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1.
PUBLIC OPINION, PRESIDENTIAL POWER

AND INTERVENTION

Most studies of the American presidency and
presidential decision-making begin by making a clear
distinction between presidential actions in domestic and
international arenas. This "two presidencies" dichotomy
assumes that the connection between domestic and foreign
policy is so close to non-existent, it is as if there
are separate presidents acting in each arena (Wildavsky
1975). If decision-making in domestic and foreign
policies was considered to be distinct, the separation
between international policy and domestic politics was
even more so, a connection between the two unthinkable,
or so it was supposed with politics stopping at the
proverbial water’s edge.

Although the two presidencies device holds some
benefit for substantive policy analysis, the realities
of the modern presidency make any consideration of

presidential decisions in foreign affairs separate from

1
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either domestic policy or domestic politics incomplete
at best. Especially over the course of the past forty
years, "the line between foreign politics and domestic
politics is increasingly difficult to draw (Rose and
Thompson 1991, 752)." In order to delve into the area
where that line used to be drawn, to that piece of no-
man’s land that lies where domestic politics and foreign
policy decisions collide, intersect, perhaps interact,
this study will examine pfesidential power and the role
of the public in the process of decision-making in one
broad area of foreign policy--intervention.

Contemporary analyses of decisions to intervene in
the affairs of another nation almost always include an
account of domestic politics and the impact of those
dynamics on intervention decisions. And, despite a
"common view held by most observers of American politics
...that the public plays a relatively insignificant role
in the making of U.S. foreign policy (Rosati 1993,
358)," there is a growing appreciation by an increasing
number of social scientists that the American public
through the vehicle of expressed public opinion has come
to play a central role in American foreign policy deci-

sions, including presidential decisions to intervene.
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This intrusion of public opinion into foreign
policy decision-making is a result of many changes--in
the domestic political landscape, in the nature of the
presidency, in the relationship between the president
and the American public, in the changing international
arena. These changes have come gradually over the past
fifty years, colliding and accelerating in what has
almost universally become viewed as the period of a
major turning point, the Vietnam/Watergate years.

In the aftermath of the Vietnam experience came a
loss of control over U.S. foreign policy by the esta-
blishment elites who traditionally have occupied the
political center. Instead, foreign policy became a
battlefield of the right and left, and the previous near
consensus on foreign policy that existed regardless of
what party was in the White House all but disappeared.
This resulting politicization of foreign policy greatly
lessened the willingness of presidents to sacrifice
short-term political gains for long-term national
security gains, lessened their resolve when having to
make politically unpopular decisions, and increased the
use of foreign policy to enhance their stature with the
public, particularly during trying political times at

home (Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984).
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The Vietnam/Watergate period also coincided with
the beginnings of a technological and communications
revolution that has increasingly shrunken the world. The
American people and decision-makers now have access to
instant and vivid information about international events
and crises, including those that appear to cry out for
or against American intervention. Television news,
especially worldwide all news stations such as CNN,
spawned live broadcasts of events as they are happening
around the globe. Among other dynamics, the increased
access of information about international events served
to undermine the fiction that the president must know
best because only he and his advisers have access to all
the critical knowledge, and over time has undercut the
deference previously accorded presidential decision-
making in foreign policy. The public began to see for
themselves during the final days of the Vietnam War. By
the 1980s and 1990s, the public was viewing right along-
side presidents and their advisers as they simultaneous-
ly watched television coverage of events as they happen-
ed around the world.

Today the public can see for itself as U.S.
patriot missiles lock on to a desert target, as govern-

ment troops surround and assault the Russian Parliament,
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as dozens of innocent women and children are blown apart
in an outdoor market in Sarajevo, as American soldiers
wade ashore or are dragged through the streets of a
foreign land. They can see the butchery in Rwanda, the
poverty, repression and killings in Haiti, the starving
in Somalia. While the president and his administration
retain some capacity to characterize crisis situations
in terms that support the administration’s interpreta-
tion of events, that capaéity has been significantly
limited and, as such, acts as a constraint that was
simply not present forty or fifty years ago.

The Vietnam/Watergate era also represents the
beginning of a period of growing disappointment in
government and a loss of confidence by the public in the
presidency, resulting in less of a willingness by the
American public to leave decisions regarding foreign
intervention to the president and the Congress. Over the
course of the past twenty-five years the president and
the Congress have increasingly come to appreciate a new
set of constraints imposed upon them by this changed
public.

Beyond the public’s new found access to information
previously unavailable, the institutionalization of

public opinion survey research within government and
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political and media institutions provides policy-makers
with instant access to the public’s reactions to unfold-
ing events and potential decisions, further bringing the
public into the policy-making arena. This sometimes day-
by-day monitoring of both public views on foreign policy
options and levels of support for the president in
general provide an ever present barometer of public
opinion that directly and indirectly seeps into the
decision process. N

Part and parcel to the public’s direct knowledge
of foreign events and crises and the politician’s con-
stant awareness of public thinking is the role of the
media. While the role of the media has always been that
of chroniclers and critics of policy actions, it was
predominately after the fact reporting. Today the media
just as often serves as shapers of public opinion and
policy decisions as they track, report and characterize
changing public opinion in the midst of the decision-
making process. It is the media that brings the policy-
makers in Washington and the American people together
through their daily coverage of events and the public’s
response to events around the world.

During this same period of time, and partly arising

out of the same factors, a transformation in American
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political institutions occurred. The individuals who
become president no longer owe their political career to
the party, power brokers, and political elites. The
nomination and election process now pits one individual
against another, with the outcome of primaries, caucuses
and the general election determined by the relationship
between the candidate and the public at large, rather
than the party bosses or insider political deals. And in
what has become an almost.permanent campaign, rhetoric
designed for public consumption has largely replaced
substantive debate within party or elite foreign policy
circles, as pollsters and their public opinion polls
have become full partners in the making of domestic and
foreign policy

From the election process to the governing process,
the currency of presidential power has changed with its
power increasingly tied to the level of public support
for the president, making the political health of the
president more dependent on the president’s relationship
with the public than on party, institutional or bureau-
cratic political ties in Washington. The sum of all
these changes forces one to consider domestic political
dynamics when talking about foreign policy. But

discussing domestic politics and foreign policy in the
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same breath is a little like discussing "sex in
Victorian times, " according to some observers. "The
political dimension of foreign policy decisions was,
until recently, a subject rarely mentioned in polite
company...(Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984, 33)."

While rarely mentioned, politics has always played
some part, however small or large, in the decision-
making process. But the combination of changes in the
public, in the media, in political institutions, in the
presidency, in the world, necessitates changes in the
way we understand and analyze presidential decisions to
intervene around the world, with the need for increased
attention to the political dimensions obvious. Increas-
ingly over the past forty years, contemporary analyses
of intervention decisions and actions rarely limit them-
selves to discussions of the substantive merits of
national security interests, conditions within target
countries or the dynamics of international relations.
Instead, a discussion of the "politics" of intervention
decisions, with speculation about the nature of the
relationship between domestic political variables and
presidential decisions to intervene, invariably and
increasingly has become a substantial part of the story.

And central to any discussion of politics is public
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opinion, with the context of a possible intervention
often introduced by phrases such as "under political
pressure from the right (or left)...", "given the
upcoming elections", "with his popularity at an all time
high (or low), "according to the latest polls...", "the
president is under political pressure to act..."

After the fact explanations for intervention
actions often refer to a president’s need to distract
the public from a domestié'political crisis or to rally
popular support, especially prior to elections, as at
least partial motivation for consideration of U.S.
intervention. According to the conventional wisdom, when
Eisenhower was fighting off the political fallout from
the Sherman Adams scandal he sent troops into Lebanon to
distract attention or help rally support. Just before
the midterm election in 1950, and again in 1962, Presi-
dents Truman and Kennedy took action in Korea and Cuba
for similar reasons. Richard Nixon turned to China to
rally support of the American people for his presidency
in order to enhance his re-election chances.

Jimmy Carter attempted a hostage rescue mission
following months of falling popularity when he
desperately needed something to end his precipitous

decline in the polls. Ronald Reagan sent troops to
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Grenada only a few days after the horror of the bombing
of the Marine barracks in Lebanon threatened to further
undermine his already depleted public support. And
George Bush assured his own re-election by the unprece-
dented high popularity that came as a result of inter-
ventions in Panama and Irag.

This tradition of tying foreign policy decisions to
domestic politics continues even today. Following
President Clinton’s cruise missile attack on Iraqgi
intelligence headquarters, the Orlando Sentinel (1993)
ran a political cartoon picturing Bill Clinton
surrounded on one side by Saddam Hussein and on the
other by an adviser reading the results of a recent
poll. "You’ve got to punch up your polls somehow," the
adviser says. The next panel shows Clinton turning and
giving Saddam Hussein a walloping punch. "Much Better,"
says the adviser in the final panel, reading from a new

set of polling figures.

The same month a Time (1993) magazine news digest
brief entitled “"When Bombs Fall, Polls Rise" illustrated
how Clinton’s actions fit a pattern as it vividly
portrayed the relationship of popularity to intervention
with graphics that show the rise in popularity for four

presidents following an intervention action (Carter

10
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presidents following an intervention action (Carter
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after the Iranian rescue effort; Reagan after Grenada;
Bush after air attacks on Iraq, Clinton after the attack
on Iraqi intelligence headquarters).

In addition to speculation that the rally phenomena
links public opinion and foreign policy decisions is
speculation about the relationship in the broader
context of presidential power. As part of the decision
process, a president must assess whether or not he has
sufficient popularity, sufficient political capital to
undertake, sustain or (should he fail) risk an inter-
vention. The strength or weakness of a president,
perceived or real, conditions the political environment
within which intervention decisions are exercised. It is
popularity with the American people that serves as the
primary resource of presidential power and it is the
president’s approval ratings that largely define the ebb
and flow of presidential power. Calculations regarding a
president’s resource base given various policy options
would appear to be part of the decision-making process.
But are they? And how are they calculated?

As the role of the public becomes more central to
the power status of a president and public opinion

increasingly insinuates itself in the midst of

11
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presidential decision-making in foreign policy, it is
important we better understand the dynamics involved,
the nature of the relationship, and its policy
implications, particularly in one of the most

controversial areas of foreign policy--intervention.

12
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2.

LITERATURE, THEORY, AND EXPLANATION

Domestic source theorists provide a rich tradition
for considering the relationship between public opinion,
domestic politics and foréign policy. They provide a
significant and varied body of work within the areas of
presidential studies, public opinion studies and U.S.
foreign policy literature that touches on the relation-
ship between presidential popularity and foreign policy,
especially international crisis. Contemporary scholars
have built upon the conclusions reached by earlier
theorists (Almond 1960; Coser 1956; Graber 1982; Hughes
1978; Levering 1978; Lippman 1943; Page 1983; Rosenau
1961) to provide a foundation for consideration of the
relationship.

The public’s attitude toward and attention to
foreign policy varies greatly, tending to be indifferent
to foreign policy issues except during time of crisis
(Almond 1960). When the public does react, it reacts in

an emotional, unpredictable and sometimes contradictory

13
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way (Rosenau 1961), except during conflict with an
enemy, when a cohesion develops between the people and
the president that leads to increases in support for the
president (Coser 1956).

Since the early seventies when public opinion
studies began to emerge as a distinct field of study,
the majority of work on the links between public opinion
and foreign policy has addressed the impact of the
independent variables (with foreign policy actions,
including interventions, as one of those independent
variables) on the level of presidential popularity
(Brody 1984, 1986; Brody and Page 1975; Brody and
Sigelman 1983; Edwards 1976, 1983, 1990; Kernell 1978,
1986; Lee 1977; MacKuen 1983; Mueller 1970, 1973; Ostrom
and Simon 1984, 1985, 1986, 1988; Quandt 1988; Sigelman
1979; Stinvlson 1976).

Scholars have found that popularity rises when a
president takes action in a crisis (Wildavsky 1975) or
when a president takes any dramatic step in foreign
policy (Hughes 1978) as the public tends to rally behind
a president during such times (Mueller 1970; Kernell
1978) . Neither the public’s prior approval of the
action, the public’s prior support for the president in

general (Hughes 1978), nor whether the action taken

14
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turns out to be successful or disastrous (Wildavsky
1975) seem to matter. In a crisis the American people
consistently rally around the president (Stoll 1984) as
documented by a rise in public approval ratings. That
rise in support, however, tends to be of short duration
only (Kernell 1978).

While some argue that public opinion tends to react
to foreign policy rather than lead it (Hughes 1978),
others claim that presidehi:s tend toward policy that is
in accord with public preferences (Graber 1982). In
either case, there tends to be a correspondence between
public opinion and foreign policy decisions over time
(Page 1983), either because presidents are successful in
influencing public attitudes on foreign policy (Kernell
1986) or because presidents respond to public opinion
(Page 1987).

The literature that examines the causes of shifts
in popular support provides the foundation for a

fundamental assumption of this study: that presidents
have reason to believe that they can impact on levels of

popular support through actions or events over which
they have significant control. Unless there is evidence

that public opinion can be managed by presidents in such

a way that their popularity can be enhanced, and/or

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



evidence that presidents believe they can manage public
opinion, the whole discussion is moot. While it is
conventional wisdom that a president’s popularity while
in office is directly related to what a president does
in office, evidence in the literature that presidents
indeed are able to manage public opinion is mixed.
Studies of public opinion have examined a multitude
of variables, including actions by presidents, as
possible determinants of éublic opinion. "Efforts to
explain public support," according to Ostrom and Job
(1989, 358), "must confront a tension within the
literature revolving around the factors purported to
influence popular support as well as the relative
importance of these factors." It has been argued that
media coverage, the economic environment, time, or
predisposition have as much or more of an impact on a
president’s level of popular support than his actions
while in office. Whether it is events over which a
president has control or other variables that provide
explanation for the dynamics of popular support has been
debated in the literature since the early seventies
following the publication of John Mueller’s (1970)
seminal article "Presidential popularity from Truman to

Johnson".

16
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Mueller used a variety of complex multiple regres-
sion equations to evaluate the correlation between
presidential popularity and four variables (length of
time in office, international events, economic condi-
tions and war) for Presidents Truman, Eisenhower,
Kennedy, and Johnson. Mueller found that the popularity
of most presidents declines over the course of his term
in office, although at varying rates, primarily due to
what he calls a "coalition .of minorities", an alienation
of one small group after another every time a president
makes a decision, resulting in decreasing levels of
support over time. He also found that the general
pattern of decline can be hastened by an economic slump
and that recovery of support occurs from time to time
when the public rallies to support the president follow-
ing international events or during times of crisis.

Mueller’s conclusions about the impact of war on
popular support have been the most controversial.
According to Mueller, war did not appear to have any
additional impact on decline in support separate from
the impact of other variables (coalition of minorities,
international events) measured. Since his study included
the Vietnam War, judged by most observers to have

virtually destroyed popular support for President Lyndon
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Johnson, his findings regarding the impact of war have
been often questioned.

Some aspects of Mueller’s methodology deserve
examination. Mueller developed a series of multiple
regression equations to assess a range of variables, yet
instead of relying on similar equations for all
presidents, he used different equations for different
presidents, allowing, he explained, "the special
character of each presidefﬂ:ial administration to be
expressed in the equations." He also used a dummy
variable representing the presence or absence of war
rather than other war variables (such as major battle
frequency, number of war dead, bombing missions or
troops deployed) that might well have yielded very
different conclusions regarding the impact of war on
public opinion. His choice of unemployment as the
economic slump variable (rather than inflation rate,
CPI, per capita income, or GNP) also leads to a
cautiousness about his conclusions. Nevertheless,
Mueller’s attempt at a comprehensive multivariable
explanation for determinants of presidential popularity
spurred the growth of this relatively new area of study

and set the stage for a re-examination of the impact of
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the variables he described, and many other variables, on
presidential popularity.

Six years later, in a partial replication of
Mueller’s study, James Stimson evaluated similar
variables but came to somewhat different conclusions.
Stimson minimized the correlation between environmental
causes for popularity shift and proposed time as the
key explanatory variable for changing levels of public
support for the president-. .Rather than the linear
pattern of decline described by Mueller, Stimson found
that after beginning a presidency with high levels of
support, presidents experience parabolic curves of
decline as they steadily lose support over a three year
period before they recover some lost popularity at the
end of their terms. According to Stimson these parabolic
curves "are so closely fit to popularity series that
they leave little room for additional explanation (1976,
1)."

Stimson’s psychological explanation assumes that a
relatively uninvolved public is more attentive to and
has high expectations for any new president. The public
gives him the benefit of the doubt at the beginning of
each term, reflected in relatively high approval

ratings. Over time, as the public becomes less engaged
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as well as disillusioned when the president does not
meet high expectations, popularity slips but then rises
slightly later on in the term as the public grants some
forgiveness.

Using Gallup polling data, Stimson calculated the
relative approval rating (percent approval divided by
percent expressing an opinion, thus eliminating those
who gave non-responses) and after taking into account
month-to-month auto regreésion factors, he developed a
number of time series equations with varying numbers of
parameters, sometimes adjusting ratings through use of
constants, to calculate correlations. A simple model
finds a .48 correlation between time and approval
ratings for all presidents and, as Stimson described it,
when he analyzed each four year term, fitting each term
to "it’s best equation," he found a .93 correlation,
although there are different curves for each term.

Sam Kernell (1978, 508-509) criticized both Stimson
and Mueller for an over reliance on time as the chief
explanatory variable, for "highly imaginative theoriz-
ing" and for questionable methodology. "Time measures
time...(and) as a variable has no inherent theoretical

meaning." Rather than time, countered Kernell, it is

primarily contemporary events and conditions that
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determine the fluctuations, especially short-term, in a
president’s popularity.

Kernell used content analysis of daily news stories
and constructed three variable categories of events and
conditions: chronic problems at home and abroad, the
economy, and short-term surge events (similar to what
Mueller called rally events). For his economy variable
he used both unemployment rates and the Consumer Price
Index. While not entirely’satisfied with his own
methodological choices, Kernell created a number of
equations to test for correlations.

By his own admission, his economic variable formula
"failed to statisfy conventional significance
requirements." Nonetheless, Kernell concluded that
changing economic conditions can have an important
effect on the president’s public standing. More

significantly Kernell found the rally variable to be
"consistently related to approval in the predicted
direction for all presidents...The strength of the
relationships vary greatly, depending on the general
overall plateau of popularity upon which they are
operating and the political significance of the events

themselves (Kernell 1978, 518)."
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Kernell’s findings regarding rally events
reconfirmed those of Mueller. And, despite critiques of
methodology, over-reliance on time as explanation, and
findings of only minimal statistical correlation between
rally events by themselves and popularity, it is
Mueller’s articulation of the rally-round-the-flag
variable that continues to serve as the basis for much
of the work examining the impact of foreign policy
events on presidential popularity.

Mueller defined rally points as an event that
directly involved the United States and the president,
was international, dramatic and sharply focused. Using
the newspaper indexes of major newspapers, Mueller
located 34 "rally points" during the twenty-four years
of his study that included military events (bombings,
intervention), diplomatic developments (Cuban missile
crisis, Berlin crisis, U-2, summits), and technological
developments (Sputnik, atomic testing). He also counted
the beginning of each new presidential term as a rally
point. Mueller’s statistical equations yielded minimally
correlated regression coefficients, from which he
concluded that short-term "bumps and wiggles in this

otherwise inexorable descent" of popularity that
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characterizes popularity can be accounted for by these
When Mueller separated the events into two groups,
“good" rally points (events that ended favorably for the
United States) and "bad" rally points (events that ended
unfavorable, e.g., Bay of Pigs), he found no difference.
The reaction of the public in a crisis was to rally
behind the president regardless of the success or

failure of the events. Subsequent work by other scholars
lend support to Mueller’s conclusion. "Gallup polls
consistently show that presidential popularity rises
after [a president] takes acticn in a crisis--whether
the action is disasterous as in the Bay of Pigs or
successful as in the Cuban Missile Crisis (Wildavsky
1975, 452)." And following his examination of the
relationship between public opinion and foreign policy,
Barry Hughes (1978, 108) concluded that "the public will
apparently support any president when he takes a
dramatic step in foreign policy..."

A dozen researchers have attempted empirical
examination to assess the relative importance of this
rally effect, in some cases nearly duplicating the
studies of Mueller. Michael McKuen used an entirely

different set of regression equations to assess the
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relationship of what he labeled events of "high
political drama" to presidential popularity during the
Johnson, Nixon, Ford and Carter administrations. Using
almanacs and the New York Times index of presidential
speeches, McKuen isolated 73 such events (both domestic
and foreign) from 1963-1980. In addition to these
specific events, McKuen factored in economic conditions
(using unemployment and change in inflation figures) and
war (using number of troops committed) in order to test
the significance of other influences on popularity.
McKuen found that economic conditions and dramatic

events have an essentially equal impact on popularity,

although much of the impact of both variables is short-
lived. It is foreign policy events, however, rather than
domestic events, that account for the bulk of the
variance attributed to events. .. .Action(s) in the
international sphere weighs in more heavily than the
ones of domestic characters...," according to McKuen
(1983, 188). These findings support the "common view
that presidents may use foreign actions to boost their
popularity...[and] can improve their standing by
wrapping themselves in the flag ."

At about the same time that Michael McKuen was

constructing his study of the impact of conditions and
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events on popularity, George Edwards was doing the same
and, over the period of the last decade, has produced
some of the most comprehensive work done in this area.
Edwards’ book, The Public Presidency (1983), examines
many of the major issues in the field of public opinion,
especially as it relates to the presidency, addressing
the leadership/followership question, use of polls and
their constraints, the relationship between the presi-
dent, the press and the pﬁblic, and predispositions of
public opinion.

In a unique examination of the economy variable,
Edwards examined the correlation between answers to
questions about one’s personal financial situation (Are
you worse off or better off this year than last? Have
you been unemployed in the past two years?) and personal
approval of the president. He found little evidence that
personal economic circumstances affect the public’s
approval ratings. Similarly, he examined the war
variable (Vietnam only) from the personal experience of
individuals and again found that the public’s approval
or disapproval of the president does not seem to be
based on one’s personal experiences or circumstances.

To address the impact of other variables (including
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the rally variable) on levels of public support, Edwards
often relied on different statistics, techniques,
methods of analysis, and tests of significance than
other researchers, and reached somewhat different
conclusions. He sometimes used yearly approval averages
rather than poll-by-poll, half-month or monthly aver-
ages, surveys conducted by the University of Michigan
rather than the Gallup organization, and segmented party
approval ratings rather than overall public approval
ratings.

Most controversial was Edward’s reliance on an
increase/decrease of 10% in approval within party groups
as the threshold definition of change in approval. In
one study Edwards (1983) examined changes in approval
levels of 10% or more within party groups (Democrat,
Republican, Independents) from one poll to the next
(using Gallup Polling results from 1952-1980) to see if
they were preceded by a potential rally event (data
compiled from tables by Mueller 1970, Lee 1977 and
yearly volumes of Facts on File). In addition, he then
examined potential rally events to see if they were
followed by this same 10% increase in approval.

In over half of the 21 instances of increased

approval by one or more party groups, no rally event
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preceded them. And a list of 26 potential rally events
(such as troops to Lebanon 1958, Bay of Pigs 1960,
invasion of Domincan Repgplic 1965, summit meetings with
Soviets) did not produce a 10% or larger increase in any
party group’s approval ratings. Edwards concluded that
"the preponderance of evidence indicates that (the rally
phenomena) rarely appears, and that events that generate
it are highly idiosyncratic and did not seem to signifi-
cantly differ from other events that were not followed
by significant surges in presidential approval (Edwards
1983, 247)."

Edwards’ use of a 10% popularity change among party
subgroups as the threshold, an exceedingly high thresh-
old to meet, is ripe for criticism. As Lowi suggests,
since almost all domestic events tend to depress
approval ratings, any increase in approval ratings can
"be taken as interesting, if not significant". Lowi
credits the 6% increase in approval in May 1983 to the
rally effect of the public’s reaction to the bombing of
the U.S. Embassy in Lebanon and the 4% rise in September
1983 to the shooting down of the Korean airliner. In
fact, Lowi (1985, 16) cites a series of events--the
bombing of U.S. Embassy in Lebanon, the shooting down of

the Korean Airliner, the bombing of the Marine compound
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in Beirut, the release of Private Goodwin, the death of
Andropov--as cause for the increase in popularity for
Ronald Reagan. Others (Brody 1984, 41) studying the
pattern of Reagan’s popularity at the time of these same
events agree that they are illustrative of how "inter-
national crises create /special moments’ in public
opinion." Yet Edward’s analysis reports no increase in
popularity following these same events.

Differences in the level of public support before
and after specific actions provide separate evidence of
the power of international events to rally the American
people and further isolates Edwards’ conclusion that the
rally phenomena rarely appears. Public support for the
sending of U.S. forces to Vietnam went from 42% a few
weeks before the Gulf of Tonkin incident to 72% in the
week following it. Support for the invasion of Cambodia
went from 7% before to 50% following the invasion. Only
25% favored use of military force in Panama. A few days
after the invasion 80% said they supported the presi-
dent’s action. Hinckley (1992, 108) cites these as
"classic examples of the rally-round-the-flag effect,
where presidential use of force in the international

arena generates greater public support than one would
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expect from predeployment, hypothetical questions in
public opinion surveys."

Lowi’s pathbreaking book on the changing nature of
the modern presidency, The Personal Presidency (1985),
assessed the interaction between international events
and presidential popularity dynamics during the Reagan
presidency and found what he described as an historical
pattern to the dynamics of presidential popularity.
"rirst, presidential perfbrmance ratings will tend
downward and continue downward unless interrupted by an
international event associated with the president. Se-
cond, the event does not have to be defined as a success
...Third, the effects of the rallying event tend to be
brief. In a short time, approval ratings return to their
downward tendency until there is another foreign policy
fix, or until the fourth factor is introduced, which is
the national electoral cycle (Lowi 1985, 17-18).%

Other scholars have looked beyond actions or
moments that in and of themselves impact on the popular-
ity of the president to the impact of the media, which
many believe has increasingly come to play a key role in
the dynamics of presidential popularity. Bernard Cohen’s
prescient essay on the relationship between the mass

media and foreign policy, written just as television
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coverage of foreign events began to play a role in the
daily consciousness of the American public, introduced
the proposition that how the media covers certain issues
and events impacts the public’s perception of those
events. Whether the media plays a story on U.S. involve-
ment overseas as a major or inconsequential event and
whether the event is portrayed in a positive or negative
light makes a critical difference in how the public
reacts. "The media might be regarded as a giant prism
separating the huge mass of public affairs into discrete
and salient items (Cohen 1967, 195)."

More recent work (Brody and Page 1975, Page 1987)
suggests that the media plays an intervening role in the
dynamics of popularity change during and after an
international crisis or intervention, as the level and
direction of popularity shift is influenced not simply
by events but by the balance of good news and bad news
that is filtered to the public through the media.

Today it may simply not be possible to properly
understand the dynamics of popularity without taking
into account the revolution that has occurred in mass
communications and role of the media as a mediating
variable between events and public reaction. The problem

with looking simply at events and popularity is the
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inherent assumption that the public knows of the events
and is therefore reacting to them. But the public is not
reacting to the events, scholars now argue, the public
is reacting to coverage of events, which may be an
entirely different phenomenon. For instance when critics
of an action or event are plentiful, vocal and covered
by the media as the initial reports of a crisis are
first reaching the public, the public response will be
much more negative than whén the initial media coverage
reports the crisis in an uncritical fashion. Hinckley
(1992) formulates the role of the media within the
comparative context of the fading impact of other
relationships. "New information-transfer technologies in
the mass media, telecommunications, and the computer
industry have increased the flow of information directly
to the individuals and...have eroded the interest group
dimensions of public opinion...citizens are free to
formulate opinions and attitudes without the structured
framework that group-associated information provides."
Those who control information flow, the media, play
a significant role in the formulation of opinion. "The
public rallies around the president because of scmething
more than a primitive reflex; it follows opinion leader-

ship...In this and every other observable respect,
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public opinion during international crises is like all
public opinion: it results from the complex processes

that link the president, the political leadership, the
media, and the public to the American political system

(Brody 1984, 60)."

Beyond assessments of the impact of events or
coverage of events on the dynamics of presidential
popularity is the question of how those dynamics impact
presidential decision-making. Over the course of the
past decade it has been the research and writings of
Charles W. Ostrom, Jr. and Dennis M. Simon, often in
collaborations with others, that has come closest to
translating an understanding of the dynamics of presi-
dential popularity to the question of their relationship
to presidential decision-making on foreign policy. In a
dozen articles and papers they have introduced various
schemes for studying the relationship, proposed models
of explanation, and conducted numerous studies that
examine the relationship between presidential actions
and popularity.

Their body of work not only supports the conclusion
that events, including international rally events,

influence levels of presidential popularity, but they
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have found the reverse relationship exists as well.
According to these researchers (Ostrom and Simon 1984,
678), the relationship between presidential foreign
policy decisions and levels of public support is "“a
dynamic, reciprocal relationship...public support is
both a result and a determinant of the president’s
choices...(and) public support exerts a significant
impact on the use of force in the international arena."
One study bears diréctly on the question of a
whether or not low or decreasing levels of popular
support influence presidential decisions to intervene.
Since interventions are dramatic events that tend to
rally the public behind the president, the authors argue
that "during times when the president is experiencing
little overall success, it will be natural for him to
pursue actions that will deflect attention away from
failure. A ’successful’ highly visible use of force may

be seen as a needed tonic. Consequently, we assume that

a decline in presidential success will promote the
acceptance of risk and a greater propengsity to use force

in the international arena (Ostrom and Job 1986, 549)."

To evaluate the relative impact of international
and domestic variables (e.g. level of international

tension, strategic capabilities, misery index, approval
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ratings) the authors developed a number of complex time
series formulas and equations to predict probability of
major use of force in a given quarterly period and test-
ed them against Blechman and Kaplan’s (1978) list of the
226 times military instruments were used for political
purposes between 1946-1976. They found that "the abso-
lute and relative levels of popular support turn out to
be the most important influence on the political use of
major force" and that there is a greater probability
that a president will use force when popularity is below
43% "in anticipation of being able to subsequently
regain some of his lost approval (Ostrom and Job 1986,
557-9)."

Other researchers (Quandt 1988, Stoll 1984) have
examined the rally phenomenon as it relates to attempts
by the president to rally support during re-elections.
Quandt argues that the weight of domestic political
variables, including concern over presidential

popularity, varies over the course of the electoral

cycle. During the third year of the presidential term,
the short-term political impact of foreign policy
actions often carries more weight in the decision-making

process than long-term foreign policy goals.

34

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Stoll argues what he calls the obvious: “"Presidents
seek to be re-elected. No matter how noble the individ-
ual who occupies the office, he knows that he cannot
accomplish his goals if he fails to win re-election.
This suggests that while a president is seeking re-
election...he may manipulate those policies and issues
that can aid his chances of winning." The one area that
a president can manipulate most freely and where actions
often rally public suppori: is foreign policy. "Use of
military force...could create a useful rally-round-the-
flag effect. The American people respond with increased
popular support for a period of time after a decisive
foreign policy action has been taken (Stoll 1984, 232-
233)."

Stoll developed a multivariate statistical model to
test the link between re-election efforts of presidents
and the visible use of military force by the United
States. He used thirteen of Blechman and Kaplan’s (1978)
high level action categories (excluding Korean and
Vietnam operations) as the use of force variable and a
dummy variable (0 or 1) for the re-election cycle
variable, while controlling for behavior of the Soviets,

presence or absence of war, and previous use of force.
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Stoll (1984) found that during periods of war the

president was slightly more likely to use force in an
election vear than in non-election years and more likely
effort of the president. If the United States is
involved in a crisis that could lead to use of force
during the re-election year, foreign policy issues
become politically salient. Under these conditions, the
likelihood that a president will intervene is high. If
the United States is not in crisis or close to war
during a re-election year, foreign policy issues tend
not to be politically salient and the likelihood that a
president will intervene under these conditions is low.
Stoll argues that although the increase in the
likelihood of use of force during periods of war during
election years is slight, since use of force is such a
dramatic event, even a few such events may be signifi-
cant. In addition, since actions that were war events
were excluded from the data, "these results may under-
state the degree to which a president uses force during
these periods to enhance his chances for re-election."
His most striking finding was the large drop-off in the
use of force during non-war, re-election years. Rather

than an increase in an effort to rally support, the
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opposite occurred. According to his calculations, the
expected number of uses of force in a six month period
during non-election, non-war years was 1.26; during
election, non-war years, .55; and during election, war
years, 1.66. (Stoll 1984, 244)

One must be cautious, however, in giving too much
weight to Stoll’s findings. His calculations use two
dummy variables (for presence and absence of war as well
as election year or non-eiéction year) and six months is
the period of time used to calculate the number of use
of force actions, which excluded large periods of time
during wars even though he was assessing war versus non-
war periods. One could also argue with his definition of
election period as the entire re-election year plus
the first year of the second term.

While most reseachers have focused on presidential
actions as the impetus for rallying public support, use
of force or other strong actions may not be essential to
creating a rally opportunity. Heightened presidential
rhetoric that sounds the alarm promoting, if not creat-
ing, a crisis can serve the same purpose. The public
rallies around the president when our country is
threatened, according to Denise Bostdoff (Bostdoff 1991,

739), and whether the threat is real or perceived may be
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immaterial. If a president is able to create the
impression that a crisis exists, that may be enough to
rally the public to his side and "replenish the
president’s supply of public goodwill."

Understanding the dynamics of this supply of public
goodwill is fundamental to explanations that focus on

public opinion as a resource or indicator of political
capital. These explanations are plentiful in the

literature, yet mostly speculative and theoretically
elusive. In 1960 Richard Neustadt introduced the
concepts of presidential "power", "influence", "public
prestige" and "political capital" in Presidential Power

and the Modern Presidents, a work that has served as the

bible on which dozens of articles and studies on the
relationship between levels of public support and
presidential decisions rely.

The constitutional and statutory powers of the
presidency, according to Neustadt, are no guarantee of
pover. Real power is rooted not in the formal powers of
the presidency but in the power of the president to
"persuade". The ability to persuade is based on more
than personal charm or thoughtful policy arguments or
reputation in Washington. It is based on the president’s

perceived authority, clout, status, and ability to get
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others to do what the president wants to be done. 2
president’s power comes from his ability to influence
others, and "his influence depends...on his apparent
popular prestige." The weaker a president’s popular
support, the more his "options are reduced, his
opportunities diminished, his freedom for maneuver
checked. .. (Neustadt 1990, 63, 76)."

Thirty years ago, those with the power to make or
break a president’s persohél reputation and the audience
a president had to persuade were primarily the bureau-
crats, the policy-makers, and especially the elites. If
a president could effectively influence elites to act in
accord with presidential wishes, he had power. Over the
past 30 years, the central element in creating this
perception of power has gradually changed from the
direct relationship between the president and the elites
in Washington, to the elite’s assessment of how the
president stands with the public. Individuals, institu-
tions, and power centers outside of the president’s
direct control continue to play significant decision-

. making roles in Washington, but whether they feel
compelled to go along with or free to oppose presiden-
tial initiatives is often based on their perception of

the current level of a president’s power. And today that
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power is determined in large part by the president’s
popularity with the public.

Over the the thirty years since Neustadt outlined
the relevance of presidential popularity to presidential

prestige and power, presidents have become increasingly

more dependent on public opinion as a power resource.
Theodore Lowi now places the relationship between the

public and the president as the central dynamic of
presidential leadership, arguing that a major shift in
the nature of presidential power has occurred as the
president’s power is increasingly conditioned by public
support. The American people now identify directly with
their leader and view the president as their property.
Hence the public’s decision to rally to his side or
abandon him when he does not deliver ultimately provides
a president with, or deprives a president of, the power
necessary to govern. Lowi’s defining term for the modern
presidency, a "plebiscitary" or "personal" presidency,
reflects his hypothesis that "American citizens identify
directly with the presidency and rally around it when
the system itself is at stake--whether at a time of
foreign challenge or at a time when the system is being

renewed by another election...This is the personal
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presidency: an office of tremendous personal power drawn
from the people (Lowi 1985, 16-17, 20)."

According to Lowi, one illustration of the
importance of public support for a president is the
heightened role that pollsters have come to play as
presidential advisers. Beginning in the early 1960s,
pollsters began to take on staff or advising roles in
the White House. With each succeeding administration
they have come to play more and more of a central role
as presidential advisers because fundamental to all
presidential decision-making is the need to increase
popularity.

"Modern presidents rely upon public opinion for
their leadership in Washington to an extent unknown" in
the 1950s and 1960s and when modern presidents act, they
do so at least in part in order to increase popularity,
according to Samuel Kernell (1986, 105). They routinely
and strategically utilize a range of activities to
promote themselves or their policies with the public,
with the clear goal being to increase popularity,
enhance their prestige and, therefore, their power. This
enables them to reach their ultimate objectives: success

in getting their policies enacted and getting re-

elected. The president needs and uses public support as
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a power resource to help accomplish his objectives.
Kernell credits the increasing number of presidential
activities focused on what he calls "going public" to
the critical importance that a president’s standing in
the polls plays in determining a president’s power.
Other researches (Brody and Page 1975, 136-37) have
postulated similar explanations for the dynamics of how
polling and the ability to track a president’s popular-
ity operate in the decisibn-making process. “When a
president’s popularity is high...it is a resource which
he can trade. Presidents, in short, have incentives to
maximize their popularity...Popularity polls may there-
fore constitute part of a feedback system in which
presidents adjust their actions to public reactions."
Polls "provide a relatively continuous referendum
on the president and thereby determine his current power
situation," according to Ostrom and Simon (1985, 335).
Presidents with little or declining public support are
much less powerful, much less able to influence policy
and policy-makers, much less able to persuade others to
act consistent with the president’s wishes. Low levels
of support can "imprison" a president, restrict his
choices, and incapacitate his ability to take action in

certain areas, including foreign policy.
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Presidents with high or increasing levels of public
support have much more flexibilty in decision-making.
They have the power to persuade others to act in certain
ways, and they have a margin of political capital that
enables a president to risk losing a little support,
thus opening up a greater array of policy choices.
According to Ostrom and Simon (1984, 682; 1986,543),

", ..because public support determines the president’s
ability to influence other actors...[it] will determine
both the range and feasibility of the choices available
to the president." Presidents, therefore, may be more
likely to intervene when popularity is high, when the
cost of failure can be withstood because of a cushion of
political capital. "...In seizing certain opportunities
to use force... the president clearly operates in a
’‘political’ fashion. He assesses a range of actors, not
only in the international context, but also in the
American domestic context, and in the context of his
political leadership..., whether an election is
forthcoming and whether the president has a strong
resource base of popular support may well be important
in presidential calculations about acting in the

international arena."
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A president is more likely to act, these authors go
on to argue, when his approval ratings are high enough

to afford to lose. "The higher a president’s current

approval rating, the greater will be his propensityv to

use force...Presidents with relatively low levels of

popular support...will tend to become immobilized" and
are less likely to intervene (Ostrom and Simon 1986,

543) . In a study using time series equations to predict
the probability of a majdrl use of force, they found a
greater probability (.67 and .50 respectively) that
presidents will use force when approval ratings are
higher than 58% than when approval ratings were between

43-57%.

While there is a growing body of literature that
points to a relationship between public opinion and
decisions to intervene, a clear empirical relationship
in either direction has yet to be established, and
understandably so. For "to attempt to discover the links
between domestic political calculations and the conduct
of foreign affairs is to enter a shadowy realm of impli-
cation and circumstantial evidence (Higham 1975, 50)."
Whether shadowy or not, whether circumstantial or not,

and despite disagreement in the literature "as to the
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extent and degrees to which foreign policy decisions are
affected by public opinion,...a general consensus has
emerged that public opinion does--for better or for
worse--influence national sgcurity policy decisions
(Hinckley 1988, 296)."

This study will enter this shadowy realm of
implication and circumstantial evidence to examine the
possible relationship between the most political of
political variables--presidential popularity, and the
most vivid foreign policy decision--intervening in the

affairs of another countries.
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3.

A QUANTITATIVE APPROACH

The questions this study will attempt to address
are as follows: Do b_ig_l;x__:Lela_l_s_ of popular support
provide a president with a wider range of foreign policy
options and greater freedom to intervene in the affairs
of other countries? Do low levels of popularity limit or
constrict presidential decisions to intervene, thus
making intervention less likely? Or is the president
more likely to risk intervention actions when popularity
is low or falling, because of the need for a dramatic
event to turn his political fortunes around? Do
presidents take advantage of opportunities to intervene
in election years more than in non-election years? Is
the need to increase presidential popularity or sustain
high levels discussed, considered and evaluated by
presidents as part of the intervention decision-making

process?
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To find answers to these questions, a broad
quantitative analysis that compares presidential
popularity data and U.S. intervention actions over the
course of six presidencies, and a narrow in depth
analysis of the domestic political dynamics of
intervention decisions for two presidents will be
conducted.

The review of the empirical literature showed that
results varied, oftentimes due tovchoices in coding of
variables, statistical tools used, data selected to be
analyzed, and the inability to control a range of real
world intervening variables. Although the results of
this study’s quantitative comparisons of two data sets
are subject to those same limitations, the results could
very well be enlightening. If increases/decreases in
intervention follow increases/decreases in popularity,
or if more interventions occur when presidents are
experiencing high levels of popularity, levels of
precipitously low popularity and/or during re-election
years, it would support the existence of a relationship.
Although other variables could act to mask a
relationship, should the data comparisons yield no
evidence of a relationship, it would lend creedence to

the skeptics of such a relationship.
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Since Mueller’s first study, numerous subsequent
studies often using the same types of data (occasionally
with slight modifications or additions), a range of
complex, statistical equations and techniques, covering
a variety of presidential administrations, have reached
conflicting conclusions about the relationship between
popularity and intervention. This study will use a
unique and vastly broader set of intervention data that
includes thousands of intervention events, conduct
simple data comparisons, and cover six presidencies from

1952~-1988.

Presidential Popularity. Fifteen years ago James
Stimson (1976) observed "if the real power of the
presidency is not directly proportional to the most
recent Gallup popularity ratings, it is not far from
it." Building upon Neustadt’s early discussions of
prestige as power, scholars in the field have accepted
almost without question the basic assumption that public
opinion polls "provide a relatively continuous
referendum on the president and thereby determine his
current power situation (Ostrom and Simon 1985)."

Popularity data collected and compiled by the

Gallup organization is the contemporary gauge used to
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measure presidential approval and provides researchers
with the best continuous, consistent, relative
assessment of the public’s view of presidential conduct.
If we are interested in levels of public approval or how
a president assesses his own popularity, prestige,
standing or support with the public, the question: "Do
you approve of the way the president is handling his job
as president?", used by the Gallup organization as well
as numerous other survey i'esearchers, stands alone as
the contemporary measurement of popularity.1

The term used in the literature most consistently
is "popularity". For the purposes of this analysis, the
terms approval ratings, levels of support for the
president and presidential popularity are used
interchangeably. All refer to the operational definition
of presidential popularity, which consists of the
percentage of positive responses to the question "Do you
approve of the way the president is handling his job as

president?"

lsome critics have argued, however, that measuring
the public’s approval of the way a president has handled
his job is not the same thing as measuring popularity.
Richard Neustadt (1990, 81) criticizes the question as
"unfocused; as is the response, which tells us anything
or nothing about what respondents meant by what they
said."
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With the exception of the final few months leading
up to presidential elections every four years, Gallup
has asked this question at least once and sometimes
three times per month over the 432 months of this study.
Their findings have been compiled in book length form
for various periods of time, and are available through
monthly Gallup reports and a computerized data bank
containing over fifty years of results.

Gallup conducts both ﬁersonal and telephone
interviews and, in order to reduce both random and
sampling error, uses a demographically based weighing
procedure that is the standard in the industry. Since
the wording of the questions, the placement within a
given questionnaire, the statistical weighing of
responses for demographic purposes, sample selection and
size, time of day when survey is conducted and the
averaging of a number of polls to represent monthly
ratings all effect what is finally determined to the
approval percentage, one of the clear benefits of using
only Gallup data is the consistency with the same
questions being used by the same set of researchers with
the same procedures over the course of the thirty-six

year period covered in this analysis (1952-88).
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The resulting approval percentages of the Gallup
question are less sensitive to changes in public opinion
than those of other national polling organizations that
provide a wider range of choices in answers. Questions
that ask the respondent to grade the president’s
handling of the job on a five point (A B CD F) or a
four point (excellent, good, pretty good, or only fair)
scale will be more sensitive to minor events and will
show more dramatic swings '1;.han the dichotomous Gallup
approval/disapproval question. The inability of the
Gallup question to capture finer gradations of change
may be advantageous: it may giire us greater confidence
that the changes detected by the Gallup surveys
represent real change.

Gallup poll data serves as the basis for assessing
levels of presidential popularity for both the quantita-
tive and case study analyses. When more than one poll
was conducted during any month, a monthly average was
calculated. Both monthly and guarterly averages were
calculated and used in the analysis and discussion.

Intervention. According to the Encyclopedia of
Social Sciences, intervention is the interference of one
state "by force or threat of force in the affairs of

another state," with the most common type being
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“internal intervention, or interference by one state
between disputant sections of the community in another
state." Operational definitions vary from broad all-
inclusive ones, which include economic instruments,
foreign assistance programs, military aid and
pacification programs (Barnet 1968) as well as
"influence, exploitation, dominance, power and control"
(Feste 1990) without necessarily a negative connotation,
to very narrowly conceived definitions of intervention
that solely involve the use of military force (Rosenau
1968, Bull 1984). For those holding this narrowly
defined view, intervention is a negative and coercive
behavior, an unusual departure from or constituting a
sharp break with existing policy directed at changing or
preserving the character or structure of political
institutions and authorities.

Philip Windsor (1984) suggests it is futile to try
to define intervention because it occupies such a funda-
mental, permanent and structural place in international
affairs. "It is like asking what contribution oxygen
makes to our ability to breathe." Yet he insists that
what is truly meant by the term intervention is not this

broad range of support or influence but invasions,
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direct interference, and overthrow of regimes, such as
in the cases of Czechoslovakia and Chile.

This study will include analyses that span this
definitional debate. The quantitative analysis uses one
of the broader, more all encompassing definitions. It
includes a wide range of negative and coercive actions
by the United States from 1952-19882, contained in a
subset of the data collected by the University of Denver
Superpower Intervention Pi';aject (Feste 1988). This data
set, coded by type of event (military, economic, politi-
cal), behavior category (cooperative vs. conflict, e.g.)
and specific behaviors was adapted from an original WEIS
set of events, contains daily logs of all forms»of
intervention behavior by the major powers in more than
100 countries, and covers the years 1945-1988. The data
are nominal level; the New York Times was the single

source used.

2Twenty-eight categories of behaviors will be
included as interventions in the quantitative analysis:
reject proposal, demand; refuse, object; complain;
formal protest; deny accusation; deny policy, action;
criticize, charge; denounce; demand; warn; non-specific,
non-military and force specified threat; ultimatunms;
non-military demonstration; military mobilization,
sending troops; cancel planned event; reduce
international activity; suspend aid; halt negotiations;
break relations; withdraw personnel; expel personnel;
expel organization; impose sanctions, embargo; seize
position, embassy; arrest persons; destructive act; non-
military injury; military engagement.
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The negative and coercive actions used in this
analysis are almost exclusively presidential actions and
the specific actions taken, or the actions as part of a
series of actions, are generally highly visible. Formal
protests, ultimatums, suspension of aid, embargoes,
military mobilizations generally surround and lead up to
the most aggressive type of interventions that involve
military force. Even when not leading to an action as
dramatic as a military inﬁésion, the decision-making
process that results in these more limited intervention
actions is not very different from the process that
leads to use of force. Quantification of these broader
actions allows a comparison over time and the ability to
observe a broad pattern of intervention activity as it
relates to public opinion.

While this data set captures a unique set of
presidential actions well suited to this analysis, an
omission of one category of data does raise method-
ological problems. Due to the overwhelming number of
actions taken by the United States during the Vietnam
War, the Superpower Data Project did not attempt to
catalogue the daily events, activities, actions between
the United States and Vietnam or Cambodia. Therefore,

none of the category of events by the United States in
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Indochina are included in this study. Some of the reper-
cussions are obvious. For example, the total amount of
intervention during some of the Kennedy and Nixon years
would obviously be higher if included. While the impact
of the missing data has been taken into account in the
selection of presidents and in the analysis and dis-
cussion, the absence of Indochina data could have unre-
cognized repercussions that might not be adequately
considered or accounted fbf, possibly contaminating the
study’s results.

Presidents Selected. In wasn’t until after World
War II that presidents began to be regularly confronted
with a numerical measurement of their popularity. The
occasional public poll soon became a monthly, then
weekly reality. By the 1970s polls were an almost daily
occurrence. Each of the four television networks have
their own national polling operations, often in part-
nership with national print organizations. Each of the
main political parties also provide periodic assessments
of presidential popularity and more than a half-dozen
major universities or independent polling groups survey
public sentiment for a range of clients, with results
almost always making their way into the public arena.

Since the days of President Kennedy, the White House
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itself has had a pollster if not "in residence", in
close contact with the president and his senior aides,
providing a ongoing evaluation and analysis of public
sentiment.

The selection of all postwar presidents for study
seems appropriate, with two exceptions. This study began
during the presidency of George Bush and although com-
pleted in its aftermath, the lack of available Super-
power Intervention data fbi: the Bush administration made
its inclusion problematic. The presidency of Lyndon
Johnson was also not included in the analysis because
the public’s support or lack of support for Johnson as
president was so closely tied to the realities and
percéptions of the Vietnam War, and any attempt to
compare popularity ratings to a set of quantifiable
intervention actions that do not include Indochina
actions would be meaningless.3 The absence of such data
makes the total number of intervention events for
Kennedy and Nixon somewhat incomplete as well, but to a
much more limited degree.

Dwight Eisenhower, John Kennedy, Richard Nixon,

Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan provide a

3Although Johnson is not included in the compara-
tive analysis, in order to observe popularity patterns
over time, his Gallup popularity figures were included
in the popularity data.
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wide variety of cases for study when defined as types of
presidents by personality, leadership style or ideology,
and when categorized along an historical continuum
relative to growth and use of public opinion polling,
role of presidential popularity as a power indicator,
and the nature of the relationship between the president

and the public.

The political capital arguments suggest that presi-
dents are more likely to intervene when popularity is
high, when they have political capital to spend and suf-
ficient political capital to risk losing some of it.

The political capital question will be addressed by
examining patterns of increases in popularity over a
period of months and comparing them to intervention
actions to ascertain if increases in popularity were
generally followed by subsequent increases in inter-
vention action, by comparing months and quarters when
popularity was high (and low) to levels of intervention
to identify whether or not high (and low) levels of
popularity corresponded with high (and low) levels of
intervention, and by comparing periods of peak popular-
ity to periods of peak levels of intervention.

Rally arguments suggest that presidents are more
likely to intervene when popularity is very low, when
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Reprod

the president has little more to lose and when the
perception is that only a major crisis or action on the
part of the United States will rally the public behind
the president once again. The rally questions will be
examined by identifying how often periods of steady
decline in popularity are followed by high levels of
intervention and how often such declines are followed by
increases in the level of intervention over previous
periods, by identifying thé frequency that periods with
low levels of popularity are followed by increases in
the number of interventions or coincide with high levels
of intervention, and identifying how often intervention
actions increase or are at high levels during the period
leading up to midterm elections or re-elections.
Quarterly totals and averages were generally used
to compare popularity and intervention data. In order to
analyze increases and decreases, each quarter during the
six administrations studied was identified as a period
when popularity was rising, falling, or remained steady.
The number of intervention actions were calculated for
the subsequent guarter and identified as a period when
intervention increased or decreased over the previous
quarter. The data was then compared to ascertain whether

following periods when popularity was on the rise or
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falling, the number of intervention actions tended to
increase or decrease. In addition, the number of inter-
vention actions in absolute terms was calculated for
each quarter to ascertain whether absolute levels in the
number of actions varied following quarters of rising or
falling popularity.

Chapter Four presents the overall pattern of
presidential popularity and the pattern of intervention
activity over the forty—tivé years and six presidencies,
and the individual patterns of popularity and individual
patterns of intervention activity for each president.
Chapter Five follows with the data comparisons and

analysis.
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4.

POPULARITY AND INTERVENTION PATTERNS

I. Popularity

In over a hundred separate Gallup polls over the
course of six presidencies, presidential approval
ratings have varied from a low of 24% (Nixon) to a high
of 80% (Kennedy). The average approval ratings for each
president ranged from a low of 46% (Carter) to a high of
73% (Kennedy). Monthly approval ratings for the
president fell between 50 and 60 percent more than half
the time, and between 40 and 80 percent ninety percent
of the time, in 291 out of the 324 months studied. Only
Presidents Nixon and Carter held ratings lower than 40%
for a substantial period of their presidency. Nixon’s
monthly approval level was below 40% during almost a
quarter of his time in office and Carter’s monthly
popularity fell below 40% almost a third of the time.

Presidents Kennedy and Eisenhower, the two most
popular of the presidents studied, held ratings higher
than 70% for a substantial period of time. Kennedy’s

popularity was higher than 70% during 20 of his 35
60
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months in office (64 percent of the time); Eisenhower’s
popularity was greater than 70% almost a third of his
time in office.

Presidential popularity levels and patterns have
been explained by conditions (economic), events (foreign
and domestic crises, war, elections), attention by the
media, or simply time. An analysis of Gallup data for
six presidents reveals a general pattern in presidential
popularity over time that'fo a limited degree is consis-
tent with the notion of inevitable decline in a somewhat
cyclical manner; but the glaring exceptions make both
Stimson’s time and Mueller’s coalition of miniorities
explanations suspect. As Figure 1 illustrates, the over-
all pattern of popularity throughout an administration
appears to be somewhat unique to each president.

During their first years in office, Kennedy and
Eisenhower maintained very high levels of popularity,
while the popularity of other presidents fell
dramatically during their early years in office.
Patterns at the close of presidential terms also varied.
When Carter, Nixon and Kennedy left office, their
popularity was at its lowest levels. Reagan, Ford and
Eisenhower left office with relatively high popularity

ratings.
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Figure 1. Approval Ratings: All Presidents
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Presidents do, however, generally begin their first
term in office with the highest approval rating of their
presidency, never to be seen again. A slow erosion of
support can often be seen soon after, with approval rat-
ings trending downward throughout presidential terms
until a recovery of varying degrees occurs (often late
in first term) before approval begins a trend downward
once again.

Most presidents in thé postwar era do_not conform
to either an inevitable or cyclical pattern of decline
in popularity. President Ronald Reagan experienced a
quick burst in support within months of his election
(after the assassination attempt) that was followed by a
steep decline. But the decline did not continue
throughout his presidency. Late in his first term his
popularity began to rise, leading to two years of
sustained high approval ratings before ratings began to
decline once again, only to later recover once more
during Reagan’s final months in office.

The early pattern of popularity for Presidents
Kennedy and Eisenhower were similar to the pattern of
popularity for President Reagan in that their highest
levels of support did not occur at the beginning of

their terms. Kennedy’s popularity socared from the low
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70s to near 80% during the later part of his first year
in office. A decline in support did not occur until the
second half of his second year in office. Following a
period of decline, there was a brief recovery of support
before another period of decline set in.

Support for Eisenhower during his first three years
were an up and down affair with support fluctuating
between the low and high 60s, then building gradually to
the 70 percent range duriﬂg his third and fourth years
in office, a pattern that is clearly exceptional (and
noted as such in Stimson’s analysis). Eisenhower did
experience a long gradual decline in support at the
beginning of his second term; that decline was followed
by a period of recovery and then a gradual decline once
again.

The varying levels of public support for Presidents
Nixon and Carter most closely resemble a general pattern
of decline over the course of a presidency (Figure 3).
Each began with high popularity ratings followed by a
period of decline. For Carter the decline was steep and
swift (dropping from 69% in February 1977 to 40% in July
1978), while Nixon’s decline was more a gradual erosion

of support over the course of his first three years in
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Figure 3. Approval Ratings: Nixon and Carter
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office. Conforming to Stimson’s cyclical explanation,
both presidents enjoyed a period of recovery (Carter had
two periods of recovery) before decline set in again.

Presidents Johnson and Ford experienced declining
popularity during their early months in office, but
instead of a period or two of recovery before decline
set in again, the popularity of each went in opposite
directions (Figure 4). Johnson’s decline in popularity
never abated and recovery. hever occurred. His popularity
dropped steadily month after month over the course of
his five years in office. In contrast, President Ford’s
popularity dropped steeply during his early months in
office (from 71% to 38% in five months), but then began
to climb again and continued to climb throughout the
remainder of his short term.l

With the exception of Ronald Reagan, a pattern of a
general decline in support with each succeeding presi-
dency is evident, consistent with the finding George
Edwards. Using averagdge yearly approval rating (rather
than the monthly and quarterly averages used in this

study), Edwards found a decline in levels of support for

1Gallup’s occasional gaps in monthly polling gen-
erally occurs during campaign seasons. In the third
quarter of 1976, Gallup did not ask this question and
therefore it is unclear whether Ford maintained,
increased, or lost popularity during that period.

66

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Table 1. Monthly Approval Ratings

Highest _Lowest Average
IKE 79% 49% 65%
JFK 80% 56% 73%
[LBJ 77% 35% 55%
NIXON 67% 24% 50%
FORD 71% 38% 47%
CARTER 72% 29% 46%
| REAGAN 68% 36% 53%
[ALL PRESIDENTS 80% 24% 56%

Table 2. Range of Approval Ratings-Percent of the time

monthly ratings fell within various ranges
20~ 30~ 40~ 50- 60~ 70~ 80~
29% | 393 | 49% | 59% | 69% | 79% | 89%
IKE 1% | 23% | 46% | 30%
JFK 6% 30% 61% 3%
| LBJ. 7% | 25% 9% | 21% 18%
NIXON 16% 6% | 113 | 46% | 21%
FORD 13% | 61% | 22% 43
CARTER 4% | 26% | 33% | 22% | 13% 2%
REAGAN 1% 37% 37% 26%
ALL 4% 6% 12% 31% 32% 15%

the president over time since the early 1950s, regard-

less of who was president. "From 1953 through 1965, with
the single exception of 1958, at least 60 percent of the

public approved of the president on the average. Support

of two out of three Americans was not unusual. Starting

in 1966, however, approval levels changed dramatically.

Since then presidents have received the approval of even

a bare majority of the public less than half of the time

(Edwards 1990, 129-130)."
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Every president since Kennedy (until Reagan) has
generally won less approval from the public over the
course of their presidency than the preceding president.
The average monthly popularity ratings in descending
order for seven presidents are as follows: Kennedy-73%,
Eisenhower-65%, LBJ-55%, Reagan 53%, Nixon-50%, Ford-

47%, Carter-46%.

President Eisenhower

Dwight Eisenhower experienced exceptionally high
levels of public approval throughout his presidency, but
in an odd up and down pattern from quarter to quarter
and without the overall pattern of decline in approval
over time. Eisenhower’s ratings were in the high 60s or
low 70s during his first six months in office, a year
later and two years later. At the end of his first term
his approval rating was 10 points higher than when he
began his presidency, and at the end of this third and
fourth years in office, his approval ratings reached
their highest point.

It wasn’t until the middle of his second term that
Eisenhower experienced a period of decline in support.

Yet even during this period, his approval dropped below
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Figure 5. Eisenhower Popularity
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Table 3. Eisenhower-aAverage Monthly Approval Ratings

1953]/1954[1955]1956] 1957 1958] 1959] 1960
JANUARY 71 1 70 | 77 1 73 1 59 | 57 | 66
FEBRUARY | 68 | 70 [ 73 | 75 | 72 | 54 | 59 | 64
MARCH 74 | 66 | 69 | 72 | 68 | 49 | 58 | 64
APRIL 73 | 68 | 70 | 69 | 66 | 54 | 62 | 64
MAY 74 | 61 | 68 | 70 | 62 | 53 | 62 | 64
JUNE 62 | 69 | 72 | 64 | 54 | 63 | 60
JULY 71 | 70 | 72 | 70 | 64 | 55 | 61 | 55
[ AUGUST 74 | 65 | 74 | 68 | 61 | 57 | 67 | 62
| SEPTEMBER| 61 | 66 | 71 59 | 56 | 66 | 61
OCTOBER | 65 | 61 57 | 57 | 67 | 61
[NOVEMBER | 66 | 57 | 78 | 75 | 58 | 52 | 65 | 509
| DECEMBER | 69 | 69 | 75 | 79 57 | 72 | 59
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50% only once and, with the exception of a few months,
consistently ranged from the high 50s to the mid to
upper 60s for the remainder of his term.

Eisenhower’s popularity remained in the high 60s
and low 70s throughout his entire two terms, dipping
into the low 50s for only 6 out of his 96 months in
office. Edwards characterized Eisenhower’s approval
ratings as "remarkably high" when compared to other
modern presidents in that ;'he served only one year as
chief executive in which he obtained less than 60%

approval (Edwards 1990, 153)."

President Kennedy

By the time of his assassination, John Kennedy'’s
approval ratings were beginning to follow the pattern of
erosion that later befell Johnson, Nixon and Carter. But.
the consistently high levels of popular support enjoyed
by Kennedy during most of his first two years in office
were unprecedented, even by the ever popular Eisenhower.

Kennedy’s approval rating was at 80% by April of
1961 and remained in the high 70s until the summer of
1962. After running in the high 60s during July and
August, his popularity dropped to 61% in October, but

quickly recovered and was at 76% by the end of his
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second year in office. And while gradual erosion of
support into the high 50s characterized Kennedy’s final
year in office, regional comparisons highlight a some-

what unique finding. Although his overall national

Figure €. Kennedy Popularity
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Table 4. Kennedy-Average Monthly Approval Ratings

1961 1962 1963
JANUARY 79 74
FEBRUARY 72 78 70
MARCH 73 79 67
APRIL 80 77 66
MAY 77 73 64
JUNE 73 70 61
| JULY 75 67 61

[AuGUST 76 67 62
SEPTEMBER| 79 63 56
| OCTOBER 77 61 58

| NOVEMBER 79 74 58

| DECEMBER 77 76
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approval rating declined, support for Kennedy in 1963
remained at high levels throughout most of the country,
but suffered a significant loss of support in the South
(Edwards 1990), largely due to Kennedy’s emerging civil
rights activism.

Figure 7. Nixon Popularity
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Table 5. Nixon-Average Monthly Approval Ratings

1969 1970 11971 11972 [1973 [1974
JANUARY 59 63 56 49 59 | 27
FEBRUARY | 60 60 49 52 65__| 26

MARCH 64 54 | 50 | 55 57 | 26
APRTL 61 | 56 50 54 53 26
| MAY 63 58 50 60 45 26
JUNE 63 55 48 58 44 | 27
| JULY 62 | 59 | 50 39| 25

.| AUGUST 62 | 56 49 34 | 24
SEPTEMBER| 59 54 34
OCTOBER | 57 58 51 29

NOVEMBER | 67 57 49 62 | 28
DECEMBER | 59 52 50 59 30
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President Nixon

Richard Nixon never enjoyed the high popularity
ratings of Eisenhower or Kennedy but until the bottom
fell out with the Watergate scandal, Nixon’s approval
ratings were as high or higher than all presidents
succeeding him, including Ronald Reagan. During his
first term, approval fell below 50% (barely, at that, to
48 or 49 percent) only 5 times. For the most part, Nixon
enjoyed higher ratings than Ronald Reagan did during his
entire first term, generally remaining in the high 50s
and 60s, while Reagan’s second and third years in office
were characterized by ratings in the 40s. By the spring
and summer of 1973, Nixon’s approval ratings had begun
to decline with a 20 point drop between February and
June, then losing another 10 points by September. During
Nixon’s final 12 months in office his approval ratings
remained at 30% or below, reaching an unprecedented low
since approval ratings were initiated in the 1930s of

24% by the time of his resignation.

President Ford

- Gerald Ford, the first president in United States
history to come to the presidency without having been
elected by the American people, was given the benefit of
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the doubt during his first month in office with an
approval rating of 71%. His popularity would never again
be that high, never exceeding 58% during his 29 months

Figure 8. Ford Popularity
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Table 6. Ford-Average Monthly Approval Ratings

1974 1975 1976
JANUARY 38 46
 FEBRUARY 39 47
| MARCH 38 50
APRTL 42 48
‘MAY 43 47
| JUNE _52 45
JULY
| AUGUST 71 46
| SEPTEMBER| 58 45
OCTOBER 53 47
(NOVEMBER | 48 42
[DECEMBER | 42 _ 43 53
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in office and exceeding 50% during only 3 of those 29
months.

Although the pattern of decline after an early high
is not unusual, the steep and dramatic drop (from 71%-
38%, 33 points) in only five months is unparalleled. In
fact, it may not have been a decline at all. Ford was
almost entirely unknown to the general public when he
took office and the 71% approval rating may have been
more a reflection of a na'i:ional mood of relief and hope
foll'owing the collapse of the Nixon presidency than a
true reading of Ford’s popularity.

By the end of his first year in office, Ford’s
approval rating was in the high 40s, low 50s, where it

remained throughout most of his term.

President Carter

Jimmy Carter’s initial approval rating upon taking
cffice was 69%, rising to 72% a month later. But soon a
gradual decline in popularity began with approval rat-
ings falling into the high 50s by the end of the first
year, then falling even further during his second year

into the 40 percent range.
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Figure 9. Carter Popularity
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Table 7. Carter-Average Monthly Approval Ratings

1977 1978 1979 [1980

JANUARY 54 47 57
FEBRUARY | 69 49 40 54

| MARCH 72 48 43 45
APRIL 64 43 40 39
MAY 65 | 42 35 40
JUNE 63 43 29 33
JULY 65 | 40 29 33
AUGUST 63| 42 32 32

SEPTEMBER| 55 45 31 37
OCTOBER | 55 49 30
NOVEMBER | 56 52 39 31
DECEMBER | 57 51 53 34
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Carter managed a few months of recovery, with his
approval rating rising above 50% during late 1979 and
early 1980 following the success of the Camp David peace
accords. But that recovery was short-lived, as his
popularity quickly fell again to the low 30s where it
remained as he completed his one term in office. Monthly
approval ratings during the Carter presidency were above
50% a little more than a third of the time (compared to
100%, 99% and 67% of the t‘i.me for Kennedy, Eisenhower
and Nixon, respectively). During more than a third of

his presidency, Carter’s approval rating fell below 40%.

President Reagan

Ronald Reagan entered office with approval ratings
barely over 50%, but a quick jump during the second
quarter following the assasination attempt brought him
to the highest levels he would experience during his
presidency. One month later, Reagan’s approval had
dropped again by almost ten points. By the end of his
first year, Reagan’s approval rating had dropped almost
20 points to 49%. The gradual decline continued until
January of 1983 when, as he began his third year in
office, his approval rating was at its lowest point in

his eight year presidency, 36%.
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Figure 10. Reagan Popularity
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Table 8. Reagan—-Average Monthly Approval Ratings

1981|1982} 1983]1984]1985] 1986] 1987] 1088
| JANUARY 51 | 48 | 36 | 54 | 63 | 64 | 48 | 4o
FEBRUARY | 53 | 47 | 40 | 55 | 60
| MARCH 60 | 46 | 41 | 54 | 56 | 63 | 45 | 51
APRIL 67 | 44 | 42 | 54 | 52 | 62 | 48 | 50
MAY 68 | 45 | 44 | 53 [ s5 | 68 49
JUNE 50 | 45 | 45 | 54 | 58 | 63 | 50 | 50
JULY 58 | 42 | 43 | 54 | 63 | 63 | 49 | 53
AUGUST 57 | 41 | 43 | 54 | 61 | 61 | 47 | 53
| SEPTEMBER 42 | 47 | 56 | 60 | 62 | 49 | 54
|OCTOBER__ | 55 | 42 | 47 | 57 | 63 | 63 | 51 | 51
INOVEMBER | 52 | 43 | 53 | 61 | 64 57
IDECEMBER | 49 | 41 | 54 | 60 | 63 | 48 | 49 | 63
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A gradual recovery then began and over the next few
months Reagan’s approval rating reached back into the
40s, finally moving into and remaining in the mid to
high 50s, then into the low 60s during the first two
years of his second term. Reagan’s approval rating for
his final two years of office fell to a low of 45%, then
remained in the high 40s, low 50s for most of the

remainder of his term.

Two myths regarding presidents and their popularity
prevail. One is that John Kennedy is remembered as being
much more highly popular than he was, and much more
popular than other presidents, only because of the
exalted memories resulting from his tragic death. In
fact, Kennedy not only had the highest monthly average
popularity of all seven post-World War II presidents but
for ninety percent of his time in office, his popularity
remained above 60%. Eisenhower is the only other
president who camé close to Kennedy’s high levels of
popular support. And no other president came within
twenty points of Kennedy’s average monthly popularity
rating of 73%, except for Eisenhowever who averaged 65%.

Since Kennedy only served three years, comparisons

with the full terms of other presidents may be somewhat
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misleading. Comparisons of the first three years for all
presidents, however, yields similar results. Kennedy
held the highest levels of popularity of all presidents
during the first two yvears of office, and highest for
all presidents except for Eisenhower during the third
year in office. Kennedy'’s average levels of popularity
for only the first three years in office are also higher
than other presidents, although the gap is not as great.
Ancther myth yet to Bé exploded is the myth of
Ronald Reagan’s unprecedented high popularity during his
first term in office. Particularly during his first two
years in office, great credit was given to Reagan’s high
level of popular support for creating a mandate from the
people that served as the impetus for great success with
the Congress. Reagan’s approval ratings, however, were
actually lower than the approval ratings of all other
postwar presidents (except for Gerald Ford) during a
comparable period. Even during the second quarter of
1981 (April, May, June) when Reagan experienced the
highest levels of his entire first term (65%), it was a
full ten points lower than Eisenhower, Kennedy and
Johnson and about the same as Carter (64%) and Nixon

(63%) at comparable periods.
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II. Intervention

The thirty categories of interventionary behavior
used in this study to make up the set of negative inter-
ventions are listed in Table 9. The data set includes
U.S. actions leading up to and during the period of the
Vietnam War, but does not include actions by the United
States in Indochina.

From 1945-1988 the United States intervened in the
international arena most bften (more than 1700 times)
through verbal behavior with criticisms and warnings,
rejections of proposals and demands, and denouncing and
protesting policies, proposals and actions of other
nations. The most intrusive and coercive actions--
threats to use force, ultimatums, sanctions and
embargoes, mobilizing the military and actual military
engagements--~occurred over 250 times during this 43 year
period.

Although there are some variations in numbers and
types of acts among presidents, what is most surprising
are the similarities. A look at the two presidents who
bookend this study, and the only two presidents to serve
two complete terms in office, shows that the total
number of interventions was not much different in the

1980s than it was in the 1950s. Over the course of
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Table 9. Intervention Actions-By Categories

Criticize,Charge
Warn

Deny Accusations
Denounce

Reject prop,demand
Refuse

Formal Protest
Deny Policy, Act
Demand
Non-military Threat
Suspend Aid
Withdraw Personnel
Expel Persomnnel
Military Mobil
Arrest Person

1376
241
230
221
197
176
172
140
114

96
96
86
85
77
75

Reduce Action
Sanct/Boycott/Embar
Cancel Event
Complain
Destructive Act
Threaten Use Force
Military Engagement
Non-Specific Threat

‘Halt Negotiations

Break Relations
Ultimatum

Expel Organization
Non-military dem
Seize Position
Non-military injury

Table 10. Intervention Actions-By President

74
74
69
57
57
53
39
28

NN W

| Year IKE JFK | NIXON FORD | CARTER| REAGAN
1 168 122 104 24 163 167
2 122 148 70 117 116 148
3 105 103 71 138 173 214
4 108 59 186 178
5 123 59 203
6 157 30 72
7 122 56
8 164 103
TOT 1069 373 393 279 638 11141
Year
Ave 134 124 73 128 160 143
Month
Ave 11 11 5 10 13 12
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Eisenhower’s two terms there were 1069 negative
interventions, approximately 134 per year and 11 per
month. During Reagan’s two terms there were 1141
negative interventions, averaging 143 per year and 12
per month.

The total number of actions and monthly and yearly
averages were similar in both Reagan and Eisenhower
administrations, but the pattern over the course of each
administration was quite different. The yearly number of
actions during Eisenhower’s term varied from 105 to 168
and the most active years were his first and last year
in office. The number of actions during Reagan’s two
terms varied widely from year to year, from 214 actions
during his 3rd year in office to 56 actions during his
seventh year in office. The greatest number of
interventions occurred during the middle years of
Reagan’s two terms, rather than the beginning or end of
his term, as was true for Eisenhower.

The number and types of actions for Reagan and
Eisenhower were similar. Criticisms, charges, rejec-
tions, refusing of proposals or demands, accusations,
denying actions or policies, made up the largest
percentage of actions for both presidents (57% of

_Eisenhower actions, 58% of Reagan actions). However,

83

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Table 11. Nen-Military Type Actions

Action _IKE JFK { NTXON| FORD | CARTR| REAGN| TOTAL)

Criticize| 389 126 132 85 205 439 1376

Charge

Reject 105 18 45 29 62 114 373

Demand

Deny 111 32 47 29 47 104 370

Accuse

Warn 66 26 21 26 43 59 241

Denounce 82 20 9 13 36 61 221

Formal 56 20 15 7 20 54 172

Protest

NonMilita| 15 16 10 | 15 28 40 124

ry Threat

Demand 42 7 11 7 28 19 114

Suspend 15 12 16 8 28 17 96

aid

ExpelPers| 19 7 11 5 16 38 96

\Organiza

Withdraw 14 10 3 4 28 27 86

Personnel

Reduce 16 6 8 5 17 22 74

Action

SanctBoyc| 16 15 4 7 20 12 74

jottEmbarg

Cancel 8 6 7 14 14 20 69

Event

Complain 11 8 9 2 9 18 57

ThreatUse 6 7 5 4 8 23 53

of Force

HaltNegot 5 3 1 3 3 8 23

iation

Break 1 4 1 1 2 0 9

Relations

Ultimatum 2 1 0 1 2 2 8

NonMilita 2 1 1 1 1 0 6

ryDemonst

NonMilita 0 1 0 1 0 0 2

ryInjury

TOTAL 981 346 356 | 264 617 11077 (3644
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there was a sharp difference between the two in the use
of threats against other countries, whether military or
non-military. There were 8 non-military threats and 6
threats of use of force during the 8 years of the Eisen-
hower administration. During the Reagan administration,
there were 40 non-military threats and 23 threats of use
of force.

The level of intervention actions for the four
presidents who served less than two terms varied widely,
especially when comparing Presidents Nixon and Carter.
Nixon averaged 5 actions per month and 73 per year while
Carter average twice that with 13 per month and 160 per
year. The level of actions for Presidents Ford and
Kennedy were more similar to Eisenhower and Reagan with

and average of 10 and 11 per month respectively.

Table 12. Military Type Actions

Action IKE JFK [ NIXON| FORD | CARTR| REAGN| TOTAL

Military 30 11 9 3 8 16 77

Mobiliza

Arrest 25 6 11 4 6 23 75

Person

Destruc 20 2 14 5 5 11 57

tiveAct

Military 13 6 3 2 2 13 39

Engagemnt

Seize 0 2 0 1 0 1 4

| Position

Total 88 27 37 15 21 64 252
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For all presidents the predominate actions were
tough talik. Charges, warnings, protests, rejections of
proposals, demands, or generalized threats constituted
76% of presidential action for Presidents Kennedy and
Carter, 79% for President Ford, 81% for President Nixon
and 83% for Presidents Eisenhower and Reagan. The number
of military type actions represented less than 10% of
total for all presidents , with a high of 9% for Nixon
and a low of 3% for Carter, and represented the
following percentages for other presidents: Eisenhower

8%, Kennedy 7%, Reagan 6% and Ford 5%.

Eisenhover

The pattern of intervention actions during the
Eisenhower administration was an up and down one, as
brief periods with relatively high numbers of inter-
vention were followed by brief periods with relatively
low numbers of intervention actions in an alternating
pattern.

The number of interventions per month for President
Eisenhower averaged 11 throughout his term in office,
ranging from a low of 3 to a high of 23. The total

number of interventions per quarter ranged from a low of
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20 to a high of 58, with an average of 33. The average
number of military interventions per quarter was 3, and

ranged from 0 to 10.

Figure 11. Eisenhower Intervention

60

EISENHOWER
Intervention Patterns

SO

40

30

20

1 S 9 13

17 21
Quarters 25 29

Table 13. Eisenhower~Intervention Actions

1st Oouar |2nd Quar |3rd Quar | 4th Quar Totals |

Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili

All |tary{All {tary{al]l |tary|All |tarylall |tary

1953 40 4 47 9 46 2 35 1{ 168 16
1954 24 0 53 2 18 4 27 0} 122 6
1955 37 5 18 3 30 7 20 1] 105 16
1956] 31 0 29 0 221 11 26 0| 108 1
1957 31 21 43 7} 25 1] 24 0] 123 10
[1958] 25 2] 42 7] 58! 10| 32 2| 157{ 21|
1959| 33 2l 27 2| 20 2] 42 1] 122 7
1960] 41 2 42 2 45 3 36 4] 164 11
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Kennedy

The number of intervention actions for President
Kennedy also varied in an up and down pattern, with the
greatest number of actions occurring during his second
year in office. Kennedy averaged 11 actions per month,
with a low of 1 and a high of 22. The number of military
interventions per quarter ranged from 0 to 7.

Figure 12. Kennedy Intervention

50
45
40
35
30
25

20
15

10

KENNEDY
Intervention Patterns

Quarters

Table 14. Kennedy-Intervention Actions

1st Quar |2nd Quar |3rd Quar |4th Quar Totals
Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili
All ltary|All |tary|All |tary{All |tary{All |tary
1961 32 1 33 0 24 4 33 41 122 9
1962 21 0 34 1 49 4 44 71 148 12 ]
1963| 17 3l 29 3{ 30 i} 27 01 103 7
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Nixon

Nixon was the least active president by more than
half, averaging 5 actions per month and 73 per year?.
The total number of actions in a month never exceeded 14
actions and there were 4 or less military type actions
in any quarter. Unlike other presidents, intervention
actions remained rather stable under Nixon without the
peaks of action followed by a quarter of relatively no
action. The number of intefvention actions decreased
gradually over the course of the Nixon presidency.

Figure 13. Nixon Intervention

60 «

S0 NIXON

40 Intervention
I Patterns

{ 3 5 7 9 i 13 15 17 19 21 23
Quarters

2 The comparatively low number of interventions
recorded in the data set is likely due in part to the
lack of Indochina data.
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Table 15. Nixon-Intervention Actions

1st Quar |2nd Quar |3rd Quar |4th Quar Totals
Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili
All jtaryiAll |tary|All |taryjAll |tary|All |tary
1969 23 2 25 4 26 3 30 3] 104 12
1970| 21 3] 13 3] 21 2| 15 ol 70 8
1971| 16 2] 20 i} 13 2{ 22 3] 71 8
1972| 19 o] 19 1 9 0 12 2 59 3
1973| 17 1] 16 1l 16 1] 10 o] 59| -3
1974 12 1 12 2 6 1 30 4

Ford
Except for a few quarters, the number of interven-
tion actions during the Ford administration stayed

relatively steady, with roughly 30 to 40 actions per

Figure 14. Ford Intervention

60 +
50 1 FORD
Intervention

40 Patterns
30
20

10

0

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Table 16. Ford-Intervention Actions

1st Quar |2nd Quar {3rd Quar {4th Quar Totals
Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili
All ltary|All }tary|All jtary|All jtary| All)}tary
1974 - - - - 4 0 20 1l 24 1
1975] 34 1 37 1] 28 5 18 1) 117 8
19761 41 3] 40 2| 34 2] 23 o{ 138 7

guarter. The number of actions per month ranged from a
low of 2 to a high of 18 and there was an average of 2
military actions per quarter during Ford’s second and

third years in office.

Carter

Carter was one of the more active presidents,
having few quarters with low numbers of interventions
and three quarters with relatively high numbers of
intervention. It wasn’t until the end of his third year
in office that he began to turn to military type
intervention actions. Nine military type interventions
occurred over his first 11 quarters, while 12 occurred

over his last 5 quarters in office.
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Figure 15. Carter Intervention
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Table 17. Carter-Intervention Actions

1st Quar |2nd Quar |3rd Quar |4th Quar Totals

Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili

All ltary|All |tary|All |tarviall |tary|All |tary

1977 43 1f 53 0 30 1 37 1} 163 3

1978| 34 1] 28 o} 22 (8] 32 1| 116 2]

1979| 37 2] 41 o] 33 2| 62 3] 173 7

1980 67 1 49 3 37 3 33 2] 186 S
Reagan

Except for three quarters during Reagan’s second
and third year in office, the level of intervention
actions, both military and non-military, remained
relatively high during his first five years in office.
In 1986 the number of intervention actions dropped

precipitously and remained low except for a six month
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period at the beginning of his last year in office. The

number of military type actions ranged from 0 per

guarter to 10 (during 1983, his most active intervention

year), with all but three quarters with 3 or less

military type actions.

Figure 16. Reagan Intervention
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Table 18. Reagan-Intervention Actions

1st Quar |2nd Quar |3rd Quar |4th Quar | Totals
Mili Mili Mili Mili Mili
All |tary|all |tary|All [taryiall |tary|/All [tary
1981 32 3 36 2 40 4 59 if 167 10
1982 54 2 36 3 24 4 34 1| 148 10
1983 39 1 81 2 36 2 58 10j 214 15
1984 46 3 48 3 35 2 49 2] 178 10
1985] 44 0 56 0 60 2 43 1! 203 3
1986] 16 1] 22 ol a3 2| 21 2] 72 5
1987 ) 1 8 0 19 0 20 0 56 1
1988 41 4 31 4 23 1 8 1] 103 10
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5.

THE RELATIONSHIP

If the following dynamics occurred, it would lend
weight to the argument that presidents tend to intervene
more often when they have'ﬁolitical capital to spend.

1. Increases in popularity were generally followed

by increases in intervention actions.

2. Periods of high popularity corresponded with

high levels of intervention.

3. Periods of peak popularity correspond with peak

levels of intervention.

4. Periods of highest intervention occurred most

often during periods with high approval ratings.

If the following dynamics occurred, it would lend
weight to rally-round-the-flag explanations which
suggest that presidents tend to intervene in order to
boost their popularity.

1. Periods of low popularity or a steady decline in

popularity were followed by high levels of

intervention.
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2. Following periods of low populérity or a steady
decline in popularity, the number of
intervention actions increased.

3. Intervention actions increased or were at high
levels during periods leading up to midterm

elections or presidential re-election.

Political capital

A comparison of both increases or decreases in
popularity and various levels of popularity with
intervention activity failed to yield compelling
evidence that presidents tend to intervene more often
when they have increased or higher levels of political
capital to draw upon. There was little evidence of a
relationship between increases or decreases in
popularity and subsequent increases and decreases in
intervention activity, and little evidence that high
levels of intervention are associated with high levels
of popularity.

Following quarters of rising popularity, the number
of intervention actions was as likely to increase (11
times) as decrease (10 times). In quarters following
decreasing popularity, the number of intervention

actions was also as likely to increase as decrease. It
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is only during the Carter’s presidency that intervention

increased following each period of rising popularity;

during the Eisenhower administration intervention

increased twice as often as it decreased following

quarters of rising popularity (Table 19).

The average number of intervention actions in

quarters following a rise in popularity did not vary

significantly from the average number of actions in

Table 19. Changes in Intervention Following Changes in

Popularity

Rising Support | Steady Support | FallingSupport

Inter |Inter |Inter |Inter |Inter |Inter

Higher |Lower |Higher |lower |Higher |ILower
| IKE 4 2 3 7 4 2
JFK 1 2 1 2 2
| NIXON 2 4 2 2 3
FORD 1 1 1 3 1
CARTER 3 2 4 2 4
REAGAN 4 8 9 2 2

Total 11 10 20 24 15 14

Table 20. Levels of Intervention Following Changes in
Popularity. Average number of intervention actions
in the quarter following guarters with rising,
steady or falling popularity.

Rising Support | Steady Support | FallingSupport
Ave # Inter Ave # Inter Ave # Inter
IKE . 37 30 34
JFK 17 30 34
NIXON 18 16 16
FORD 34 28 32
CARTER 34 28 32
| REAGAN 52 28 44
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quarters following a fall in popularity for most
presidents. During the Reagan administration, however,
the average number of intervention actions following
periods of rising popularity was greater than following
quarters of falling popularity by a small margin, 52 to
44. And during the Kennedy administration, the average
number of interventions following a fall in popularity
was twice (34) the number of interventions following a
rise in popularity (Table 20).

Comparisons of popularity levels and numbers of
intervention actions also show no consistent relation-
ship, with the pattern for most presidents being a
similar up and down one: high levels of intervention
actions when popularity was at its lowest, low levels of
intervention at the mid-range of popularity, high levels
again at relatively high levels of popularity, but low
numbers of intervention actions at the highest levels.

In quarters when the president’s popularity was at
its highest, the number of intervention actions were at
their lowest for all except for Jimmy Carter and Ronald
Reagan. The number of intervention actions tended to be
high during quarters when popularity was at high (but

not highest) levels (Table 21). A comparison of quarters
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following various levels of popularity also provides a

similar up and down scatter with no evidence of a pro-

gressive or regressive relationship between popularity

and intervention (Table 22).

Table 21. Levels of Popularity/Concurrent Levels of
Intervention. Average number of intervention

actions during quarters of stated levels of
popularity.

Range of Popularity in Percentages

<40 |41- |46- |51~ |56~ ]|61- |66~ |71- |>76
45 50 55 60 65 70 75

| IKE 36 | 35 | 28 | 36 | 23
JFK 29 | 29 | 37 "33 | 28
LBJ

NIXON | 11 18 | 18 | 18 |23

FORD 34 33 | 18

18
cARTER| 43 [ 29 | 34 [ 50 | 41
REAGAN 42 | 24 | 44 | 31 | 32

Table 22. Levels of Popularity/Subsequent Levels of
Intervention. Average number of intervention
actions during quarter following quarters with
stated levels of popularity.

Range of Popularity in Percentages

<40 (41- }46- |51~ |56- (61~ |66- |71- |>76
45 50 55 60 65 70 75

IKE 35%| 31 | 35 [ 32 | 31
JFK 27%| 30 | 30 | 41 [ 28
LBJ

NIXON | 10 18 | 20 | 15 | 24

FORD 37 41 31 20%

|CARTER| 46 | 32 | 28 | 43 | 30%

REAGAN *45]| 26 | 42 | 42 | 26%

*includes all months when ratings of less than or
greater than high or low percentage indicated at top of
column.
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Ten peak periods of popularity were identified over
the course of the six administrations, and then were
compared to levels or increases in intervention actions.
Of these ten peak periods, only three coincided with
high levels of intervention and one with a slight
increase but at relatively low levels. Four periods of
high popularity coincided with low levels of inter-
vention activity.

Ronald Reagan experiéhced two extended periods of
high popularity, during his first three quarters in
office and then again during the last quarter of 1984
through most of the first two years of his second term.
In the two quarters immediately following Reagan’s first
period of peak popularity (his first 3 quarters in
office) came a peak period of intervention activity,
with 59 and 54 actions in the next two consecutive
quarters. During his second period of high popularity
(1985), intervention activity was also very high with

44, 56, 60 and 43 intervention actions per quarter.

However, during 1986 while popularity remained high, the

number of intervention actions dropped to its lowest

levels with 16, 22, 13, and 21 actions per gquarter.
In addition to high popularity when taking office,

Jimmy Carter had two other peaks ef popularity, lasting

99

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



for only a quarter each. During his first year in office
while his popularity was still high (his first three
quarters remained above 60%), interventions numbered 43,
and 53 during the first two quarters but then dropped to
30 during the third quarter. At the end of his second
year in office, Carter’s experienced a recovery from the
low 40s to the low 50s, and there were 32 intervention
actions in that last quarter of 1978, a rise of 10 over
the previous quarter but'the lowest number of interven-
tion actions per quarter we would see during the rest of
Carter’s term. After a period of precariously low popu-
larity (30%), Carter’s popularity recovered 10 and then
20 points during the last quarter of 1979 and the first
quarter of 1980. It was during those two quarters that
the highest levels of intervention actions occurred,
with 62 and 67 actions per quarter.

Except for his first few months in office, Gerald
Ford’s popularity remained in the mid to high forties.
During those early months of relatively high popularity,
the number of intervention actions were low. Richard
Nixon’s popularity was highest (greater than 60%) during
most of his first year in office. That is also the
period of his presidency when the greatest number of

interventions occurred. The only other period of high
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approval ratings occurred toward the end of his first
term and the beginning of his second. That coincides
with the period of the lowest numbers of intervention
actions of his presidency.

John Kennedy’s popularity remained at high levels
throughout most of his presidency, falling below 60%
only in his final months of office. During the months of
highest popularity (his first year popularity hovered
above 75%) were the lowes{:»numbers of intervention
actions. And President Eisenhower’s popularity remained
high throughout his entire first term in office, with
the highest levels during the final year of his first
term which coincided with a period of low intervention
activity.

High numbers of intervention actions did coincide
with periods of high popularity for some presidents some
of the time, but not for all presidents or any president
all of the time, lending only mixed evidence at best
that high levels of political capital lend themselves to
high levels of intervention.

The most compelling indication that presidents tend
to act more often when their political capital is high
comes from a review of peak periods of intervention. Of
the 15 identified periods of peak intervention, almost
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half (7) followed periods of high popularity, 2 followed
periods of rising popularity, 5 followed periods of
falling popularity and 1 followed a period when popular-
ity had remained relatively steady.

Eisenhower had four periods of relatively high
intervention activity. The first period was early in his
first term during a time and following a period of high
popularity. Intervention activity rose again early in
his second term following'é period when his popularity
was at its highest (77%) but beginning to fall. The
final rise in intervention level occurred during his
seventh year in office when his popularity was once
again high (over 60%). Intervention activity was never
very high for Nixon, although the highest numbers of
intervention did occur during his early months in office
when his popularity was also at its highest.

The two periods of high intervention for Jimmy
Carter occurred during the two periods when Carter
enjoyed his highest levels of popularity, early in his
first term and at then end of his third year, beginning
of his fourth year in office. During Reagan’s two terms,
there were five identifiable peaks of intervention
activity. The first period of high intervention activity

occurred at the beginning of his term when his popular-
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ity was high. Two others occurred after periods of
rising popularity.

Theories of political capital suggest that presi-
dents would be more likely to undertake risky or con-
troversial interventions when popularity was high.
According to these arguments, when presidents have high
levels of popularity, they are provided a reservoir of
political capital that enables them to consider a broad-
er array of options and fi:ées them to take controversial
actions with greater risks than if their popularity is
low. While peak periods of intervention followed periods
of high or rising popularity 9 out of 15 times, other
comparisons generated by studying six presidents find
scant support for this explanation. Periods with the
highest number of intervention actions did follow
periods of high popularity half the time, but increases
in popularity were not followed by increased interven-
tion action. Intervention actions were as likely to
decrease as increase following increasing levels of
popularity. Periods of high levels of intervention did
not correspond with high levels of intervention. Periods
of peak popularity was as likely to corresponded with
peak levels of intervention as it was with lowest levels

of intervention.
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Rally ‘Round

The comparisons used to assess the presence of the
rally phenomenon provides mixed results. The most con-
vincing evidence that presidents may react to sliding
popularity by taking actions to boost their popularity
comes when examining levels of intervention activity
following slides in popularity. Over the course of six
presidencies, there were 12 clearly identifiable periods
of sliding popularity, anii increases in intervention or

high levels of intervention activity followed all but 2

of them. In the quarters following 4 periods of declin-
ing popularity, the highest levels of.intervention of
the individual presidencies occurred, and an increase in
intervention activity followed 5 of the periods of
decline. The final slide in popularity for Jimmy Carter
occurred during his last months in office, and subse-
quent levels of intervention activity cannot be calcu-
lated. The two periods of declining popularity during
the Nixon administration were not followed by high
levels or increases in intervention.

Eisenhower’s popularity remained relatively steady
over the course of his eight years in office, with one
quarter rising a little, the next falling, the next

rising, etc. Yet he did experience one long period of
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agradual decline during the beginning of his second term.

In January of 1957, his popularity rating was 73%. By

March of 1958, it was at 49%. It is after experiencing

six quarters of deteriorating popularity that we find
the highest level of intervention activity of the
Eisenhower presidency.

Although John Kennedy enjoyed relatively high
levels of popularity throughout his brief presidency,
there were two periods of'aeclining popularity. In March
of 1962, Kennedy’s popularity was at 79%. By September
of 1962, it was at 63%, falling another two points in
October to 61%. These two quarters of decline coincided
with an increase in intervention activities. While it is
impossible to suggest direction of the relationship or
accurately assess cause and effect, it must be noted
that the two quarters of highest intervention activity
for the Kennedy presidency occurred during the third and
fourth quarters of 1962, during and subsequent to an
eighteen point slide in popularity. The actions taken

were related primarily to the Cuban missile crisis.
After a three month period of recovery to the mid-
70s, Kennedy'’s popularity began to deteriorate once

again and with that slide in popularity, an increase in
intervention levels began again. Kennedy’s final quarter
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in office shows 27 actions, but that is for only a two
month period. A three month total following this period
of steadily declining popularity could well have proven
to be another peak quarter of intervention actions.
During his first few months in office, Gerald Ford
experienced his only (and dramatic) decline in popular
support from 71% when he took office in August 1974, to
38% in March 1975. Although this may have been a false
decline based on an inflai:éd high, it may still have
been perceived as a dramatic decline at the time by the
president. Along with these three gquarters of steadily
declining popularity came increases in intervention

actions from 20 to 34 to 37 in the three guarters
following the lowest approval ratings of his presidency.

Although these increases did occur following this steep

decline, Ford also had other quarters with equally high
or higher numbers of intervention actions, during
periods of steady and slightly increasing levels of
popular support.

Jimmy Carter experienced three periods of declining
popularity during his one term as president, the final

decline as he was leaving office. The number of

intervention activities tended to decline as popularity
declined, with an increase in actions occurring in the
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quarters following the bottoming out of the slide. His
highest level of intervention actions followed his
second period of declining popularity.

Ronald Reagan experienced two lengthy periods of
declining popularity--the first early in his first term
(from 67% in March 1981 to 36% in January 1983), and the
second beginning at the very end 1986, falling from 63%
in October 1986 to 45% in March 1987. An additional
brief period of decline oééurred early in his second
term when he went from 63% in January 1985 to 52% in
April 1985. The highest number of interventions during
any quarter of Reagan’s presidency occurred in the

second quarter of 1983 following the first period of
lengthy decline. The second largest number of

interventions during any quarter of Reagan’s presidency
occurred in the third quarter of 1985 following the
brief period of decline mentioned abo{re. After eight
quarters of the lowest levels of intervention of his
presidency, the number of interventions began to rise
again_in the third and fourth quarters of 1987 and the
first quarter of 1988, all of this following the final
period of declining popularity.

The pattern of Richard Nixon’s popularity was a

slow yet steady decline during his first term, five
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quarters of recovery late in his first term and at the
beginning of his second, then a period of swift and
steep decline leading up to his eventual resignation
from office. The number of intervention actionsg during

and after both periods of decline showed neither an
increase nor higher levels than at any other times

during his presidency.

An examination of peak periods of intervention did
not lend evidence to a raiiy type relationship, however.
Of the 15 identified peak periods of intervention for
six presidents, a third (5) followed a period of falling
popularity, no more than expected. During the Eisenhower
administration a peak period of intervention activity
followed six consecutive quarters of falling popularity.
The most active period of intervention for John Kennedy
was at the end of his second year in office. That peak

period followed two gquarters of falling popularity. One

of the peak periods of intervention during Gerald Ford’s
presidency occurred immediately following 3 guarters of
declining popularity and the other peak in activity
occurred during and fellowing a relatively steady period
when his approval rating hovered in the mid-forties.

And for Ronald Reagan, the highest peak of

intervention activity occurred at the end of his third
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year in office and following seven consecutive quarters
of falling popularity. After two years of the lowest
period of intervention activity of his presidency (the
middle of his second term), came one final period of
high intervention. This came after a drop in popularity
from the low sixties to the mid-forties.

The rally phenomenon also suggests that because of
the need for high popular support around election times,
presidents may be more active interventionists as they
attempt to rally support prior to midterm elections and
re-election efforts. The political commentators often
speculate about whether an "October surprise" might be
part of an election strategy. Of the 7 midterm elections
considered in this study (not including 1974), the
number of interventions during midterm election periods
was higher than previous quarters 3 times, but there was
little or no change during 3 midterm periods and a de-
crease during 1 period.

Intervention activity during the four months prior
to the midterm election in Eisenhower’s first term was
very low when compared to both the previous and subse-
quent months. During August, September and October there
were a total of 24 (5, 10, and 9 respectively) actions

compared to 53 (15, 18, 20) in the three months previous
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and 42 (13, 16, 13) in the three months following the
midterm election period. Just the opposite was true for
the midterm election period during Eisenhower’s second
term when the number of interventions was greater during
the election period than before or after. During August,
September and October there were 64 (20, 26, and 18)
compared to 42 (7, 16, 19) prior to and 29 (5, 14, 10)
following.

The highest number o.f. interventions of the Kennedy
presidency occurred during the midterm election period
with 55 (August-12, September-21, October-22). The
previous three month period also had a high number of
actions (49) while the number of interventions drastic-
ally decreased following the election with a total of
13, 9, and 5 in November, December and January.

While we seldom see much variation in levels of
intervention during the Nixon years, the midterm
election period of his first term shows twice as many
actions (27) during August, September, and October than
during the previous three months (12) and during the
following three months (14). For Jimmy Carter, the
number of interventions during the midterm period (26)
were at about the same level as the period before (32)

and after (28).
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There is no discernible pattern to the midterm
election periods of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. Previous
to the 1982 elections there were fewer (27) intervention
actions than during the previous three months (36) and
the following three months (34). During 1986 there were
20 intervention actions during August, September and
October, compared to 27 in the three months prior to and
6 during the three months following that election
period. |

There are mixed results during re-election periods
as well. There were less than half as many intervention
actions in the three months leading up to Eisenhower’s
re-election (17) than there were in the prior (37) three
months, and fewer than the following (28) three months.
For Nixon, the numbers of intervention actions during
the re-election period (14) were about the same as they
were before (14) or after (10). For Gerald Ford, the
number of actions during the re-election period (44)
were a bit higher than the previous three months (33)
dropping to only 10 during November and December, his
last two months in office. During the three months of
Jimmy Carter’s re-election period there were 31 actions
(9, 12, 10), a little less than the previous three

months (14, 12, 16) yet running at about the same level
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as post-election months (8, 15). For Ronald Reagan, the
number of interventions during his re-election period
(40) was slightly more than the previous few months (35)
and slightly less than the next three months (45).

As for the infamous October surprises, Octobers did
not look a whole lot different than Septembers or other
months of the year except, perhaps, for Richard Nixon.
During the Nixon re-election period, there were three
times the number of inter\réntions in October 1972 (9)
than the previous month (3) and only one month in all of
1972, 1973, and 1974 when there were more than 9 inter-
ventions. During the Reagan and Eisenhower re-election
periods, there were almost twice as many actions in
October (18) as there were in September, but the October
number was within the general range of actions through-
out their presidencies. For all other presidents seeking
re-election, October levels were about the same or less
than September levels, and no different than other
months of the years.

According to rally explanations, presidential
actions impact on presidential popularity and, because
popularity is the key indicator of presidential power,
presidents act at least in part in order to increase

their popularity. Dramatic events, primarily interna-
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tional in nature, generally serve to increase popularity
as the public rallies around a president. Presidents,
therefore, are more likely to take dramatic action when
the need for increased popularity is greatest, when
their popularity is low or in decline, or during
election periods.

The comparisons generated by studying six presi-
dents find limited support for this rally dynamic.
Periods of low popularity‘ 6r a steady decline in
popularity were followed by high levels of intervention
most of the time for most presidents, although peak
periods of intervention followed a period of falling
popularity only one third of the time. Periods of low or
declining popularity were not, however, followed by
increased intervention action. And intervention actions
increased or were at high levels during midterm election
periods half the time, but during re-election periods
there is no consistent pattern and October surprises

were the exception rather than the rule.

The following look at a range of comparisons for
each individual president, rather than the six as a
whole, does not provide a compelling case for a strong

relationship between popularity and intervention actions
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for any of the six presidents studied in the direction
suggested by either political capital or rally
theorists.

President Eisenhower’s popularity remained
relatively steady over the course of his eight years in
office, with one quarter rising a little, the next
falling slightly, the next rising again, etc., and
therefore provided few sharp contrasts in popular
support with which to comﬁare intervention actions. His
entire presidency can only be characterized with periods
of high popularity, with the exception of one period of
slight decline that was followed, once again, by high
popularity. The only evidence of a possible relationship
suggested by rally explanations is found when examining
what occurred early in Eisenhower’s second term follow-
ing that one period of gradual decline.

In January of 1957, the president’s popularity

rating was 73%. By March of 1958, it was at 49%. It is

after experiencing six guarters of deteriorating pop-

ularity, that we find the highest level of interven-
tionary activity of the Eisenhower presidency. The two

quarters with the highest number of military related

interventions (17 during these two quarters, versus an
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Figure 17. Eisenhower Intervention/Popularity-ist Term
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Figure 18. Eisenhower Intervention/Popularity-2nd Term
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average of 3 per quarter) also occurred during the two
quarters following this slide in popularity.

Like Eisenhower and unlike other presidents who
followed, President Kennedy had an abundance of
political capital to spend throughout most of his
presidency because his popularity remained so high.
Therefore, whenever one fihds intervention actions, it
would be consistent with political capital explanations.

Rally arguments do f£find some support in the data.
During the Kennedy presidency, the average number of
interventions in the guarters following declining
approval was twice the number of interventions following
a period of rising popularity. However, the number of
interventions that followed decline in approval was only
slightly greater than during periods when popularity
held steady.

And although Kennedy enjoyed relatively high levels
of popularity throughout his brief presidency, there
were two periods of declining popularity. In March of
1962, Kennedy'’s popularity was at 79%. By September of
1962, he was at 63%, falling another two points in

October to 61%. These two quarters of decline, coincided
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Figure 19. Kennedy Intervention/Popularity
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with an increase in intervention activities. After a
three month period of recovery to the mid-70s, Kennedy’s
popularity began to deteriorate once again and with that
slide in popularity, an increase in intervention levels
began again. Kennedy’s final quarter in office shows 27
actions, but that is for only a two month period. A
three month total following two quarters of steadily
declining popularity could well have proven to be
another peak quarter of intervention actions.

The two quarters of highest intervention activity
for the Kennedy presidency occurred during the third and
fourth guarters of 1962 during and subsequent to an
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eighteen point slide in popularity. This period was also
the midterm election period. During this period there
were 55 intervention actions (August-12, September-21,
October-22). The period previous to that also had a high
number of actions (49) while the number of intervention
drastically decreased following the election with a
total of 27 (13, 9, and 5 in November, December and
January) . Kennedy averaged 11 intervention actions per
month over the course of his presidency, yet in Septem-
ber and October leading up to the November midterm elec-
tions, there were 21 and 22 actions each month.

For Richard Nixon it was not popularity but inter-
vention actions that showed little variation over the
course of his presidency, partly due to the absence of
Indo China data from the data set, again making compar-
isons difficult. The only data that may suggest a possi-
ble relationship comes during the midterm election
period. While we seldom see much variation in levels of
intervention during the Nixon years, the midterm
election period of his first term (1970) shows twice as
many actions (27) actions during August, September and
October than during the previous three months (12) and

during the following three months (14).
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Figure 20. Nixon Intervention/Popularity
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Figure 21. Ford Intervention/Popularity
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Data supporting a relationship between popularity
and intervention during Ford’s presidency is mixed,
providing some support for rally explanations but little
for political capital explanations. The number of
intervention actions increased three times and decreased
once following periods of falling popularity, and during
Gerald Ford’s first few months in office, when he
experienced his only (and dramatic) decline in popular
support (from 71% when he took office in August 1974 to
38 % in March 1975), intervention actions increased from
20 to 34 to 37 in the three quarters following the
lowest approval ratings of his presidency. Although
increases in intervention followed this steep decline,
there were also three other quarters with equally high
or higher numbers of intervention actions, and these
occurred during and following periods of steady and
slightly increasing levels of popular support.

Data during the re-election period is consistent
with suggestions that intervention actions may be used
to rally support. The number of actions during the three
month re-election period (44) were a bit higher than the
previous three months (33) and three or four times
higher (only 10 in a two month period, compared to 44 in

a three month period) than the number of actions during

120

}

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



November and December. The number of actions in October,
however, was consistent with previous months.

At first glance, the data for Jimmy Carter’s
presidency provides a compelling visual image of a
relationship between intervention actions and levels of
approval. As can be seen in Figure 22, intervention
actions and popularity are almost a mirror image of one
another as they seemingly rise and fall together
throughout the course of Cérter_"s four years in office.
And the data comparisons do give some support to politi-
cal capital explanations. The number of interventions
increased following each period of rising popularity and
the number of intervention actions tended to be high
during quarters when popularity was high, although not
during the periods when Carter’s popularity was at its
highest levels. Quarters following rising popularity
showed the highest average number of interventions (34),
although the margin is slight (28-steady, 32-falling).

Jimmy Carter had three periods of peak popularity.
During his first year in office while his popularity was
still high, interventions numbered 43 and 53 but then
dropped to 30 during the third quarter. At the end of
his second year in office, Carter experienced a recovery

from the low 40s to the low 50s, and there were 32
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Figure 22. Carter Intervention/Popularity
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intervention actions in that last quarter of 1978, a
rise of 10 over the previous quarter, but the lowest
number of intervention actions per quarter we would see
during the rest of Carter’s term. After a period of
precariously low popularity (30%), Carter’s popularity
recovered 10 and then 20 points during the last quarter
of 1979 and the first quarter of 1980. It was during
those two quarters that the highest levels of

intervention actions occurred with 62 and 67. The two

periods of -high intervention activity for Jimmy Carter

occurred during the two periods when Carter enjoyed his
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highest levels of popularity, early in his first term
and at then end of his third year, beginning of his
fourth year in office.

Evidence that low or declining popularity or an
upcoming election might have caused Jimmy Carter to
attempt to rally support through increased intervention
actions is not as evident. The number of intervention
actions decreased twice as often as it increased
following a period of deciine. During the three periods
of declining popularity experienced by Carter during his
one term as president, the number of intervention
activities tended to decline as popularity declined,
although an increase in actions did occur in the
guarters following the bottoming out of the slide. And
the highest levels of intervention actions occurred
following the second period of declining popularity.
The number of intervention actions did not vary during
election periods, remaining at about the same level
before and after the election periods.

A comparison of popularity data and intervention
data during the Ronald Reagan presidency provides some
support for the relationship explained by rally
theorists. Reagan experienced two lengthy periods of

declining popularity, the first early in his first term
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(from 67% in March 1981 to 36% in January 1983) and the
second beginning at the very end 1986, falling from 63%
in October 1986 to 45% in March 1987. An additional
brief period of decline occurred early in his second
term when he went from 63% in January 1985 to 52% in
April 1985.

The highest number of interventions during anvy
guarter of Reagan’s presidency occurred in the second
guarter of 1983 following the first period of lengthy
decline. The second largest number of interventions
during any guarter of Reagan’s presidency occurred in
the third quarter of 1985 following the brief period of
decline mentioned above. After 8 quarters of the lowest
levels of intervention of his presidency, the number of
interventions began to rise again in the third and
fourth quarters of 1987 and the first quarter of 1988,
all of this following the final period of declining
popularity. Midterm and re-election period analysis do
not, however, show evidence of attempts to rally
support.

Political capital explanations also find some
support in the Reagan data comparisons. The number of
intervention actions tended to be high during quarters

when popularity was high, but not at its highest levels.

124

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 23. Reagan Intervention/Popularity-ist Term

80 .
70 4
60 -+
50 +

40 + -
— . »
30 X \
. / Number o.f'
20 + Interventions
10 4 REAGAN 1981-1984
0 : : $ : : ] L 1 1 I3 1 L ]

T Y T T T T T =

1 2 3 4 S5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Quarters

Figure 24 . Reagan Intervention/Popularity-2nd Term
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Ronald Reagan experienced two extended periods of
high popularity. He enjoyed the highest levels of
popularity during his first three quarters in office,
then again during the last quarter of 1984 through most
of the first two years of his second term (8 quarters).
In the two quarters immediately following Reagan’s first

three quarters in office came a peak period of interven-
tion activity with 59 and 54 actions in the next two

consecutive quarters. During his second period of high
popularity (1985), intervention activity was also very
high with 44, 56, 60 and 43 intervention actions per
quarter. During 1986, however, while popularity remained
high, the number of intervention actions dropped to its
lowest levels with 16, 22, 13, and 21 actions per
quarter.

During Reagan’s two terms, there were five
identifiable peaks of intervention activity. The first
period of high intervention activity occurred at the
beginning of his term when his popularity was high. Two
others occurred after periods of rising popularity. The
highest peak of intervention activity occurred at the
end of his third year in office and following seven

consecutive quarters of falling popularity. After two

126

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



yvears of the lowest period of intervention activity of
his presidency (the middle of his second term), came one
final period of high intervention. This came after a
drop in popularity from the low sixties to the mid-

forties.

Overall, the fluctuation in the number of
intervention actions in quarters following months of
rising or falling levels of popularity provide only
limited support for both rally and political capital
explanations of intervention decisions during the Reagan

administration.

According to political capital arguments, when
presidents have high levels of popularity they are
provided a reservoir of political capital that enables
them to consider a broader array of options and frees
them to take controversial actions with greater risks
than if their popularity is low, thereby making them
more likely to intervene when popularity was high.

Data covering six presidencies does little to
support this dynamic. Periods with the highest number of
intervention actions did follow periods of high
popularity half the time, but increases in popularity

were not followed by increased intervention action.
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Intervention actions were as likely to decrease as
increase following increasing levels of popularity.
Periods of high levels of popularity did not correspond
with high levels of intervention and periods of peak
popularity were as likely to correspond with lowest
levels of intervention as it was with highest levels of
intervention.

Of the six presidents studied, political capital
explanations find little éupport in the data except in
the cases of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. During
Carter’s presidency, the number of intervention actions
did consistently increase following rising popularity.
And when popularity was high the number of intervention
actions also tended to be high. During Reagan’s
presidency, high levels of intervention activity tended
to follow periods of high popularity and peaks of
intervention activity occurred during periods of high
popularity 3 out of 5 times.

The absence of support for such a relationship
during other presidencies may be due to factors having
little to do with the presence or absence of the
relationship. Both Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy had
such high popularity throughout that there were no

clearly identifiable periods of "high" popularity to use
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for comparison. Both presidents, but especially
Eisenhower, had a steady source of political capital
throughout their time in office, perhaps leading to a
lack of urgency to act for fear of a time when their
capital would be depleted. And finally, public opinion
tracking popularity studies did not have the almost
daily impact on a president’s power situation during the
fifties and early sixties as it does today, or did
during the Carter and Reacjan years, and was simply less
of a factor in judgements about a president’s political
capital.

Nixon’s pattern of popularity was one of decline,
gradual at first, followed by a steep decline during his
final years. Since high levels of intervention are not
evident early in his presidency, the data does not
support political capital explanations for a relation-
ship between intervention and popularity. Yet it may be
that because Vietnam so dominated Nixon’s attention
during his first term, other intervention actions simply
became less likely as the dynamics of the East-West
relationship, which account for many of the post-World
War II interventions, were played out in the Vietnam
arena. In addition, the lack of Indochina data precludes

a potentially valuable set of data comparisons.
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According to rally explanations, because dramatic
events, primarily international in nature, generally
serve to increase popularity as the public rallies
around a president, presidents are more likely to take
dramatic action when the need for increased popularity
is greatest, when their popularity is low or in decline
or during election periods.

The data comparisons over six presidencies finds
some support for this rally dynamic. Periods of low
popularity or a steady decline in popularity were
followed by high levels of intervention most of the time
for most presidents, although peak periods of
intervention followed a period of falling popularity
only one third of the time. On the other hand, other
evidence provides little support for rally explanations.
Periods of low or declining popularity were not followed
by increased intervention and while about half of the
time intervention actions increased or were at high
levels during midterm election periods, during re-
election periods there is no consistent pattern and
October surprises were the exception rather than the

rule.
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Of the six presidents studied, the evidence in
support of rally explanations is most convincing for
Ronald Reagan. High numbers of intervention tended to
follow periods of decline and periods when his
popularity was the lowest. Midterm and re-election
periods do not, however, show evidence of attempts to
rally support.

The only evidence of a possible relationship in the
Eisenhower and Kennedy adniinistrations comes from an
examination of a very limited number of periods of
decline. Eisenhower experienced only one, and Kennedy
only two, identifiable periods of decline and high or
increasing levels of intervention did coincide with or
follow each decline.

For Nixon, the only supporting evidence is a
doubling in the level of interventions during the
midterm election period. Ford had one dramatic period of
decline at the beginning of his administration and that
was followed by an increase in intervention but as dis-
cussed earlier, not only could this have been a false
decline, there were other periods of increased interven-
tion unrelated to decline. While Carter’s patterns

appear to be mirror images of one another, data compari-
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sons did not support a relationship in the rally
direction.

The most consistent finding was the inconsistency
of the evidence. While one comparison might point to a
possible connection, another comparison finds the
opposite. The margins of differences even when in the
direction expected are often minimal. Whether within
individual presidencies or across six presidencies,
comparisons of intervention actions and presidential
popularity do not provide convincing evidence of a
relationship suggested by either political capital or
rally-round-the-flag explanations.

Of all the presidents, Jimmy Carter and Ronald
Reagan provide the most evidence of possible relation-
ships between intervention and popularity. The case
studies of each president that follow attempt to shed
further light on the relationship between presidential
popularity and intervention and the relevance of rally
and political capital explanations. And, since the
quantitative analysis finds only limited support for a
relationship explained by rally and political capital
arguments, the case studies will broaden the examination

and explore how popularity, public opinion and domestic
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political factors might be related in ways not fully

considered by rally and political capital explanations.

133

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6.
A STUDY IN CONTRASTS

Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan

The quantitative comparison of popularity patterns
and intervention events provides a limited yet revealing
picture of the possible rélationship between domestic
political dynamics and foreign policy decision-making.
Case studies provide a wider view by exposing the myriad
of intervening variables that cannot be successfully
controlled for quantitatively even as they too influence
the foreign policy decision-making process. The case
analysis portion of this study examines the relative
influence of public opinion in light of related domestic
political considerations and in the broader context of a
range of dynamics that surround decision-making in
foreign policy under two very different presidents.

Jimmy Carter, the dogged nuclear engineer who met
even the smallest decisions by personally mastering the
detailed minutiae of the subject at hand, was arguably
the most intelligent and substantive president this

century. Yet he left office under a cloud of failure,
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never quite connecting with the American people. Ronald
Reagan, the ever popular grandfatherly conservative
Republican ideologue, conceived policy instinctively, if
perhaps simply. He liked to set overall goals but hap-
pily left the details of governing and the vast majority
of decisions to others, and he delighted in his rela-
tionship with the American public. If we can discover
something similar about the relationship between domes-
tic politics and foreign bélicy decisions under these
two very different presidents, the insight gained may
well have implications for a broader understanding of
presidential decision-making in foreign policy that
extends far beyond these two administrations.

In order to set the stage for the examination of
the impact of one variable, public support for the
president, on the decision-making process, it is
necessary to understand how other variables, such as
personality, decision style and world views, provide a
context under which decisions are made by the two
presidents studied.

Jimmy Carter liked to characterize himself as a
simple man from.Plains, Georgia. An engineer and peanut
farmer. Naval Academy graduate. Religious. Serious. A

planner and detail man, Jimmy Carter brought all of
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what it reveals about the structures and barriers that
acted to hinder, perhaps prevent, political calculation
from entering into foreign policy decisions and what it
reveals about the perceived role of public opinion in
those same decisions.

In this 110 page memo, until recently classified
secret for national security reasons, Jordan (1977)
outlined the problems brought about by Carter’s
insistence that politics éfxd foreign policy be separate.
He cited the decision to sell F-15s to Saudi Arabia as
an example. Although it may have been a good decision on
the merits of the case, Jordan began, there were other
factors that should have been taken into consideration.
"Anyone who is familiar with the mood of the Congress
would tell you that this is going to be a very tough
legislative fight. And Frank Moore, who is the person
who will have to fight to have the sale approved and who
is the person most familiar with our other legislative
priorities, did not have the opportunity to comment on
when to do it, how to do it and who should be informed
of the decision in advance. Instead, Moore learned about
the sale from a newspaper story at the same time as

those in Congress he would have to count on to help get
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it through, leaving him and the administration in an
unnecessarily much weakened position."

Jordan cited the lack of a "formal political input
in the foreign policy decision-making process" and lack
of a "standard procedure to inform staff members with
political responsibilities once decisions are made" as
responsible for putting the White House in the unenvi-
able position of "reacting" rather than "taking the
political initiative." Thié structure unnecessarily
decreased the ability of the administration to insure
that policy initiatives would have the political support
of the American people and the Congress.

"We have not dealt adequately with the continuing
relationship of foreign policy decisions to the domestic
political situation...Although we have denied any sub-
stantive linkage between our various domestic and for-
eign policy initiatives it is inevitable that linkage
does occur at the political and at the perception level
...none of us on the White House staff wants or expects
to be foreign policy experts or decision-makers. We
could point out political problems and opportunities if
involved early enough in the process."

Jordan’s explanation went on to take an almost

classical political capital cast when he argued that a
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separation of political considerations from foreign
policy decision-making neglects the reality of the
relationship between public opinion and foreign policy
whereby a deteriorating political base and decreasing

popular support jeopardizes the ability to gain support
for foreign policy initiative. Because of the nature of

the unpopular foreign policy initiatives faced by the
Carter administration (Panama Canal, SALT, AWACS sales),
he wrote, it is imgortant.th'at foreign policy
discussions consider the impact and implications of
various foreign policy actions on public support for the
president and support in the Congress.

This memo is instructive for a number of reasons.
That it took the sustained effort by Jordan over a per-
iod of months to build a series of arguments regarding
the need for inclusion of political considerations into
the foreign policy decision-making process is indicative
of carter’s inclinations to the contrary. That Jordan
was successful in persuading Carter that a change was
necessary and that he, Jordan, was the obvious choice to
begin to be a part of the process, testifies to the
influence that Jordan had on Carter. The memo is also

instructive for the case it doesn’t make. It makes no

case for allowing politics to dictate changes in the
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substance or content of the decision, rather it is the

timing or the mode of communication or the strategic
political planning that should go along with decisions
that are addressed.

.Carter finally bowed to those arguing for a closer
relationship between politics and foreign policy-making.
The president’s response to Jordan’s memo (Carter 1978)
was the following brief note to foreign policy advisers
and senior staff, using lér;guage suggested in the Jordan
memo: "In order to insure closer coordination of the
political and staff dimensions of foreign policy
decisions, I have asked Hamilton to participate more
formally in discussion of foreign affairs. He will
attend our weekly breakfasts and have access to all
reports except PDB. Let’s have Ham’s political judgment
and strategic planning ability."

Consistent with his description in the memo of what
he thought his proper role should be, Jordan (1981)
described his role at the foreign policy breakfasts as
more an observer than a participant.

I was not an adviser, but an observer of the
process with the exception of raising political
concerns and problems...If Zbig or Cy or whoever
was arguing that we ought do some something, I’d
say, "If we’re going to do that, we really ought to
get Frank Moore toc get a group in from the hill and

get their reaction to this or that initiative be-
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fore you go ahead with it. We ought to get him in
and let him tell us if there’s a chance we can get
that through the committee or whom we should inform
on the Hill." My role in the foreign policy process
initially was as an early warning system for the
rest of the senior staff. I would pass things on to
Jody or Frank Moore that were said at the meetings
so that they should know about them. I would try to
raise political objections, problems and concerns
with Vance, Brzezinski and the president as they
talked about how they were going the change the
world.

In the end, however, Jordan played a bigger role in
foreign policy matters than even he could have imagined
at the beginning of the administration.

I ended up spending most of my time on the foreign

policy battles. After Panama, there was the Mid

East arms package. Because I was sitting in on the

foreign policy breakfasts and because of my

experience with Panama, it just naturally fell that
my operation would deal with SALT...For me, it was
all kind of crazy. Here I was from south Georgia
and was being exposed to all these problems at the
very highest level without having a background or
context for understanding a lot of these things.

Because the president ended up spending so much
time on foreign policy, Jordan did also. According to
Jordan, "as long as foreign policy issues are on the
president’s design, you need somebody there that’s
trying to reconcile your fcreign policy interests and
objectives with the political realities."

Most revealing about the Jordan memo, the presi-

dent’s response to the memo and Jordan’s subsequent
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involvement in foreign policy matters is what it
suggests, i.e., there was a clear appreciation within

the Carter administration of the dynamics ascribed to
political capital argquments. While direct consideration

of a president’s power situation as defined by public
support may not be evident in the decision process
itself, a fundamental appreciation of the relationship
between popularity and the president’s success in
governing may help explaiﬁ a range of related actions
prior to or post decision-making.

A look both at the role of pollster Patrick Caddell
and the use of public opinion research in the Carter
White House provides another view of how significant a
role public opinion and presidential popularity played
in foreign policy decision-making. An always controver-
sial figure, Caddell received more than his share of
attention from the media during the Carter administra-
tion. This media attention, a Caddell memo that focused
on the president’s public image, his influence with
Carter as evidenced by the politically disastrous
"malaise" speech, and his reported close access to the
president all suggest that public opinion and concern

over the president’s popularity were fundamentally
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intertwined with presidential decision-making. But, in
fact, it was much less so than it appeared.

While Caddell never officially worked in the White
House, he and image~-maker Gerry Rafshoon shared an
office in Washington until Rafshoon went to the White
House as communications director. Caddell spoke regular-
ly, often daily, to Jordan, Powell and Rafshoon about
the range of political issues, particularly the mood of
the American electorate as .revealed by available polling
data. When asked how much he read or relied on public
opinion polls, Carter’s (1991) response that he primar-
ily relied on town meetings with the voters, not polls,
to learn about public opinion was perhaps a little
ingenuous. "I don’t believe we ever did polls in the
White House," the president said. "I used to read those
that were published in the newspaper."

Polls were, in fact, conducted for the Carter White
House, although they were paid for by the party’s
national committee (as all polls for use by the White
House have been under a half-dozen presidents). Polls
were designed by Caddell in response to the needs of the
White House political team for the benefit of the presi-
dent, yet the influence of Caddell and the influence of

polls and the tracking of public opinion on decision-
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making in general and foreign policy in particular is
difficult to gauge. When compared to the number and
frequency of polling done for subsequent presidents, the
number of polls available to the Carter White House were
few and far between.

When asked how significant a role polls played in
the Carter White House, Jody Powell (1981) responded
that "they would have been perhaps more important if we
could have afforded to hairé done more of them. We began
looking about once a quarter or so and then just because
of lack of funds, it tailed off" to perhaps once or
twice a year. Caddell (1979) complained in a memo to the
president of his frustrations that he had no ability to
poll on a critical issue and therefore was hamstrung in
his ability to advise the president regarding the
public’s attitudes.

In addition to Caddell’s limited polling, a
constant stream of polls from a variety of sources did
find their way to the offices of all of Carter’s top
aides and those results and implications thereof were
often funneled to Carter’s desk as well, with notes
attached. It wasn’t just from Caddell, Rafshoon, Powell
or Jordan, the political people, that Carter would

receive polling information. Even Hedley Donovan, who
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Reprodu

came on during Carter’s last year as an "eminence gris"
type adviser, kept Carter informed about public opinion,
oftentimes related to foreign policy.

"This is the poll I was referring to," Donovan
(1980) wrote in a cover note to Carter attached to a
Washington Star article regarding a poll that concluded
that the American people were "more concerned with
foreign problems--the taking of U.S. hostages in Iran,
the Russian invasion of Afghanistan and general military
preparedness--than at any other time in recent history."
The article also pointed out the political interpreta-
tion that so often accompanied journalist discussion of
foreign policy.

Although those surveyed seem to be against any
military involvement, 58 percent said Carter should
have taken ’stronger action’ to end the crisis...
Meanwhile, there are indications that the Iranian
crisis, which served as the catalyst for President
Carter’s recent dramatic rise in the polls, may now
be turning against him politically.

Donovan was only one of many in the White House who
attempted to use polling results to open Carter to an
appreciation of public opinion as it related to his
decisions regarding the hostages. Carter often read and

paid attention to similar polls and memos regarding

recent poll findings and occasionally returned them with
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margin notes indicating his recognition of a valid point
or directions to speech writers, for instance, to
consider certain points. Attached to one Caddell polling
memo on SALT was a handwritten note from the president
to Jerry Rafshoon (Carter 1979) directing him to
"prepare all speeches accordingly." It’s clear from the
number of a polls that circulated through the White
House, from memos to the president referring to public
opinion, and occasional haﬁdwritten responses from the
president that Carter read and sometimes incorporated
polling information into his thinking.?2

In contrast to presidents serving a decade later
who constantly cite polls and public opinion as
information sources, Carter rarely referred to public
opinion and seldom credited polling with having any
impact on this thinking. The president (Carter 1982)
himself did cite what he calls "Caddell’s definitive
poll" in the summer of 1979 as impetus for him to

rethink his appeals to the public regarding energy

2Numerous polls, articles and notes regarding polls
are found throughout the files of most senior White
House staff (in more than 50 different folders, more
than 25 different boxes), the contents of which made
their way into numerous memos, including those to the
president. Many deal with foreign policy at least in
part. It is difficult to judge how many specific polls
were read by the president, but clearly polling
information freely circulated through the White House.
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policy. From that poll he concluded that "I had been to
the public so many times it was like the guy crying
wolf. They didn’t believe it anymore."

President Carter appreciated the need to understand
the publicA, was clearly influenced at times by informa-
tion from public opinion polls, and had great respect
for Patrick Caddell’s ability to capture the mood of the
American people. But rather than impacting directly on
specific decisions in eithér domestic or foreign policy,
the influence of Caddell and informat';ion gleaned from
public opinion surveys was primarily in pinpointing the
source of the public discontent and served to assist the
administration in its attempts to move public opinion to
support administration decisions rather than influence
the decisions themselves.

The enormous attention give to public opinion
around the treaties is illustrative. According to
Caddell (1993), polls “"were never used to decide the
issues. Both the treaties were made on the merits. If
you had used polls to decide whether to go for ratifica-
tion or not, neither of the treaties would have occurred
because there was such public opposition." With the
public so opposed, it was obvious that the political

costs for members of Congress to support the treaties
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were enormous. Therefore polling was used extensively to
gauge the effectiveness of various arguments in moving
public opinion towards support for these policies. Poll-
ing results also helped convince the president that in
order to get the treaties through Congress "one of
things we had to do was change public opinion (Carter
1982) ." To win the battle in Congress over the treaty,
according to Carter, we had to make "it politically
acceptable for them to voéé on something that seemed to
be unpopular.™

While researchers continue to disagree about the
degree to which presidents can influence public opinion,
administration actions around the treaties make clear
that President Carter and his advisers believed that
public opinion was maleable and responsive, at least to
some deqgree, to presidential actions. Discussion of the
Panama Canal and SALT treaties by former Carter
administration officials also suggest that while
consideration of political costs may not necessarily
have impacted on substantive decision-making, there was
a clear awareness that a price was indeed paid. When
asked about the politics of the treaties, the answer
from President Carter, from his White House staff, and

from his national security staff was emphatically the
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same~-the political costs were incalculable. And it
wasn’t only the treaties, according to Madeleine
Albright, a member of Carter’s national security staff,
but "there wasn’t one easy foreign policy issue that
came up," that didn’t have tremendous political costs in
terms of popularity with the American people or ease of
getting a policy through Congress (Brzezinski 1988).
Even as the president and administration officials
appreciated that one unpdpﬁlar foreign policy initiative
after another helped diminish the good will of the
American public and the Congress, such considerations
did not appear to impact on subsequent actions recog-

nized to be potentially politically costly as well.

The final question to be addressed is whether or
not public opinion and other political considerations
appear to have played a direct or significant role in
decisions about United States intervention. Over the
course of the Carter presidency there were a myriad of
hotspots around the world where heightened tensions and
political crises provided the president with decision
points about whether or not to intervene, and what type
of intervention should be considered. Were Mueller or

Kernell studying the Carter administration, most of the
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following international situations would have been
included as potential rally opportunities for the presi-
dent: border incidents in Korea that included the shoot-
ing down of a U.S. helicopter and resulted in the death
of three U.S. servicemen; fierce fighting in southeast
Asia between Vietnam and Cambodia; the overthrow, arrest
and later killing of Pakistan President Bhutto; the
battle over control of Ethiopia’s Ogaden province and
the later its Eritrian pré;rince; the spilling of the
Angolan War into Zaire; the battle over apartheid in
South Africa; a skirmish between Libya and Egypt; heavy
fighting in Lebanon and between Palestinians and
Israelis; a military coup in Afghanistan that was
followed by the slaying of the U.S. ambassador and then
a massive Soviet invasion; internal wars in Latin Ameri-
ca with Nicaragua falling to the anti-U.S. Sandinistas,
and Salvadoran government troops and death squads match-
ing guerrilla rebels for their violence and atrocities;
years of mounting oppression and disaffection with the
Pahlavi’s in Iran that lead to terror, unrest, martial
law, the departure of the Shah, the crumbling of what
remained of civil society in Iran and the taking of

American hostages.
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While Carter’s national security adviser (Brzezin-
ski 1983, 516) maintained that "outside of the Iran
crisis, there were no circumstances during Carter’s four
years when the dispatch of American forces into combat
was clearly required," under previous and subsequent
presidents, similar types of crises provoked active
consideration of, and, in some cases, actual interven-
tion by the United States, both military and non-
military. But Jimmy Carte'rl's view of the role of the
United States in the world and the threats posed by the
Soviets, and his appreciation for the post-~Watergate,
post-Vietnam induced public reluctance to comnit U.S.
troops around the world made any intervention improbable
and a politically motivated intervention even less
probable. An examination of a range of intervention
opportunities further suggests that while direct
calculation over the president’s popularity and power
situation did not appear evident, it nonetheless was a
dynamic in intervention decision-making.

Carter was in office only a few weeks when present-
ed with his first potential intervention decision over
conflict in Africa between Angola and Zaire. The presi-
dent was riding high in the polls and if one relied on

political capital arguments (Ostrom and Simon 1986),
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Carter’s strong resource base allowed him greater flexi-
bility and more room for taking a political risk, there-
by making use of force more likely. But rather than his
current standing with the public, Carter’s decision to
limit U.S. involvement in the region can be explained by
a fundamental resistence to allowing Soviet adventurism
in Africa to cause the United States to be drawn into a
local conflict, and his insistance that there be an
African solution to‘Africéﬁ.problems.

A year later, in the spring of 1978, while still
not inclined to directly involve U.S. troops, Carter did
provide direct military assistance to the Zaire
military, a clear change in policy. One could argque that
neither Carter’s belief that local solutions were needed
for local problems nor his view that the Soviet activity
in Africa did not pose a significant threat to U.S.
interests had changed significantly. What had changed
were the political costs of doing nothing.

The dramatic increase in activity by the Soviets
and Cubans in Ethiopia and Angola put increased pressure
on Carter as hard-liners argued that the broader rela-
tionship between the United States and the Soviet Union
demanded a strong response. According to Cyrus Vance

(Vance 1983, 92), throughout late 1977 and into early

182

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1978, Carter was growing "increasingly worried about the
domestic impact of Soviet and Cuban activities in
Africa, for it was giving rise to a view that he was not
dealing firmly enough with the Russians." That view
served to undercut Carter’s battles at home over the
Panama Canal and SALT treaties and theatened to further
erode public support for his presidency, ultimately
hindering his overall ability to govern.

These explanations ai’é supported by another differ-
ence between the spring of 1977 and the spring of 1978--
instead of being at 65% in the polls, as he was at the
time of the first Angolan excursion, Carter’s popularity
was now at 45%. This twenty point drop came as a result
of a number of factors--growing energy and economic
crises, battles with the Congress over his energy and
tax plans, divisive strikes by miners and farmers,
double-digit inflation, the loss of Bert Lance, his top
aide, to charges of unethical conduct. The yearlong
battle over the Panama Canal treaties with opponents
deriding the treaty and Carter as endangering U.S.
security interests in the face of a creeping Soviet
threat in Africa, Afghanistan and Central America, con-
tributed to Carter’s vulnerability to charges of weak-

ness in foreign policy and to his falling popularity.
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In an ironic twist to political capital arguments,
rather than a relunctance to act because of low popular-
ity, one could argue that Carter had to act to avoid
further collapse of support. This was clearly not a
rally opportunity and there was no thought that any
action here could boost him politically. Instead, due to
the president’s weakened power position, he simply could
not afford not take some action in response to the
perception of a growing Sb\.riet threat in Africa, even if
the response was not a strong military one. This shift
in U.S. policy in Africa was not a dramatic leap nor was
it significant in terms of the scope of aid. And while
the case cannot be made that a direct calculation
between Carter’s political worries and U.S. aid to
Somalia was central to the decision to become more
involved, it is illustrative of how domestic political
considerations have a way of seeping into specific
decisions about the appropriate role for the United
States around the world even as every attempt is made to
avoid such considerations.

In the Middle East a combination of ingredients--
the Sinai agreement in 1974 and 1975, the presence of
moderate Arab leaders like Sadat, the reduction in

Soviet influence in the region, fresh memories of the
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Arab oil embargo, and the continued importance of a
stable Middle East to U.S. interests—-made the search
for a comprehensive peace settlement ripe by the time
Jimmy Carter came to office. But involvement of the
United States as the leading mediator was fraught with
political danger and despite Carter’s dictum to advisers
that he did not want to hear political arguments on
foreign policy matters, this was one of the few times
when aides broke the rule.

Under Carter the central tenet of U.S. policy in
the Middle East would continue to be a firm and unequi-
vocal commitment to the security of Israel. But because
the role of mediator demanded equal treatment of all
sides, that meant "a sincere effort to address the
Palestinian problem...(and) for Carter to adopt an
activist, balanced policy carried a significant politi-
cal risk. He could be seen both at home and in Israel as
tilting toward the Arabs and pressuring Israel to make
dangerous territorial concessions (Vance 1983, 163),"
sure to enrage the politically powerful American Jewish
community.

The Middle East was a fermenting stew with long-
standing issues that had seemed intractable and the

potential for success very slim. The political ramifica-
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tions of a failure would have been significant. Yet, not
only did Carter dismiss the advice to pull back from a
focus on the Middle East or take the more limited and
politically less risky path of a slower paced, more
incremental approach to a peace agreement, he decided to
take the most politically risky role possible, as lead
mediator with the goal a comprehensive peace agreement.
According to Cyrus Vance (1983, 163), "in this, as in
many other decisions at thé outset of his administra-
tion, Jimmy Carter unflinchingly refused to take the
easy course on politically sensitive foreign policy
matters."

Political capital arguments provide little in the
way of explanation for Carter’s decision to plunge into
the Camp David process. His falling popularity and low
levels of support should have acted to limit his choices
to safe choices, limit his capacity to take any contro-
versial action, and make him less likely to take on a
risky venture so frought with the possibility of
failure. Carter’s actions once again appear to belie
Kernell’s hypothesis that presidents act at least in
part in order to increase popularity. Indeed, the view

of both political and foreign policy aides was that
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Carter’s Middle East involvement was likely to be but
one more politically costly venture.

While carter’s decision to take this risk cannot be
explained by political capital arguments, rally explana-
tions could be appropriate if there was evidence that
Carter allowed political calculation to enter into such
decisions and if Carter’s confidence in his own ability
to be successful was compelling. If the talks succeeded
the president would benefif by the patriotic response of
the American people rallying around him, producing a
much needed boost in popularity. Whether by design or
accident, Carter beat the odds and instead of paying a
high political price he reaped political benefit at
least temporarily as his popularity, which had suffered
through fifteen months of gradual decline to a low of
40% in the summer, rebounded back to 50% after the Camp
David accords were signed.

A year later with the rumblings of a Kennedy chal-
lenge and the election year ahead, the peace process
appeared to be coming apart. Carter’s aides again found
themselves arguing against an even more politically
risky initiative in t‘he Middle East when Carter began to
consider flying to the region in a last ditch effort to

save the peace plan. This was, according to the presi-
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dent (Carter 1981), "the biggest argument I had with my
advisers. It got kind of ugly when I decided to go to
Jerusalem and Cairo."

This time Carter listened to, understood and
weighed the political arguments against going. Not only
was there a great possibility of failure, but for him to
travel to the Middle East and be unable to save the
peace plan would have been "much more politically damag-
ing and embarrassing to oﬁf country" than at Camp David
when Begin and Sadat came to the United States. "I was
out on a limb, literally...I was way out on a limb
(Carter 1981)." A rally argument, that it was the presi-
dent’s confidence in success and political calculation
about a hoped for popularity boost that drove this
decision, would be a very hard case to make. Instead, as
one aide (Beckel 1981) described it, it was classic
Jimmy Carter, once again ignoring the advice of his
political advisers and throwing political caution to the
wind, and then surprising everyone by succeeding.

In Latin America, human rights provided the
philosophical underpinnings of Carter’s policy. For the
most part, however, the administration was not inclined
to detour widely from previous U.S. policy, except in

Nicaragua where an initial set of decisions revolved

188

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



around whether or not to continue long-standing U.S.
support for the authoritarian and repressive rule of
Anastasio Somoza. Carter’s policy options in Nicaragua
were limited both by the realities of the U.S. ability
to successfully impact on a country in the midst of
internal struggle and by the political realities at
home. With his popularity dropping to the low 40 percent
range throughout much of 1978, Carter did not have the
political capital to spen'd‘ to sustain a controversial
foreign intervention, if he had been so inclined. But
there is no evidence that had the president enjoyed
wider popularity, the option of U.S. intervention in
Nicaragua would have been given broader consideration.
The realities of changes in Latin America, Carter’s more
complex view of the superpower relationship that was not
governed by fears that placed the Soviets behind every
left leaning regime, and his underlying human rights
stance clearly were dominating influences in these
initial decisions.

After the fall of Somoza, Carter faced another set
of decisions when leftist Sandinistas, rather than more
moderate elements, came to power. By the time of the
Sandinista victory in July 1979, Carter’s popularity had

sunk to an all time low of 29%, the result of one
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domestic catastrophe after another. Carter’s political
capital was depleted, his effectiveness as a national or
world leader was under assault, and a lack of confidence
in his ability to lead prevailed.

United States policy towards the Sandinistas was
complicated by, among other things, the battle for pas-
sage of the SALT agreements and the public disclosure of
a Soviet brigade in Cuba. Although Secretary Vance was
in negotiations with the Séviets over the size and mis-
sion of its troops in Cuba, in late August when Senator
Frank Church revealed that a Soviet combat brigade was
in Cuba, it was received as shocking news, adding fuel
to the fire of opponents of SALT who maintained that
this was further evidence that the Soviets could not be
trusted. The crisis was more a political than a national
security one, but it placed every policy associated with
the relationship between the United States and the
Soviet Union under a cloud of suspicion.

But by the fall and winter of 1979, Carter was
taking a pounding from a range of critics, including
Jesse Helms who characterized Carter’s Nicaraguan policy
as the use of U.S. taxpayer’s money to aid a communist
government and but one more mistake in not standing up

to the Soviet threat. The combination of a multitude of
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overlapping international and domestic calamities, the
lingering bitterness and criticism over “giving away"
the Panama Canal, the perceived weakening of the
strategic balance through SALT negotiations, questions
about the threat of a Soviet brigade in Cuba, the
Iranian crisis, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, an
election year challenge from within his own party, and
the resulting loss of prestige and power at home made it
impossible for Carter to éc;nsider the relationship with
the Sandinistas as if it were simply a separate and
discrete decision about what the nature of the relation-
ship between the United States and Nicaragua ought to be
under Sandinista rule.

While Carter’s initial decision to support the
Sandinistas and months later his decision to withdraw
that support were based partly on an assessment of the
nature of the Sandinista regime, Carter’s diminished
power situation and the growing perception of him as a
weak leader in both foreign and domestic relations
severely limited Carter’s options. By this point in time
Carter only had one choice when it came to U.S. policy
towards a Soviet leaning regime--he had to appear to
stand up to the Soviets. Had the same situation in

Nicaragua occurred two years earlier prior to months of
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criticism for a lack of toughness with the Soviets
around the world, before the costly battle for the
Panama Canal Treaty, when his popularity was high and
with plenty of political capital to spend and without an
election challenge at home, options for U.S. response to
the Sandinista takeover would have been broader, and the
ultimate nature of U.S. actions could have been quite
different.

It might also have béén quite different if Carter
had not had to deal with the Soviet invasion of Afghan-
istan, an action the administration characterized as the
"most serious threat to peace since World War II (Powell
1980) ." The initial view voiced publically by Carter’s
national security adviser was that use of force was one
of the responses being considered; but Carter insisted
that only political and economic options, not military,
be considered. And that decision, according to
Brzezinski (1983), was colored by the "highly charged
atmosphere at home. The president’s political stock was
low and he was irritated by the Kennedy challenge..."

While Carter’s decision not to consider any type of
military action.may have reflected his falling popu-
larity and the lack of political capital, his decision

on sanctions and a grain embargo, a policy that hit
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directly at the heart of the Iowa’s economy just weeks
before the Iowa caucuses, could hardly have been called
a deft political calculation. If Carter had been think-
ing politically this might have been the one opportunity
to heed the advice of Gerald Rafshoon, who had written a
memo earlier in the year discussing solutions to the
concern over the perception of Carter as a weak leader.

Because leadership ratings are highly volatile and
can change quickly, Rafshbﬁn (1979) wrote, “a single act
(even a misguided and somewhat unsuccessful act like the
capture of the Mayaguez) can cause the president’s lead-
ership ratings to soar." He recommended that "we should
.be looking for chances to take bold action... whenever
we can act quickly, firmly and responsibly in foreign
policy--particularly in response to events--we should."
Carter, once again, did not heed the advice of his poli-
tical advisers and his decision to use sanctions and an
embargo rather than a military intervention in Afghan-
istan does not appear to have been calculated for poli-
tical benefit.

Carter administration policy towards Iran had to be
crafted in the midst of the conglomeration of all of
these foreign policy challenges, a range of serious

domestic issues, and the political realities of 1979 and
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1980. Questions regarding the U.S. role and the possi-
bility of direct intervention in Iran came into play
three separate times over the course of what we now call
the Iranian crisis: the months prior to the fall of the
Shah, when the hostages were first taken, and when all
hope for a negotiated release was gone.

In the months prior to the fall of the Shah, U.S.
policy went in two directions at once, with efforts to
support the Shah, and, atﬁfhe same time, efforts to sup-~
port moderates should the Shah fall. As Hamilton Jordan
(1981) later described it, the Carter administration
"inherited a flow of policy toward Iran. Although we
made some attempts to adjust it, we continued that flow
of policy. The Shah could have fallen two years before
Jimmy Carter was in office or two years after he was in
office. He could have fallen during Reagan’s administra-
tion. But at some point in time in our history or in
Iran’s history, dating back to the middle of the 1970s,
the Shah’s days were numbered. It was just a question of
when various social, economic and religious factors came

together in Iran in a way to cause his downfall.u3

3Jordan’s conclusion that "the Shah fell basically
because of the Shah" holds a good deal of truth, but it
neglects the role of earlier Carter policies (pressure
on human rights, a re-examination of the unlimited U.S.
military sales policy, battles with Congress over AWACS
sales) that some argue helped undermine the Shah’s
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If carter had judged that direct intervention
in Iran to keep the Shah in power was warranted at that
time, political capital enthusiasts would argue that
there was probably no better time in terms of political
capital and levels of public support than in November
and December of 1978 due to the burst of support that
came the president’s way following the success of Camp
David. He had the political capital to spend if he so
chose. There is, however, 'iittle evidence that the deci-
sion not to intervene was a product of these or other
political dynamics. Rather it was the lack of conviction
that intervention would have been either the best policy
or effective against these powerful internal forces.

While politics may not have greatly influenced
U.S. policy regarding support for the Shah, the fall of
the Shah did have an influence on politics back in the
United states. The Shah’s fall was "clearly a political
calamity for President Carter. It undid the political
benefits of his effective leadership in obtaining the
Camp David agreements, it obscured public appreciation
of his boldness in achieving normalization of relation-
ship with China, and it weakened the credibility of his

efforts to oppose the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan,"

seeming invincibility and ultimately contributed to the
Shah’s downfall.
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according to one top adviser. It also "hurt his image as
a world leader in the very midpoint of the first presi-
dential term. Finally, by setting in motion circum-
stances that led eventually to the seizure of the
American hostages in Tehran, (it) contributed centrally
to Carter’s political defeat (Brzezinski 1983, 398)."
The second decision point regarding possible U.S.
intervention occurred soon after the hostages were
taken. The initial assesshient of the United States was
that with the help of the Iranian government, such as it
was, the hostages would be released within a few days at
most. But that did not happen. Instead, Khomeini was
quoted as saying that he would put the Americans on
trial. To Carter this was anathema and had trials occur-
red, it is likely that this would have been a situation
when the president would have intervened militarily.
Without discussing it widely within the administration
or publicly, Carter sent a secret memo to Khomeini.
According to Carter (1991) his language was strong and
unequivocal. "If you put a single hostage on trial, we
will interrupt all commerce between Iran and the outside
world. If you injure or kill a hostage, we will respond

militarily." Although not anxious to deliver on the
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threat, the president later insisted that he meant what
he had said.

Carter may have been better off politically had he
stood up to Khomeini publicly, yet he kept that private
communication secret because he felt that disclosure of
the threat would have been like throwing down the gaunt-
let, and could very well have pressured Khomeini into
going forward with such trials in order to save embar-
rassment. Even as his staff may have understood and
applauded his rationale for keeping this tough message
to Khomeini secret, it was one more frustrating example
of the president’s continued separation of policy deci-
sions from politics. For, in the midst of a bruising
primary challenge, it was a separation that was harder
and harder for others to make.

To many the relationship between what was going on
in Iran and what was going on in the presidential pri-
mary race was obvious. Senator Ted Kennedy, Carter’s
Democratic challenger, had held a two to one lead in the
polls when trial balloons of his possible entry into the
race began earlier that summer. Throughout the fall as
the reality of a Kennedy challenge became more evident,
that margin had slowly begun to diminish and by November

polls were showing Kennedy and the president running
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neck-and-neck. Once the hostages were taken, the margin
shifted decidely in the president’s favor. According to
Hamilton Jordan (1981), the beginning of the end of the
Kennedy challenge can be traced to the Iranian hostage
crisis. "The perception is that the hostage crisis saved
Ccarter from Ted Kennedy...certainly Carter benefited
from the reaction by the American people...they always
tend to rally around their president in a crisis, and
that rallying took place"'::m this case, especially
during the early months of the crisis.

As the presidential campaign and the negotiations
regarding release of the hostages moved forward, they
became parts of each other in Jordan’s mind. "To me they
were inseparable. When I wasn’t thinking about Kennedy,
I was thinking about Khomeini. When I wasn’t thinking
about Khomeini, I was thinking about Kennedy." In fact,
they may have been one and the same thought. "Getting
the hostages out was completely compatible with our
political objectives. The president said, and I really
believe this is true, we never had to choose between
doing what was right to get the hostages out and doing
vhat was right to get re-elected. Those things were

compatible."

198

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Jordan was probably right that in the early days of
the hostage situation when the public rallied behind the
president and there was little public pressure for the
United States to intervene the two were compatible
goals. At that time, given the fluidity and confusion of
the leadership situation in Iran, there was no clear
imperative that a direct intervention by the United
States would be necessary. There was general apprecia-
tion that no one could acéﬁrately predict what might
happen, and there was a fair chance that the situation
would resolve itself without any drastic action on the
part of the United States. Once Khomeini appeared to
back off his threat to put the hostages on trial, the
status quo appeared to be the safest and least risky way
to proceed both politically and for the safety of the
hostages.

What role political calculation played in this
initial decision as well as subsequent decisions
regarding the Iranian crisis, depends upon who you ask.
The realities of the political calendar were evident to
everyone, according to Brzezinski (1983), but...

there was never any explicit discussion of the

relationship between what we might have to do in

Iran and domestic politics; neither the president

nor his political advisers ever discussed with me

the question of whether one or another of our
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Iranian options would have a better or a worse

domestic political effect.

On the other hand, "the perception widely held was
that Carter had manipulated the hostage crisis to his
own political benefit," according to Hamilton Jordan
(1981), primarily because of a number of actions taken
by the administration, including the so-called "Rose
Garden strategy", the refusal to debate in Iowa, and the
early morning announcement about a pending hostage
release on Wisconsin primary day.

A simple decision by the president to cancel a few
scheduled events while he was focusing on the release of
the hostages immediately after they were taken mush-
roomed into what what appeared to be, but was not, a
deliberate political strategy, according to Jordan
(1981) . That "early judgment was made at a time when it
looked like it was going to first last a few days and
then a few weeks...and it seemed to take the high
ground...We didn’t take into account at the time that
they might be held not only for weeks but for months."

Later, when Carter "began talking about not cam-
paigning at the Monday night political meetings, we
would scream at him that he had to campaign, he had to
go to Iowa, had to debate Kennedy," according to Caddell
(1993) . We thought it would be disastrous to get stuck
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in the White House, all of us. Carter would be the only
one in the room for not going. He would say ‘it would be
morally wrong to campaign while trying to get the
hostages out.’ He would say ‘I don’t care what the
politics are or if it means the difference between
winning or losing.’"

Jimmy Carter also brought the accusations of
attempting to manipulate the hostage situation upon
himself with the "breakthz"c.mgh“4 announcement on the
morning of the Wisconsin primary. On the eve of the
primary, Carter’s political aides had gone off to bed in
a celebratory mood after Patrick Caddell had told them,
and the president, that a Wisconsin win was guaranteed
by a good eighteen or nineteen point margin. When they
woke the next morning to see Carter live in the middle
of the morning talk shows with an announcement of a
breakthrough in the hostage negotiations, they were
dumbfounded that Carter would have done such a thing
without thinking through how it might appear.

"When I saw it on television that morning I called

the White House to find out what the hell was going on,"

4 Bani Sadr had sent word to Carter that the
hostages would be transferred from the custody of the
militants holding them to the hands of the Iranian
government, suggesting that such a move would lead to
their release.
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caddell (1993) said later. "It made no political sense.
I thought it was stupid to do it at that hour. If there
was something that we could have done to have a politi-
cal impact, we would have done it a day earlier because
it takes twenty-four hours to register with the public.
But we never talked about doing anything more because we
didn’t need to. I’d already told Carter the night before
that we had Wisconsin won." While Carter’s announcement
may not have had a politic':ﬁl impact on the Wisconsin
primary, it was one more in a series of blunders that
"colored perceptions of the president and accentuated
that tendency [by the press and the public] to view
everything that he did in a calculating, manipulative,
political sort of fashion (Powell 1981)."

By springtime when there appeared little hope
remaining that negotiations would produce any success in
the future and the lunar calendar creeped closer to a
time when it would limit the hours of darkness beyond
the minimums needed for a rescue mission, precluding a
rescue option unless attempted soon, talk turned to the
possibility of an attempt to rescue the hostages.
According to Brzezinski (1983), "with the political
climate heating up, and with our political opponents

deliberately exploiting the Iranian issue to embarrass
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