, too, that it is an organism 
also in this, that it will die unless it be vital in every part. That is the only line of 
reasoning by which we can really establish the majority in legitimate authority. This 
organic whole, Society, is made up, obviously, for the most part, of the majority. It 
grows by the development of its aptitudes and desires, and under their guidance. The 
evolution of its institutions must take place by slow modification and nice all-round 
adjustment. And all this is but a careful and abstract way of saying that no reform may 
succeed for which the major thought of the nation is not prepared: that the instructed 
few may not be safe leaders except in so far as they have communicated their 
instruction to the many—except in so far as they have transmuted their thought into a 
common, a popular thought. 

Let us fairly distinguish, therefore, the peculiar and delicate duties of the popular 
leader from the not very peculiar or delicate misdemeanors of the demagogue. 
Leadership, for the statesman, is interpretation. He must read the common thought: he 
must test and calculate very circumspectly the preparation of the nation for the next 
move in the progress of politics. If he fairly hit the popular thought, when we have 
missed it, are we to say that he is a demagogue? The nice point is to distinguish the 
firm and progressive popular thought from the momentary and whimsical popular 
mood, the transitory or mistaken popular passion. But it is fatally easy to blame or 
misunderstand the statesman. 

In no case may we safely hurry the organism away from its habit: for it is held together 
by that habit, and by it is enabled to perform its functions completely. The constituent 
habit of a people inheres in its thought, and to that thought legislation, -even the 
legislation that advances and modifies habit, -just keep very near. The ear of the leader 
must ring with the voices of the people. He cannot be of the school of the prophets; he 
must be of the number of those who studiously serve the slow-paced daily demand. 

In what, then, does political leadership consist? It is leadership in conduct, and 
leadership in conduct must discern and strengthen the tendencies that make for 
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development. The legislative leader must perceive the direction of the nation’s 
permanent forces, and must feel the speed of their operation. There is initiative here, 
but not novelty. There are old thoughts, but a progressive application of them. 

There is a familiar anecdote that belongs just here. The captain of a Mississippi 
steamboat had made fast to the shore because of a thick fog lying upon the river. The 
fog lay low and dense upon the surface of the water, but overhead all was clear. A 
cloudless sky showed a thousand points of starry light. An impatient passenger 
inquired the cause of the delay. “We can’t see to steer,” said the captain. “But all’s clear 
overhead,” suggested the passenger, “you can see the North Star.” “Yes,” replied the 
officer, “but we are not going that way.” Politics must follow the actual windings of the 
channel: if it steer by the stars it will run aground. 

You may say that if all this be truth: if practical political thought may not run in straight 
lines, but must twist and turn through all the sinuous paths of various circumstance, 
then compromise is the true gospel of politics. I cannot wholly gainsay the proposition. 
But it depends almost altogether upon how you conceive and define compromise 
whether it seem hateful or not, -whether it be hateful or not. I understand the 
biologists to say that all growth is a process of compromise: a compromise of the vital 
forces within the organism with the physical forces without, which constitute the 
environment. Yet growth is not dishonest. Neither need compromise in politics be 
dishonest—if only it be progressive. Is not compromise the law of society in all things? 
Do we not in all dealings adjust views, compound differences, placate antagonisms? 
Uncompromising thought is the luxury of the closeted recluse. Untrammeled reasoning 
is the indulgence of the philosopher, of the dreamer of sweet dreams. We make always 
a sharp distinction between the literature of conduct and the literature of the 
imagination. ‘Poetic justice’ we recognize as being quite out of the common run of 
experience. 

Nevertheless, leadership does not always wear the harness of compromise. Once and 
again one of those great Influences which we call a Cause arises in the midst of a 
nation. Men of strenuous minds and high ideals come forward, with a sort of gentle 
majesty, as champions of a political or moral principle. They wear no armour; they 
bestride no chargers; they only speak their thought, in season and out of season. But 
the attacks they sustain are more cruel than the collisions of arms. Their souls are 
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pierced with a thousand keen arrows of obloquy. Friends desert and despise them. 
They stand alone: and oftentimes are made bitter by their isolation. They are doing 
nothing less than defy public opinion, and shall they convert it by blows? Yes. Presently 
the forces of the popular thought hesitate, waver, seem to doubt their power to 
subdue a half score stubborn minds. Again a little while and those forces have actually 
yielded. Masses come over to the side of the reform. Resistance is left to the minority, 
and such as will not be convinced are crushed. 

No cause is born out of time. Every successful reform movement has had as its efficient 
cry some principle of equity or morality already accepted well-nigh universally, but not 
yet universally applied in the affairs of life. Every such movement has been the 
awakening of a people to see a new field for old principles. These men who stood alone 
at the inception of the movement and whose voices then seemed as it were the voices 
of men crying in the wilderness, have in reality been simply the more sensitive organs 
of Society-the parts first awakened to consciousness of a situation. With the start and 
irritation of a rude and sudden summons from sleep, Society at first resents the 
disturbance of its restful unconsciousness, and for a moment racks itself with hasty 
passion. But, once completely aroused, it will sanely meet the necessities of conduct 
revealed by the hour of its awakening. 

Great reformers do not indeed observe times and circumstances. Theirs is not a service 
of opportunity. They have no thought for occasion, no capacity for compromise. But 
they are none the less produced by occasions. They are early vehicles of the Spirit of 
the Age. They are born of the very times that oppose them: their success is the 
acknowledgment of their legitimacy. 

What a lesson it is in the organic wholeness of Society, this study of leadership! How 
subtle and delicate is the growth of the organism, and how difficult initiative in it! 
Where is rashness? It is excluded. And raw invention? It is discredited. How, as we look 
about us into the great maze of Society, see its solidarity, its complexity, its restless 
forces surging amidst its delicate tissues, its hazards and its exalted hopes—how can 
we but be filled with awe! Many are the functions that enter into, quick unresting life. 
There is the lonely seer, seeking the truths that shall stand permanent and endure; the 
poet, tracing all perfected lines of beauty, sounding full-voiced all notes of love or hope, 
of duty or gladness; the toilers in the world’s massy stuffs, moulders of metals, forgers 
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of steel, refiners of gold; there are the winds of commerce; the errors and despairs of 
war; the old things and the new; the vast things that dominate and the small things that 
constitute the world; passions of men, loves of women; the things that are visible and 
which pass away and the things that are invisible and eternal. And in the midst of all 
stands the leader, gathering, as best he can, the thoughts that are completed, that are 
perceived, that have told upon the common mind; judging also of the work that is now 
at length ready to be completed; reckoning the gathered gain; perceiving the fruits of 
toil and of war—and combining all these into words of progress, into acts of 
recognition and completion. Who shall say that this is not an exalted function? Who 
shall doubt or dispraise the titles of leadership? 

Below are several paragraphs taken from Woodrow Wilson’s 1908 book, Constitutional 
Government in the United States, Chapter 3: “The President of the United States.” 

It is difficult to describe any single part of a great governmental system without 
describing the whole of it. Governments are living things and operate as organic 
wholes. Moreover, governments have their natural evolution and are one thing in one 
age, another in another. The makers of the Constitution constructed the federal 
government upon a theory of checks and balances which was meant to limit the 
operation of each part and allow to no single part or organ of it a dominating force; but 
no government can be successfully conducted upon so mechanical a theory. 
Leadership and control must be lodged somewhere; the whole art of statesmanship is 
the art of bringing the several parts of government into effective cooperation for the 
accomplishment of particular common objects – and party objects at that. Our study of 
each part of the federal system, if we are to discover our real government as it lives, 
must be made to disclose to us its operative coordination as a whole: its places of 
leadership, its method of action, how it operates, what checks it, what gives it energy 
and effect. Governments are what politicians make them, and it is easier to write of the 
President than of the presidency. 

The government of the United States was constructed upon the Whig theory of political 
dynamics, which was a sort of unconscious copy of the Newtonian theory of the 
universe. In our own day, whenever we discuss the structure or development of 
anything, whether in nature or in society, we consciously follow Mr. Darwin; but before 
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Darwin, they followed Newton. Some single law, like the law of gravitation, swung each 
system of thought and gave it its principle of unity. Every sun, every planet, every free 
body in the spaces of the heavens, the world itself, is kept in its place and reined to its 
course by the attraction of bodies that swing with equal order and precision about it, 
themselves governed by the nice poise and balance of forces which give the whole 
system of the universe its symmetry and perfect adjustment. 

The makers of our federal Constitution followed the scheme as they found it 
expounded in Montesquieu, followed it with genuine scientific enthusiasm. The 
admirable expositions of the Federalist read like thoughtful applications of 
Montesquieu to the political needs and circumstances of America. They are full of the 
theory of checks and balances. The President is balanced off against Congress, 
Congress against the President, and each against the courts. Our statesmen of the 
earlier generations quoted no one so often as Montesquieu, and they quoted him 
always as a scientific standard in the field of politics. Politics is turned into mechanics 
under his touch. The theory of gravitation is supreme. 

The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine, but a living thing. It 
falls, not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is 
accountable to Darwin, not to Newton. It is modified by its environment, necessitated 
by its tasks, shaped to its functions by the sheer pressure of life. No living thing can 
have its organs offset against each other as checks, and live. On the contrary, its life is 
dependent upon their quick cooperation, their ready response to the commands of 
instinct or intelligence, their amicable community of purpose. Government is not a 
body of blind forces; it is a body of men, with highly differentiated functions, no doubt, 
in our modern day of specialization, but with a common task and purpose. Their 
cooperation is indispensable, their warfare fatal. There can be no successful 
government without leadership or without the intimate, almost instinctive, 
coordination of the organs of life and action. This is not theory, but fact, and displays its 
force as fact, whatever theories may be thrown across its track. Living political 
constitutions must be Darwinian in structure and in practice. 

Fortunately, the definitions and prescriptions of our constitutional law, though 
conceived in the Newtonian spirit and upon the Newtonian principle, are sufficiently 
broad and elastic to allow for the play of life and circumstance. Though they were Whig 

VINOANDVERITASSOCIETY.COM  Page  of 14 16

Case Study #3  

IS LEADERSHIP PRESIDENTIAL? 
September 2020



theorists, the men who framed the federal Constitution were also practical statesmen 
with an experienced eye for affairs and a quick practical sagacity in respect of the 
actual structure of government, and they have given us a thoroughly workable model. If 
it had in fact been a machine governed by mechanically automatic balances, it would 
have had no history; but it was not, and its history has been rich with the influences 
and personalities of the men who have conducted it and made it a living reality. The 
government of the United States has had a vital and normal organic growth and has 
proved itself eminently adapted to express the changing temper and purposes of the 
American people from age to age. 

That is the reason why it is easier to write of the President than the presidency. The 
presidency has been one thing at one time, another at another, varying with the man 
who occupied the office and with the circumstances that surrounded him. 

The makers of the Constitution seem to have thought of the President as what the 
stricter Whig theorists wished the King to be: only the legal executive, the presiding and 
guiding authority in the application of law and the execution of policy. [The President’s] 
veto upon legislation was only his ‘check’ on Congress—it was a power of restraint, not 
of guidance. He was empowered to prevent bad laws, but he was not to be given an 
opportunity to make good ones. As a matter of fact, he has become very much more. 
He has become the leader of his party and the guide of the nation in political purpose, 
and therefore in legal action. The constitutional structure of the government has 
hampered and limited his action in these significant roles, but it has not prevented it. 
The influence of the President has varied with the men who have been Presidents and 
with the circumstances of their times, but the tendency has been unmistakably 
disclosed, and springs out of the very nature of government itself. It is merely the proof 
that our government is a living, organic thing, and must, like every other government, 
work out the close synthesis of active parts which can exist only when leadership is 
lodged in some one man or group of men. You cannot compound a successful 
government out of antagonisms. Greatly as the practice and influence of Presidents has 
varied, there can be no mistaking the fact that we have grown more and more inclined 
from generation to generation to look to the President as the unifying force in our 
complex system, the leader both of his party and of the nation. To do so is not 
inconsistent with the actual provisions of the Constitution; it is only inconsistent with a 

VINOANDVERITASSOCIETY.COM  Page  of 15 16

Case Study #3  

IS LEADERSHIP PRESIDENTIAL? 
September 2020



very mechanical theory of its meaning and intention. The Constitution contains no 
theories. It is as practical a document as Magna Carta. 

Below is an excerpt from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932 “Commonwealth Club Address.” 
The way that he uses the word “statesmanship” aligns with Woodrow Wilson’s 
progressive definition of “leadership.” 

Clearly, this calls for a re-appraisal of values. A mere builder of more industrial plants, a 
creator of more railroad systems, and organizer of more corporations, is as likely to be 
a danger as a help. The day of the great promoter or the financial Titan, to whom we 
granted anything if only he would build, or develop, is over.  

Our task now is not discovery or exploitation of natural resources, or necessarily 
producing more goods. It is the soberer, less dramatic business of administering 
resources and plants already in hand, of seeking to reestablish foreign markets for our 
surplus production, of meeting the problem of under consumption, of adjusting 
production to consumption, of distributing wealth and products more equitably, of 
adapting existing economic organizations to the service of the people. The day of 
enlightened administration has come. 

As I see it, the task of government in its relation to business is to assist the 
development of an economic declaration of rights, an economic constitutional order. 

The Declaration of Independence discusses the problem of government in terms of a 
contract. Government is a relation of give and take, a contract, perforce, if we would 
follow the thinking out of which it grew. Under such a contract, rulers were accorded 
power and the people consented to that power on consideration that they be accorded 
certain rights. The task of statesmanship has always been the re-definition of these 
rights in terms of a changing and growing social order.
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