
Presidents 
 

• Head of Armed Forces as Commander and Chief 
 

• Head of Federal Bureaucracy of over 2.8 million workers 
 

• Semi-Regal: always called President, Senator, Ambassador 
 

• Character vs Organiser and Manager vs Policy Maker vs Communicator 
vs Emotional Intelligence vs Foreign Policy Leader 

 
• In other words are you choosing: a regal figure, a national comforter, a 

military leader, a policy maker, a national manager, an organiser of elites, 
representative overseas of the nation, or an economic manager?  

 
Great Presidential Scholars:  
James Barber, Richard Neustadt, Fred Greenstein  
 
Personal Staff Growth 

• Washington: 1 (a cousin paid out of his personal pocket) 
• Lincoln: 4 
• FDR: started with 6 ended with 215 
• Nixon: 632 (many employed to work on elections…WATERGATE) 
• Clinton: 500 

 
FDR 

• Expanded Government 
• Early American Welfare system 
• Media: Fireside chats 

 
Who am I? 
Playboy past, lacking experience, rich and powerful Daddy, intellect questioned 
by academics, claims that his book was ghost-written, election victory disputed 
with his father’s friends and shady connections claimed to have fixed the result 
in a crucial state.  
 
George W Bush? No, John F. Kennedy. 

• Saint? Legacy?  
• More claimed to have voted for him after his death 
• Youngest ever President at 43 years old 
• Relatively undistinguished Congressional career 



• Catholic  
• Wealthy family, powerful father  
• JFK presented the image of a young virile health man. But the truth was 

he had been a sickly child and suffered terribly as an adult from 
Addison’s disease  

• Portrayed as a family man: AFFAIRS not spoken about. 
 
1960: Election 

• Outflanked Nixon to the right on foreign policy. More Hawkish. 
• TV Debates. Make-up, shaved. 
• Certainly did not run on civil rights for blacks and poverty relief agenda. 

 
Kennedy Administration 

• Brought the “best and brightest” to Washington  
• New Frontier Agenda: Expand the economic pie through growth 
• Tax Cuts 
• Great relationship with the US (and world) media (Administration called 

Camelot after a popular Broadway production of the time) 
• Bay of Pigs 1961 (Cuban exiles who had been encouraged by elements of 

the CIA attacked Fidel’s Cuba only to be badly defeated. The exiles felt 
betrayed by Kennedy) 

 
Cuban Missile Crisis 1962 (Soviets stationed nuclear missiles on Cuba. The 
world came very very close to nuclear war) 
 
1963 some movement towards civil rights reform and poverty relief. 
Poverty initiatives were prompted to some extent by the publication of Michael 
Harrington’s The Other America.    
 
November 22 1963 JFK assassinated in Dallas Texas.  

• The crime was pinned on lone mentally disturbed gunman Lee Harvey 
Oswald who was shot on national TV on the way to court by a New 
Orleans night club owner, Jack Ruby, with connections to the Mafia. 

• The official investigation into the assassination – the Warren Commission 
– blamed Oswald a former communist as the sole murderer. However 
much doubt has been cast on this theory possibly most brilliantly by 
Oliver Stone in his epic movie JFK.  

• Some link Kennedy’s assassination to the Bay of Pigs. Others blame it on 
the Mafia who were angry at Attorney General Robert Kennedy’s 
investigations into organised crime – which the long-time director of the 
FIA J. Edgar Hoover had been turning a blind eye to. Others blame 



Oswald. Recommended books on these theories are the fictional Don De 
Lilo’s Libra and James Elroy’s American Tabloid.   

 
 
Lyndon Baines Johnson 

• Sworn in as US president on a plane. 
• Born in southern Texas, in fairly humble circumstances. Always seen by 

the New England intelligentsia as a rather uncouth and unrefined man. 
This caused significant resentment (as it also did with Richard Nixon who 
came from very humble origins).  

• Johnson was a teacher in poor schools in Texas. 
• As a young congressman he was a great supporter of FDR, who was like 

a political father 
 
LBJ played his politics very tough, very skilfully and very cunningly.  
 
Many referred to him as “Landslide Lyndon” after he stole a Senate victory in 
1948. However within a couple of years in the Senate (a chamber of notorious 
ageism and seniority) the young LBJ had become a major player and eventually 
one of the great actors in the US Senate.  
 
Robert Caro in his 3 volumes plus biography of LBJ calls him the “Master of 
the Senate.” 
 
Johnson was very proud of his Texas roots and often wore cowboy boots and a 
large hat. Liked to drive in a Cadillac around his ranch near Austin Texas. 
 
My favourite president for his Great Achievements with civil rights and the war 
on poverty. His great failure was the ill-conceived Vietnam War.  
 
1964 Election  

• Defeated Barry Goldwater in a true landslide. Goldwater only won 6 
states and 52 Electoral College votes to LBJ’s 486 electoral college votes. 

• During his convention acceptance of the GOP nomination, Goldwater 
stated “I would remind you that extremism in the defence of liberty is no 
vice.” To which one reporter cried “My God, he’s going to run as Barry 
Goldwater.” 

 
Show Daisy Ad. 
 
Extremist tag 
 



Vietnam War 
Background: Leader Ho declared Vietnamese independence from the French 
after WWII as an anti-colonial wave was occurring. Largely supported by the 
US. In his Declaration of Vietnamese independence he quoted admiringly from 
the American Declaration of Independence.  

The French didn’t grant Vietnam independence and a bloody war 
occurred with the French being largely defeated. America took over the colonial 
role to an extent from the French as Vietnam was partitioned into a North and a 
South. The North was the domain of the Ho government which was at first 
nationalistic, but increasingly communist in its views. The South was the realm 
of the pro-French Catholic conservatives, who the Americans put their weight 
behind.  

Start of war precipitated by the Gulf of Tokin incident. Johnson pushed 
for war powers in an election environment, not wanting to look weak in the face 
of Goldwater’s bellicose attitudes.   

Presented as a war against global communism. Possibly better seen as a 
nationalist war. The theory of all communists being on the same side was a 
myth (shattered by the subsequent wars between China and Vietnam and 
between Vietnam and Cambodia). 
 
 
Continues to be an issue.  

• Why? Defining issue for American baby-boomers. Which side you were 
on. Did you serve? Was the war justified? 

• Kerry’s war record. Promoted by the candidate and questioned by some 
veterans. See: www.swiftvets.com 

• Clinton’s lack of service fairly major issue in 1992 
 
Timeline 
By 1967 450, 000 US troops in Vietnam, draft calling up 30,000 troops per 
month. 
 
1968 highpoint of 586, 000 troops and 1000 body bags returning to the US 
every month. 
 
Tet Offensive by the North Vietnamese in 1968 
 
Nixon and Kissinger undermined 1968 Paris peace negotiations – a story told 
brilliantly by Christopher Hitchens in The Trial of Henry Kissinger – while at 
the same time calling for “peace with honour.” 
 
What followed: Vietnamization of the War, bombing of Cambodia, end of the 
draft. 



 
1975 Saigon falls to the Northern forces 
 
Anti-War Movement 
1960s thought of as a time of protest, the extent of this is at times exaggerated. 
However, two significant movements: Early 1960s Civil Rights Movement. 
Late 1960s anti-war movement. Anti-war linked to the rise of New Left politics, 
which lost a lot of its momentum once the war in Vietnam ended. 
 
Anti-War movement often linked to universities. Groups such as SDS. In 1970 
458 universities closed in response to bombing in Cambodia. 8 students were 
killed, 4 at Kent State University where the national guard were sent in.  
 
May 1970 large anti-War protest in Washington D.C.  
(Nixon talking to the protesters) 
 
Televised war. Nightly pictures. A lot truer picture than the 1991 Gulf War 
where media access was far more controlled.  
 
Atrocities led to many questioning the reasons for US involvement (see Kane, 
Presidential Studies Quarterly, 2004). 
 
Vietnam Veterans – treated poorly? 

• 58,000 Americans died in the war and an estimated 700, 000 soldiers 
suffered from “post-traumatic stress disorder”.  

• No homecoming parade until 1985.  
• By 1971 claims that 1/3 of troops addicted to opium or heroin.  
• Many suffered psychological problems.  
• Very high rate of suicide among Veterans.  
• Vastly different to WWII troops: average age of service 19 where in 

WWII average age 26. 
 
Impact on Vietnam  

• 2 million deaths of Vietnamese and Cambodians. Vast majority civilian 
deaths 

• Millions of litres of Agent Orange used – which created profits for US 
chemical manufactures who are currently being sued in class actions by 
Vietnamese people 

• 1/3 of Vietnam a wasteland 
• 2 million refugees 
• Claims more bombs dropped on Vietnam than in the history of all wars to 

that point 



 
Legacy 
 “Vietnam Syndrome”: US reluctant to send troops into battle in foreign conflict 
and averse to losing American lives. Strongest in the 1970s.  
 
Big questions: 
Just or justified war? 
Could the US have won if they attacked the North more? Used more weapons, 
fought more of an all out war, used nuclear weapons??? 
 
Read McNamara In Retrospect 
Movies: Apocalypse Now (the madness of behaviour and the arrogance) 
Born on the Forth of July (The shattered idealism) 
Full Metal Jacket (The de-humanising nature of war) 
 
 
1968 Election 

• Vietnam major issue 
• Nixon won three way race 
• Southern strategy: working class Tories 

 
Richard Nixon 

• Born 1913 died 1994 
• Born into a poor family in California. Two brothers died of TB. Quaker 

upbringing. 
• Character often portrayed as the opposite of JFK 
• Possibly most remembered for Watergate which led to his resignation. 

Only President to resign from office? 
 
Timeline 

• Entered US Congress 1946 
• Early career notable for his red-baiting and promotion of anti-

communism (most famously during the Alger Hiss case) 
• Defeated by JFK 1960 then by Pat Brown in 1962. Claimed it was the 

end of his career. 
• Returned as president in 1968 
• Dubbed “Tricky Dicky” by his political enemies 
• Tactics on race issues in 1968 

 
Watergate 
After leaking of the Pentagon Paper, Nixon Administration set up Plumbers unit 
which: 



• Bugged officials and reporters 
• Campus surveillance 
• Use of domestic infiltrators  
• Broke into Daniel Elsberg’s Psychiatrist’s office   
• Used tax dept to get at enemies 
• Enemies list  
• Employed a range of questionable characters: Howard Hunt, G Gordon 

Liddy (served jail time for Watergate, now a popular talk radio host, 
rather like Oliver North) 

 
There was also general corruption on raising and use of funds (ie 10 million 
spent on Nixon’s private house) 
 
Watergate break-in 

• 2 abortive burglaries of McGovern’s HQ 
• 4 burglaries Watergate building (Democrats HQ) – 2 aborted 
• Looking for campaign documents 
• Carried out by a shady group associated with and paid for by Nixon 

White House 
 
Newspapers at first showed little interest and Nixon blocked early inquiries 

• Nixon refused to provide records (TAPES) 
• Fired government instigators and prosecutors which led to bill of 

impeachment in the House of Reps 
• Released some tapes but much missing 
• Supreme Court ordered total release 
• White House released tapes, but missing vital section (claims a secretarial 

error) 
• Nixon resigned 8th August 1974 but was later pardoned by President 

Ford. 
 
 
Case cracked open by the diligence of two reporters Bob Woodward and Carl 
Bernstein (dramatised in All the President’s Men). 
 
Nixon always protested his innocence and claimed famously to David Frost that 
“if the president does something it is not illegal”. 
 
What did Nixon know? Definitely agreed to the cover-up, whether he authorised 
the break in is unknown.  
 
In his last days was very unstable and drunk heavily. 



 
Best history book on this event William Chafe’s Unfinished Journey 
 
Legacy? 
Nixon’s triumphs and losses are rather similar to those of his nation in the 
twentieth century. Like Ronald Reagan one of the great personal incarnations of 
the fortunes of twentieth century America.  
 
Nixon’s presidency raises crucial questions about the accountability of the 
executive and the development of the powers of the executive which have not 
always been effectively checked by the other branches of government. 
 
It also raises key questions about the character and psychological make-up of 
the president. 
 
Despite anti-communism Nixon went to China in 1972 (major decision). Led to 
saying “Nixon goes to China” 
 
Domestic record is a moderate one in comparison to later Republicans Reagan 
and Bush Jr 
 
 
Iranian Hostage Crisis 

• True Nadir 
• Carter’s push for human rights agenda 

 
Ronald Reagan 
Epitome of the  American Dream: sports champ, sports broadcaster at the height 
of radio, Hollywood star and unionist during the Golden Era, Corporate 
spokesman for one of America’s greatest 20th Century companies General 
Electric, Governor of California in his first run at electoral office, President for 
two terms, restored American pride with “Morning in America”, presided over a 
period of significant growth, won the Cold War. Great Communicator. 
 
Genius or dunce? 

• Little foreign policy knowledge 
• Strange Statements 
• Simpleton on economics: Supple-side and trickle-down theory, massive 

tax cuts to the wealthy 
 
Reagan Revolution 



• Defence: Biggest ever peace time build up, 2.2 trillion spent, 31 billion 
on STAR WARS 

• Tax Cuts: 28% cut to the highest income earners, corporate and capital 
gains cuts 

• Minimum wage frozen at $3.25 for all of the 1980s 
• Period of significant de-regulation 
• His administration gave tax exemptions to racially segregated schools 
• Reagan questioned the need to have sanctions against apartheid South 

Africa 
 
Results of the “Revolution” 
Pluses 

• Inflation largely controlled 
• Unemployment high 1982, then significantly reduced 
• Won the Cold War 

 
Minuses 
Lost the war on both poverty and drugs with his conservative approaches 

• 20% of children below poverty line, compared with 10% Australia and 
5% Germany. 

• Highest rate of homeless ever (22% homeless had job, vast increase in the 
working poor, 50% of poor had jobs) 

Significant cuts to welfare funding with strong anti-welfare rhetoric (Cadillac 
driving welfare moms) 

• Couldn’t pass welfare reform legislation however 
• Cuts to disabled and mentally ill led to many problems and hardships 

including an increase in violent homeless people and begging in America 
Saw vast increase in income disparity in America 

• Top 1% income earners increased by 63% 1980-1989 
• Middle Class stagnation 
• 1980 average CEO earning 29 times average blue collar worker 

           1988 average CEO earning 93 times average blue collar worker     
 
Unnecessary wars in Central America 
 
Antagonised America’s neighbours and allies (parallels with Bush Jr) 
 
Period of one of the greatest corporate collapses ever (The Savings and Loans 
Scandal) 
 
Unethical appointments 



• Appointed Occupational and Health Head who had been cited for 41 life 
threatening violations 

• EPA Head convicted by Congress 
• 114 members of the Reagan administration accused of illegal activities 

 
Huge Debt 
 
Trade Debt 
 
IranContra 
 
Cold War 
 
Bush Snr 
 


