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Introduction

The Personal Presidency

Jelte Olthof and Maarten Zwiers

Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 election and his years in the White House
once again demonstrate the central role of personality in presidential cam-
paigns and politics. Trump managed to win the race for the presidency on
the basis of his persona and his subsequent administration appeared to rely
more on personal whims than on a coherent program for government. Not
just the general public, but also Trump’s senior staff regularly had trouble to
make sense of his deeper motivations. In his controversial book Fire and Fury,
journalist Michael Wolff described it as “the lasting conundrum of dealing
with President Trump: the ‘why’ of his often baffling behavior.”1 Besides the
highly personalistic nature of Trump’s politics, critics claimed he personified
a broader current in U.S. political culture: a spokesman for the hypercapitalist
class that has little regard for minorities, women, the environment, or middle-
and lower-class white voters, but which feeds on the fears and anxieties that
live amongst these latter two groups. For social activist Naomi Klein, Trump
was in fact the embodiment of “the worst of all that [U.S.] culture is capa-
ble of, all of it bundled into one human being.”2 From different perspectives,
the exploits of the TrumpWhite House thus show the importance of studying
the role of individual agency in politics. Besides policy-making, an emphasis
on powerful individuals also reveals how one person can represent broader
sentiments in U.S. society and how these sentiments can be politically mobi-
lized.

In this light, it is unsurprising that the personal nature of presidential pol-
itics can count on renewed scholarly interest. Historian David Bell even con-
cluded that Trump’s election marked a resurgence of ‘great man theory.’ Pro-
fessional academics like himself, Bell writes, are trained in the social science
tradition of theAnnales school that is hostile to the type of ‘histoire evenemen-
tielle’ the 2016 election represents and prefer to look at “large-scale, long-term,

1 Michael Wolff, Fire and Fury: Inside the Trump White House (London: Little, Brown, 2018),
303.

2 Naomi Klein, No Is Not Enough: Defeating the New Shock Politics (London: Allen Lane, 2017),
123.
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2 Olthof and Zwiers

impersonal forces.” Trump’s election, in his view, forms a watershed moment
because unlike his predecessors, Trump will not respect established traditions
or abide by the advice of his staff, fellow Republicans, or the bureaucracy. Bell
concludes: “Trump has the potential to become themost powerful president in
American history. And he is one of the most radically unpredictable men ever
elected to that office (…) Donald Trump’s personality could assume, difficult
as it is to apply these words to him, world-historical importance.”3

One of the aims of this volume is to demonstrate that the influence of
the personal on the political holds true not just for Trump, but for all presi-
dents before him – recognizing, of course, the expanded powers of the mod-
ern presidency. At the same time, presidents are constrained by the structure
in which they operate, including the choices their predecessors made. While
Bell’s assessment about Trump’s world historical significance may be an exag-
geration spurred by the dramatic moment, this in itself proves the formative
role of contemporary events on our thinking and actions. Moreover, scholars
of the United States presidency have not suddenly started to realize this. Two
decades ago, for example, professors Stephen Skowronek and Douglas Hoek-
stra crossed swords about so-called “executive determinism” in accounting for
presidential politics in the pages of the Presidential Studies Quarterly.4 Far
from rousing historians from a structuralist dream, then, Trump’s election has
rather reignited the debate about the relative influence of events and struc-
ture (or in other words, the impact of individual actions versus impersonal
factors like traditions, norms, and institutions) scholars have engaged in for
decades.

Besides this renewed interest in the role of individuals in shaping politics,
researchers have begun more in-depth explorations into the elusive world of
emotions as a decisive factor in political matters. Clinical psychologist and
political strategist Drew Westen described the political brain as an emotional
brain, “not a dispassionate calculating machine, objectively searching for the
right facts, figures, and policies to make a reasoned decision.”5 Westen primar-
ily concentrates on electoral politics and voters’ feelings toward candidates, or

3 David Bell, “Donald Trump Is Making the Great Man Theory of History Great Again,” For-
eign Policy, January 12, 2017, https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/01/12/donald-trump-is-making
-the-great-man-theory-of-history-great-again/.

4 See Douglas J. Hoekstra, “The Politics of Politics: Skowronek and Presidential Research,” Pres-
idential Studies Quarterly 29, no. 3 (1999): 657-671, and Stephen Skowronek, “Theory and
History, Structure and Agency,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 29, no. 3 (1999): 672-681.

5 DrewWesten, The Political Brain: The Role of Emotions in Deciding the Fate of the Nation (New
York: PublicAffairs, 2008), xv.
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The Personal Presidency 3

what he calls “the marketplace of emotions.” Other scholars have investigated
the outbreak of major conflicts through the lens of emotions, for instance the
U.S. Civil War and the Cold War.6 Some historians took a more biographical
approach to determine how emotions influenced the decisions of prominent
foreign policy strategists such as George Kennan and Henry Kissinger.7 In a
study of the transition from Franklin Roosevelt to Harry Truman in 1945, histo-
rian Frank Costigliola discovered how personality and emotions even shaped
postwar relations between the United States and the Soviet Union. With Roo-
sevelt instead of Truman at the helm after the defeat of the Axis powers, the
alliance between the two superpowersmight not have disintegrated so quickly,
Costigliola argued.8 In short, contingency, personality, and emotions have be-
come important determinants in political history, complementing more his-
torical institutionalist approaches that foreground structure and impersonal
forces over individual agency and the unpredictability of the electorate.

Frank Costigliola’s chapter on FDR and Truman appeared in Recapturing
the Oval Office, a book that seeks to “bring the presidency back into” acade-
mic research on U.S. political history. For quite some time, the American Po-
litical Development (APD) school dominated this field. APD researchers take a
structural approach; they are primarily interested in the historical formation of
governmental institutions.9 In line with Recapturing the Oval Office, our book
attempts to refocus the attention on the White House, but from a biographi-
cal perspective. The contributions to this volume approach the presidency as
a personal affair, shaped, in part, by the character, virtues, and flaws of those
occupying the Oval Office. As such, it builds on scholars’ renewed emphasis on
individual agency, by bringing the personal aspect of the presidency back into
the narrative of U.S. political history. Our choice for a biographical approach
follows from this regenerated interest in the personal. Biography investigates

6 Michael E. Woods, Emotional and Sectional Conflict in the Antebellum United States
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Frank Costigliola, Roosevelt’s Lost Alliances:
How Personal Politics Helped Start the ColdWar (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).

7 Frank Costigliola, “‘I React Intensely to Everything’: Russia and the Frustrated Emotions of
George F. Kennan, 1933-1958,” Journal of American History 102, no. 4 (March 2016): 1075-1106.
See also Barbara Keys, “Henry Kissinger: The Emotional Statesman,” Diplomatic History 35,
no. 4 (September 2011): 587-609.

8 Frank Costigliola, “Personal Dynamics and Presidential Transition: The Case of Roosevelt
and Truman,” in Recapturing the Oval Office: New Historical Approaches to the American Pres-
idency, eds. Brian Balogh and Bruce Schulman (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 50.

9 See for an overview of APD Scott C. James, “Historical Institutionalism, Political Develop-
ment, and the Presidency,” in The Oxford Handbook of the American Presidency, eds. George
C. Edwards andWilliam G. Howell (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2009).
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whether persons were representative of their time or deviated from it, some-
times at specific moments.10

In addition to his work on the role of emotions in politics, Costigliola has
also pointed out how individuals can change the course of history at “critical
junctures.” At these instances, “the otherwise immovable structures … tem-
porarily become plastic [and] the personality of key leaders can make a deci-
sive and lasting difference.”11 Costigliola’s emphasis on individual agency is of
particular relevance for this volume. Moreover, a biographical approach does
not just illuminate the life of individuals, but also gives insight into specific
historical periods. Historian Kenneth Greenberg explained this double func-
tion of biography in a review of the life story of James Henry Hammond, an
antebellum planter-politician from South Carolina. According to Greenberg,
biography, “when done well, can offer the opportunity for synthesis; a world
can manifest itself in the life of a person.”12

The biographical contributions to this volume investigate the relation be-
tween personality and presidential politics. Personality here is understood as
the myriad ways in which formative factors and events like upbringing, fam-
ily, hometowns and regional identity, education, career, and life events shape
the character of future presidents. Presidents bring this personal background
to the White House, and the person they have become up to that point often
affects and explains their performance in office, as well as why they sought
that office in the first place.13 This book also analyzes the strategies presidents
used to shape how voters (and posterity) viewed their performance by actively
assuming a character role or persona.14 Persona is not synonymous with presi-
dential personality, but refers to the roles individuals (in this case presidents)
adopt to further specific goals. All presidents play such roles, from Washing-
ton taking on the mantle of statesmanship to George W. Bush’s folksy pater-

10 Hans Renders and Binne de Haan, “The Challenges of Biography Studies,” in Theoretical
Discussions of Biography: Approaches From History, Microhistory, and Life Writing, eds.
Hans Renders and Binne de Haan (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014), 5.

11 Costigliola, “Personal Dynamics and Presidential Transition,” 38-39.
12 Kenneth S. Greenberg, “Why Masters Are Slaves,” review of James Henry Hammond and

the Old South: A Design for Mastery, by Drew Gilpin Faust, Reviews in American History 11,
no. 3 (1983): 386.

13 See for more on this Marcia Lynn Whicker’s introduction to a special issue on “The Hu-
man Presidency” of the Presidential Studies Quarterly 29, no. 1 (March 1999): 7.

14 The word “persona” stems from the term used in ancient Roman theater to denote the
masks that actors would don to assume a specific character in the play. See B.L.Ware and
Wil A. Linkugel, “The Rhetorical Persona:Marcus Garvey as BlackMoses,” Communication
Monographs 49, no. 1 (1982): 50.
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nalism.15 Some of the presidents discussed in this book were fixated on their
personal reputation and legacy.

The volume opens with two reflections on the role biography and psy-
chohistory play (or have played) in the study of the presidency. In his opening
chapter, veteran presidential biographer Nigel Hamilton notes the importance
of the biographical method in assessing the role of individual agency of those
occupying the Oval Office. Ideally, Hamilton argues, the biographer and his-
torian work together in symbiosis: “each one acting to inform and challenge
the other.” Citing his own work on Franklin Delano Roosevelt as commander
in chief, Hamilton demonstrates how the biographical method can serve as
a “corrective” to existing misunderstandings in historical scholarship. In such
cases, the biographer helps breathe new life in the ongoing discussion about
the impact of presidential personality on policy and history.

In his contribution to the volume, Arthur Eaton analyzes the connections
between psychohistory, a biographical genre that was once very popular, and
presidential history. Psychohistory, Eaton explains, is an “interdiscipline” that
combines a (Freudian) psychoanalytic mode of examination and history to
explain the personality and psychological problems of powerful historical fig-
ures like Adolf Hitler and Martin Luther. As Eaton shows, American presi-
dents proved an irresistible object of study for psychohistorians. Following in
the footsteps of Freud – whose notorious psychoanalysis of Woodrow Wilson
appeared posthumously in 1967 – a growing number of historians published
presidential ‘psychobiographies’ in the 1960s and 1970s that sought to push
the boundaries of the discipline. The new ‘vision’ psychohistorians like Robert
Lifton and Nixon-biographer Bruce Mazlish articulated, was met with hostil-
ity by traditional historians, who considered it a controversial branch of study.
While hardly practiced today, Eaton shows the fascinating place psychobiog-
raphy once occupied in presidential historiography. Its focus on the person of
the president touches on many of the themes pursued in this volume.

David Zarefsky’s case study discusses the origins of Abraham Lincoln’s
evolving position on slavery. Lincoln, of course, has no shortage of biogra-
phers, but his personal views on slavery and his sincerity and commitment to
abolition remain a puzzle for historians. Zarefsky explains how Lincoln’s up-
bringing and early experiences as a frontier lawyer andWhig-politician helped
him formulate seven commitments with regard to slavery that shaped his time

15 See for instance Evan Cornog, The Power and the Story: How the Crafted Presidential Nar-
rative Has Determined Political Success from George Washington to George W. Bush (New
York: Penguin, 2004).
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6 Olthof and Zwiers

in office. In the process, Zarefsky shows that Lincoln was neither the “great”
nor reluctant emancipator that he is oftenmade out to be, but someone whose
views were shaped and influenced by his personal background and experi-
ences.

President Andrew Johnson is the main character in Mark de Vries’s chapter.
A slave-owning Tennessee Democrat who sided with the Union and became
Lincoln’s running mate, Johnson is best known for his clash with Radical Re-
publicans over the goals of Reconstruction. Few historians look favorably upon
Johnson’s presidency, but De Vries demonstrates that the very traits that dis-
qualified Johnson in the eyes of his biographers – including his temper and
racist convictions – supplied the passion and determination to effectively ob-
struct the Radical Republican Reconstruction program. De Vries explains how
Johnson adopted a strict constitutionalist Jacksonian persona in his dealings
with administrators responsible for the actual implementation of Reconstruc-
tion in for example Louisiana to rally support as well as advance the careers of
like-minded politicians. As De Vries shows, Johnson’s personal style of politics
brought him dangerously close to impeachment, but also paved the way for
the post-Civil War racist Redeemer governments of the 1870s. Because of this
controversial legacy, scholars have consistently judged Johnson as one of the
worst presidents in U.S. history.

In contrast with Johnson, Franklin Roosevelt appeared to be much more
preoccupied with how his presidency would be remembered. FDR actively em-
ployed the past on the campaign trail and as president, often to depoliticize
his own position. Yet in doing so, he was very much involved in shaping the
memory of himself and of his administration, seemingly without a self-serving
political aim. Sara Polak shows how FDR’s political acumen, norm-breaking,
and astute ‘juggling’ of political expectations represent his elusive personality.
She suggests that his approach to curating his future image offers the most
productive inroad into understanding the connections between personality
and presidency. Besides being the chief executive, Roosevelt also was a public
historian of sorts who consciously constructed apolitical tributes to his presi-
dency, often through forging so-called indexical connections between himself
and concrete outcomes of his policies and programs. To a certain extent, the
seemingly apolitical nature of FDR memory culture explains his continuing
popularity, also among scholars.

In his chapter, Dario Fazzi takes a closer look at Eleanor Roosevelt, whose
liberal internationalism was firmly grounded in her upbringing. Born into a
patrician East Coast family, Roosevelt’s awareness of noblesse oblige activated
a sense of social duty that became “her most important guiding principle.”
Eleanor not only elevated the post of First Lady to a politically significant po-
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The Personal Presidency 7

sition, but also continued her social activism in fighting poverty and standing
up for women’s and civil rights during the Depression Era. Fazzi argues how
this progressive domestic work translated to a strong internationalist agenda
in foreign politics. As such, Eleanor Roosevelt played a pivotal role in attempts
to globalize the New Deal.16

In his contribution to the volume, Robert Mason analyzes the multifaceted
political persona of Dwight Eisenhower. The roots of Eisenhower’s position
as one of the most popular presidents in recorded history during his time in
office, Mason explains, were located in his ability to portray himself as above
parties. Eisenhower held no political office before running for president. He
framed himself as a war hero, peacemaker, and father-figure (to his soldiers as
well as to the nation) instead. This resulted in whatMason calls a “nonpolitical
politician,” making people identify more with his office than with the Republi-
can Party. Paradoxically, as Mason shows, this nonpolitical personameant that
efforts to transfer Eisenhower’s personal popularity to the Republican Party as
a whole were largely unsuccessful. During his time in office, the Republican
Party operated in Eisenhower’s shadow, which was also a cause of the Repub-
licans’ rightward shift.

Regional background informs Keith Finley’s chapter on Lyndon Baines
Johnson. Finley states we need to know about Johnson’s Texas roots in or-
der to understand his later politics; his parents and his upbringing in the Hill
Country profoundly shaped his personality, a personality that determined the
form and scope of LBJ’s Great Society program. Johnson’s policies at home
and abroad were “clearly a product of his Texas-sized dreams and personality,”
Finley argues. As a young boy, Johnson wanted the adulation of his mother,
who in turn expected excellence from her son. In later years, similar quests for
recognition determined his political personality, in combination with rather
paranoid ideas about East Coast intellectuals looking down on a politician
from the countryside.

By the time Eisenhower’s VP Richard Nixon became president in 1968, the
GOP had become a much more ideologically-driven party. Through a case
study of the Office of Telecommunications Policy (OTP), Kathryn Cramer
Brownell explores how the interaction between Nixon’s personality and in-
stitutional factors shaped his presidency. The OTP “provides an opportunity
to examine the intersection between the personal and the broader cultural

16 Recent scholarship on the Depression era in the United States calls attention to the global
aspects of the New Deal. See for example Kiran Patel, The New Deal: A Global History
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).
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8 Olthof and Zwiers

environment and institutional structures in which Richard Nixon operated,”
Brownell writes. Considering Nixon’s tense relationship with the press, a study
of his attitudes toward communication policy reveals how presidential per-
sonality can have a considerable impact on federal decision-making.

In line with Finley’s chapter, Maarten Zwiers also concentrates on regional
identity and family background to explain the rise (and fall) of Jimmy Carter.
Zwiers analyzes Carter’s 1976 presidential campaign as a telling prelude to his
presidency. Like Johnson, Carter’s parents had a forceful influence on his per-
sonality. Masculinity, regional identity, and religionmade the Carter campaign
a very distinctive phenomenon with a highly personalistic nature. However,
the ‘good old boy’ club that was the basis for Carter’s successful bid for the
White House eventually undid his presidency. After victory, latent feelings of
regional inferiority, in combination with religious zeal and an obsession with
control, rose to the surface and handicapped the Carter administration.

Jelte Olthof concludes the volumewith an analysis of the politics of persona
practiced by the 45th president, Donald Trump. Drawing on rhetorical theory,
Olthof shows how Trump crafted a public persona as a successful and ruth-
less blue-collar billionaire as early as the late 1960s. He consistently fashioned
this self in his public performances, his best-selling book The Art of the Deal,
and on the campaign trail. In the case of Trump, Olthof argues, persona and
person have become so intertwined, that it is hard to make out who the ‘real’
Donald Trump is. This entanglement has important implications for his behav-
ior as president and his accountability to the American electorate. Although
the Trump administration is a particularly dramatic example of how the com-
plicated interaction between personality, persona, and individual agency often
determines the operation and impact of presidential politics, all contributions
to this volume emphasize the importance of individual agency in understand-
ing the presidency and the workings of U.S. political culture.
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