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AUTHOR’S NOTE

One fine September day over a decade ago, I entered a classroom at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government where I was scheduled to teach, expecting a sparse turnout. To my astonishment, I found several dozen students crowded inside, peering at me, intrigued. There was not enough space for everybody. Many stood near the entrance. I thought I was in the wrong room. But I wasn’t. They had all enrolled in a new course that I titled, simply, “Leaders and Leadership in History.” The course was a sort of experiment: an attempt to get students of public policy, of different ages, walks of life, and parts of the world, to see how the study of history could be relevant for them. It was in that first class that I asked my students a question that had popped into my head: Do leaders make history, or does history make leaders? I have asked this question at the start of this course ever since, wherever I teach it.

I started the course that first time not knowing quite what to expect. Many of my public policy students were conditioned to think that almost everything can be quantified and measured, and economics dominated their curriculum. History courses were not mandatory for the students, and when they were offered, they were not highly attended. Perhaps I am not objective, but I thought that public policy schools that aim to teach aspiring public servants how the world works should emphasize the study of history. But history, for its own sake, wasn’t enough. It had to be taught in a way that made it matter to these students. Many of them wanted to learn how to be leaders—or to understand what good leadership was. But these things are not formulas or abstractions, which is how they are often taught. How can one grapple with the rise or fall of individual leaders, with the basis of their authority, with the culture of their governance, or with the costs of their decision-making, without a deep grasp of the historical circumstances in which they are acting? What better way, in other words, to learn about leaders and leadership than through concrete examples from history?

And so, I set up the course in standard fashion. Over the semester, I would take my students through a variety of cases that would allow us to explore central, universal questions about leaders and leadership. Over the course of that first year, and in the years that followed, the class would only grow larger. This presented new challenges: My students ranged in age from eighteen to eighty, it seemed, and came from every conceivable social, cultural, and religious background. Some had studied history in college and beyond, while others never learned history after high school or even elementary school—certainly nothing beyond the basic history of their own country. They were police officers, politicians, activists, pilots, laborers, civil servants, doctors, venture capitalists, scientists, artists, designers, undergraduates, refugees, and lawyers. Many of them spoke English as their second, sometimes third language. There were Ivy League graduates and also lifelong learners without a college degree. Some were the children of royalty, and others were the first people in their families to have attended high school.

When I started teaching the course, I had hoped that it would be a good way to get students from these different backgrounds, and from all over the world, interested in what history had to offer them as aspiring public servants. What I did not expect was the overwhelming interest that emerged from all quarters. Among the students who took the class I found a curiosity and hunger for engaging with questions about the nature of authority, good governance, bold leadership, and sound decision-making. Over the years I have been teaching this class, these questions seem to have taken a new pressing (and dark) urgency as we struggle to understand the rapidly changing world around us, and what politics—and leadership—might mean for us and our communities in the years ahead. I was always aware of the drama of the past, but as a professional historian in an elite academic setting I had focused mostly on a rational understanding of it, through scholarly research and historiographical exchange. I hadn’t anticipated that teaching history in this way, to these students, would shake them, or me, as much as it did. I learned, relatively late in my academic career, that teaching history can be emotionally powerful as well as intellectually stimulating. The experience brought me back to why I wanted to be a historian in the first place.

In my course, I wanted students to envision what it meant to make choices in the direst circumstances, to put themselves in the shoes of a leader struggling against all odds in the face of despair or death; or, alternately, to imagine themselves trying to survive in a world of corruption or tyranny (a situation that, for some of them, was not far-fetched). I saw an opportunity to use art—including literature and film—to heighten the excitement of the past. I have long believed that the best citizens, and leaders, are exposed to transformative, moving art. So for my course, I selected films and novels that not many of my students had encountered, and made these works the subjects of our study. To understand the stark choices facing ordinary people living under the Nazi occupation of France, I had them watch Jean-Pierre Melville’s 1969 film Army of Shadows. To emphasize the violent righteousness of the anticolonial struggles of the twentieth century, they would see Gillo Pontecorvo’s 1966 film The Battle of Algiers. To think deeply about what it meant to challenge the absolute power of a vicious dictator, I assigned them Mario Vargas Llosa’s The Feast of the Goat, about the Dominican Republic under Rafael Trujillo. To appreciate the folly of America’s war in Vietnam and the role played by the country’s “best and brightest,” I chose Errol Morris’s documentary about the life of Robert McNamara, The Fog of War. None of these works was perfect. They were all flawed as historical sources. But they were important in distinct ways, and they made history feel compelling. My teaching built on the ways these works made events feel vivid and real. I wanted to channel their power.

Over the course of a semester, our discussions ranged from King David to the nineteenth-century suffragists, from Franklin Roosevelt to the French Resistance, from Malcolm X to Margaret Thatcher, from Mahatma Gandhi to Fela Kuti. We paid close attention to how leaders operated within, or pushed against, the constraints of their time. We observed how entrenched frameworks for decision-making led to tragic outcomes that may have seemed inevitable. We touched on notions of loyalty, defiance, responsibility, and sacrifice. The examples we looked at hit close to home for many of my students, either because the topic was their own country’s history or, more often, because it resonated with their own memories or experiences. Some of my students had lived through revolution, civil war, displacement, military occupation, and other disasters. Many others worked in government or public service and had dealt with difficult situations that were not so different from the ones we were looking at. Some came from authoritarian countries and faced the choice of whether to work within a dictatorship, fight against it, or try to escape. Some brought strong national feelings to the classroom and found it hard to participate in a dispassionate discussion of the darkest days in their country’s past. Students described to me the disorienting experience of realizing that they knew nothing about the history we were learning, or that what they thought they knew about it was wrong, while others felt that they had previously been taught pure propaganda. But the most frequent response from my students was their realization that they were part of history, that the world they lived in was shaped by history, that events in the past are echoed by events in the present, that they are themselves historical actors with the ability to shape the future, for better or worse.

The aim of this book is to teach about leadership in the past, and to reflect on leadership in our own day, by capturing the same energy, emotion, and spirit of inquiry that have animated discussions in my classroom. My hope is that it helps readers answer the following question: What does history teach us about the sort of leaders and leadership that are needed to tackle the real problems facing our world today? At the same time, I want to avoid easy celebration of leaders and leadership. Instead, I put forth a critical, even skeptical view of leadership. I hope to show how one can identify, or be, a good leader, but I also want readers to come away with confidence in their ability to challenge established leadership, to be wary of their leaders, even to aim to replace them. Learning from leadership is not just about success. We can learn just as much—sometimes more—from failure.

History is full of dark, difficult moments. In many ways we are in such a moment now. It is the art of leadership in these moments that most interests me, and that features in this book. It is when times are hard, even desperate, that we often see unlikely people emerging as leaders, sometimes transcendent or important ones. This book deals with many shocking events, and in doing so it reflects the reality of our world. It does not attempt to escape or deny that reality by focusing primarily on the uplifting and cheery sides of history. The stories here do not always have happy endings. Rather, my goal is to get readers to confront the problems and challenges of our world head-on, once they have finished reading—and find inspiration in unlikely or surprising places. In looking honestly at leaders and leadership in history, this book aims to show readers that we are all living through history, and while we are products of the past, we are also the makers of the future.
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CHAPTER 1

The King, the Prince, and the Leader in Our Heads

If you enter a bookstore and peruse the shelves for books on famous leaders in history, chances are that you will find a recurring cast of characters staring at you from the bombastic covers of the bestselling ones: Winston Churchill. Napoleon Bonaparte. Abraham Lincoln. Genghis Khan. Mao Zedong. They will often be military or imperial leaders, on horses or in uniform or armor, who triumphed in big wars or led their nation through crisis, and they are usually men.

Keep browsing and you will quickly encounter another variant of this literature, featuring prominent men (and sometimes, women) in the business or corporate world: Bill Gates. Warren Buffett. Carlos Slim. Jeff Bezos. With varying degrees of sophistication or nuance, these men (and sometimes, women) are treated as heroes, role models, and inspirations. They are portrayed as uniquely powerful individuals—able to overcome, through sheer force of will, or ruthless intelligence, the obstacles they faced. Such books are celebrations of individuality. You will usually read little in them about all the things that provided the basis for the success stories but that the protagonists personally had nothing to do with, like being born to wealthy parents in a socially and economically stable country with myriad educational and commercial opportunities. The message from this literary cottage industry is that where there’s a will, there’s a way. Leaders built themselves up, mostly on their own, and achieved greatness through their own unique qualities. They made their own history.

It is hard to escape this view of leaders and leadership. It is all around us, in popular culture and school curricula. We tend to teach, and study, “Great Men.” All over the world, people are in search of figures who can lead them past crises and catastrophes. Yet all over the world, people feel repeatedly let down by their leaders. Perhaps that is why leaders from a supposedly glorious past continue to loom so large in the gloomy present. But why specific figures are associated with “leadership,” and whether they were indeed as great as we imagine, and which of their actions or qualities proved essential to their popularity over time, has as much to do with us and the way we think about leadership as it does to do with them. We bring our own biases and preconceptions to the subject: the leaders we embrace reveal as much about our specific times and places as they do about any supposedly eternal virtues.

There is, however, a common stock of ideas about leaders and leadership found in the pillar of our cultures all over the world—mythology. The earliest written texts in human history teach us about kings, gods, wars, and our own origins. To take just one major example, for billions of people around the world the Bible is not just a book, or even just a sacred book, but the source of how to think about the world, how we should live in it, and how it should be ruled. This is true whether one is religious and venerates the biblical text as God’s Word or one rejects its authority. Both the religious person and the secular person are products of a civilization that has been shaped by (among other things) the Bible and its values. For that reason the ideas the Bible presents, the image it gives of leaders, and the lessons about leadership that we are meant to draw from it are a foundation of how many people all over the world think about leadership—for better and worse.

The book of II Samuel, chapters 11 to 18, narrates perhaps the most dramatic, bloody, and heartbreaking story arc in the Old Testament. It begins with King David, sitting in his palace in Jerusalem, lazily gazing at a woman bathing in a nearby house. The king has his servants bring her to him. The woman, Bathsheba, is married to a Hittite named Uriah, a soldier in the Israelite army, who is off fighting the Ammonites in one of the endless wars of conquest that had helped make David a powerful and wealthy king in the first place. David sleeps with Bathsheba—the ancient reader might have seen this as seduction, the modern reader will recognize this as something uglier—and from this tryst Bathsheba conceives. The king, eager to hide his indiscretion, summons Uriah to him from the battlefield. After feting him in the palace, he sends him to have a conjugal visit with his wife so that he will be assumed to be the father of David’s child. But Uriah ruins David’s plan when he refuses to go to his house and instead sleeps outside the king’s door. He explains to David that he could not possibly sleep with his wife and feel the pleasures of home while his fellow soldiers are mired in battle: “The ark, and Israel, and Judah, abide in tents; and my lord Joab, and the servants of my lord, are encamped in the open fields; shall I then go into mine house, to eat and to drink, and to lie with my wife? As thou livest, and as thy soul liveth, I will not do this thing.”1

Uriah’s honor and integrity force King David to greater duplicity: he rewards Uriah by sending him back to the battlefield with a private message to deliver to David’s general, Joab. The message instructs the general to place Uriah in the front line of the battle, where he is likely to be killed. And so it happens. Uriah the Hittite dies in the battle—because of a note that he was ordered to take to his commander without knowing its contents. Back in Jerusalem, the unwitting (and pregnant) Bathsheba grieves for her husband, but not for long; David sends for her and makes her the newest of his many wives.

David is a sacred figure to Jews, Christians, and Muslims: a favorite of God, the modest shepherd boy from the tribe of Judea who was ordained by God to be king; who felled the mighty Philistine warrior Goliath with only a sling and rock; who played the harp for the troubled and tormented first king of the Israelites, Saul; who saw the face of God, and spoke to God, and according to Jewish tradition, wrote the psalms; and whose house would be kings of Israel in perpetuity, and the Messiah would come from his lineage. In II Samuel, David rises to great power and expands his kingdom by triumphing in wars, protected and beloved by God, and always with righteousness.

But in his behavior toward Bathsheba and Uriah the Hittite, David is human, not godly—even low and immoral and slothful. He no longer leads men on the battlefield or sets a personal example of modesty and courage but is content to sit in a luxurious palace, a fat cat, a peeping tom, while others fight and die on his behalf. This is a jarring image for those who only know David by reputation, as an icon, filtered through mythology or belief. But things are only going to get worse.

Soon after Uriah’s death, the prophet Nathan pays King David a visit. Prophets, in the ancient biblical tradition, have a crucial role: since they have the power of prophecy, they carry the word of God and serve as spiritual authorities and advisers. Nathan is thus one of the few people who can speak directly and freely to David, without fear. Nathan tells him a story, a parable:

There were two men in a certain town, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had a very large number of sheep and cattle, but the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup, and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him. Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler who had come to him. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it for the one who had come to him.2

The Bible then tells us that upon hearing this story, “David burned with anger against the man” and said to Nathan, “As surely as the lord lives, the man who did this deserves to die! He must pay for that lamb four times over, because he did such a thing and had no pity.” Nathan’s response to David is, “You are that man.” And Nathan continues,

This is what the lord, the God of Israel, says: “I anointed you king over Israel.… I gave you the house of Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have given you even more. Why did you despise the word of the lord by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your own.” This is what the lord says: “Out of your own household I am going to bring calamity upon you.”

Upon hearing Nathan’s words, David collapses in guilt, saying, “I have sinned against the Lord,” but Nathan reassures him that God will spare his own life. This turns out to be small consolation. From this point on, and for a long period, David and his family experience a stunning series of tragedies, making David wish that God had just punished him with death.

First, Bathsheba’s baby, David’s son Jedediah, becomes gravely ill. David and his servants pray and cry and fast, to no avail: the baby dies. (After this, Bathsheba becomes pregnant again—this time with Solomon, whom we are told God loves, and who would eventually succeed David as king.)

The biblical author then recounts the grim episode involving three of David’s older children, Amnon, Tamar, and Absalom. These dismal events have inspired great works of art and contentious theological debates and have ruined the innocence of generations of Bible-studying children. Amnon becomes obsessed with his half sister Tamar; at the advice of his friend, he pretends to be ill and asks that Tamar be sent to his house to feed him. David instructs Tamar to go. She does, and kindly bakes and offers to feed Amnon cakes of meat, but he declines, instead asking her to lie with him. When she is horrified at the idea and tries to placate him by telling him to speak about his desire with their father, he attacks and rapes her, despite her begging him to stop. Once finished, he is consumed with “hatred” for her and throws her out of his house angrily, to which she says, “No! Sending me away would be a greater wrong than what you have already done to me.”3

The devastated Tamar goes to her brother Absalom, who upon learning of what happened never speaks to his half brother Amnon again; we are told that “he hated Amnon because of what he had done to his sister Tamar.”4

Two more years pass. Absalom seems to have moved on (about Tamar we are told nothing). But then through trickery, he manages to gather all the king’s sons—his brothers and half brothers—and instructs his servants to murder Amnon, as revenge for the rape of Tamar. When the news gets to King David (who had turned down Absalom’s invitation to join the gathering), he is first horribly misled to believe that Absalom has killed all his male siblings, David’s sons. Absalom flees Jerusalem and goes to Geshur, where he stays for three years. David is described as much more sad than angry; he “longed to go to Absalom, for he was consoled concerning Amnon’s death.”5

The rest of the episode is both moving and shocking. Absalom and David reconcile after three years of estrangement, a tender moment that inspired great works by artists from Rembrandt to Marc Chagall, showing the powerful bond between father and son. But eventually Absalom is overcome once again by his demons and launches a full-scale rebellion against his father, who is forced to flee from his palace in Jerusalem for fear of his own son. Eventually, after a bloody war between Absalom’s army and those who remain loyal to David, Absalom is killed, in gruesome fashion: when his head is trapped in the boughs of an oak tree as the mule that he is riding during the battle runs beneath it, Joab and his men execute the rebel son in cold blood with three darts to the heart. David, upon learning of Absalom’s death (but not about how he died), does not celebrate his victory in the war and his restoration to the throne; instead, he is shattered, and the episode ends on a sorrowful note, with David wailing in grief, “O my son Absalom, my son, my son, Absalom! Would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!”6

This horrific morality tale has inspired and impacted great artists, deep thinkers, and ordinary people over the centuries. It represents a theological conception of leadership: David is king by divine right. This powerful idea persists into the modern age: there are still monarchs and other rulers in the world who claim to have God’s support. In the Old Testament, David is the king because God has empowered him to be the king. Earlier, the Hebrews were a wandering people with “judges” who led them, temporarily, through different hardships and crises. Almost all of them were men, but there was one woman judge (Deborah). They were not absolute rulers with complete power, but more like guides or military leaders in an emergency. Like much of what is in the Bible, this is the mythological version of a historical phenomenon that predated the rise of great civilizations and empires, when peoples were living nomadically in clans and tribes and came together when threatened by other tribes or peoples. But, under constant attack by their enemies, especially the Philistines, and aware of the great empires (such as Egypt) that dominated their region, the Israelites ask the prophet Samuel to petition God to give them a king, as their neighbors and enemies had. Samuel offers the people a warning about what kings do:
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These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen and to run before his chariots. And he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his implements of war and the equipment of his chariots. He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his servants. He will take the tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers and to his servants. He will take your male servants and female servants and the best of your young men and your donkeys and put them to his work. He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. And in that day, you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the Lord will not answer you in that day.7

In other words, God tells the chosen people, once you get a king, there is no going back. The people, undeterred by Samuel’s bleak prophecy (which more than came true), choose to have a king rule over them. And once they do, as God warned them through Samuel, that power is not meant to be challenged by other men—because the king is God’s choice. At the same time, the emergence of a king with earthly power but still under God is a conception of leadership that is constrained by a sort of morality, before those terms existed. King David abuses his power, and it is implied that the sorrows and violence that follow are God’s punishment for the original sin against Uriah the Hittite. Both David’s successes and his sufferings are guided by God. Indeed, the two books of Kings recount the rises or falls of a constant stream of rulers who succeed or fail based almost entirely on one sole factor: whether they did right or wrong “in the eyes of the lord.” It is clear to us that David knows this dynamic well, which is why he does not simply and brazenly kill Uriah the Hittite and take Bathsheba for himself. David does what he does in a roundabout, deceiving way because he knows he has something he must hide. But he forgets that there is no hiding from an all-seeing God.

Why is this story written this way? A religious person might believe that the Bible gives us God’s literal word and is simply factual. But from a secular perspective, we see the Bible as the product of human beings with human intentions. We understand that people have always found ways both to empower certain people to be leaders, sometimes with great authority, and also to limit the power of their rulers. On the one hand, the conception of leadership found in this biblical story gives the leader almost limitless power. But on the other hand, it implies that there is a threshold even he cannot pass. He cannot simply do as he wishes. He is always subservient to the higher power of God, which serves as a substitute for a moral code. And so, even if ordinary people cannot check their leaders, God can. And faith in God, worshipping God, doing God’s work, means that the people can be sure of her protection from a leader that abuses her power; even the powerful king is under the same divine authority as the lowest of his subjects, putting him and them on an equal level before God, who holds everyone, from the strong to the weak, to the same moral standard.

It is impossible to know which comes first—the emergence of a leader or the description of what an ideal leader should be. The Bible, like other foundational sources for civilizations, sets up expectations for leadership and it also demands that we submit to, and accept, the authority of a leader. At the same time, and perhaps more important, people have found ways to limit the power of their rulers—if not by secular means, as in the modern era, then by divinely inspired means. Therein lies the tension at the heart of this construction of leadership: on the one hand, it gives the leader (really, a ruler) almost unlimited power, affirmed by divine right. Any revolt against him is a revolt against God. On the other hand, there is always oversight, in the form of God. Even the most powerful earthly leader cannot surpass God’s power and authority.

This is of course only one biblical episode, and the Bible itself is but one example of foundational mythology—the texts and stories that gave our ancestors a sense of themselves, their world, and their history. But it is representative. Humans continued to organize their societies in mostly religious and monarchical fashion for centuries to come; for Christians, this revolved around the man they believe was not only the son of God but the direct descendant of King David—Jesus Christ.

In the modern era, there were major shifts in how societies—and states—governed themselves (though the religious, monarchist, hereditary form of leadership continued to exist). This history is complex, even if we only look at the “West,” because it represents the moment when leadership begins to become independent of God. When divine authority lessens, leadership must be explained and justified in new terms. In this regard, in the history of how humans have thought about leadership perhaps no one was more impactful than Niccolò Machiavelli.

Machiavelli is best known as the author of The Prince, which he wrote in 1513 but which was only published in 1532.8 From Machiavelli we learn how to think not only about leadership but about historical inquiry itself. Perhaps Machiavelli’s most incisive and revealing statement on the rewards and meaning of studying history can be found in his “Letter to Francesco Vettori”:

When evening comes, I return home and go into my study. On the threshold I strip off my muddy, sweaty, workday clothes, and put on the robes of court and palace, and in this graver dress I enter the antique courts of the ancients and am welcomed by them, and there I taste the food that alone is mine, and for which I was born. And there I make bold to speak to them and ask the motives of their actions, and they, in their humanity, reply to me. And for the space of four hours, I forget the world, remember no vexation, fear poverty no more, tremble no more at death: I pass indeed into their world.9

These words, which Machiavelli wrote during one of his darkest periods, express in a powerful way what it means to grapple with history, to search for knowledge and inspiration in the past (though why he sets the amount of time to precisely four hours we shall perhaps never know). We are here to do the same. Like the Bible, The Prince is a foundational work; whether one has read it or not, we live in a world that it has helped shape, directly or indirectly, for better or for worse.10

A lot of people use the term “Machiavellian” to describe immoral, even diabolical scheming for power. But that is a great oversimplification, even misunderstanding, of The Prince. Machiavelli wrote the book in stressful, difficult personal circumstances—he was out of work and out of favor with the new powers that be in Florence, the Medici family. After fourteen years of serving as a senior official in the Florentine republic under the previous regime, Machiavelli found himself stripped of all power and responsibility, banished from public life, even imprisoned and tortured. But he remained passionately interested in politics, and, drawing on his experience and reflections over a decade and a half of tumultuous events, he wrote The Prince as a sort of guide for any leader wanting to succeed, perhaps with the idea and goal of getting in the good graces of his city’s rulers. Machiavelli circulated the manuscript among friends, but it was not published until after he died. In his lifetime he was better known for his plays and other writings, and although The Prince began to develop a notorious reputation before its publication, it did not help its author, and Machiavelli never got back to anywhere near power.

The intrigue of Florentine politics in Machiavelli’s era is interesting, and his life was full of drama, but for us, the general historical context in which he wrote his ideas is more significant. Although he was writing in Italy during a period of instability and conflict, and where, somewhat exceptionally, there were more republican governments and smaller kingdoms than in other parts of Europe and the world, the early sixteenth century in Europe (as elsewhere) was, overall, an era of increasingly powerful monarchs ruling over growing states and societies. And nearly two millennia after the biblical story of David, Bathsheba, and Uriah was written, The Prince was still part of a world in which the existence of God was as real to nearly everyone in Europe as the sun and the moon. Machiavelli did not challenge the authority of monarchical rulers or deny the existence of God; this is irrelevant to what he was trying to do. But as a thinker, or theorist, of power and leadership, he took his readers in a secular direction, mainly by observing and explaining that men (and we are still talking about men) have some individual control over how successful or unsuccessful they will be as rulers or leaders. Machiavelli acknowledged that God played some role in human affairs; at various points in The Prince, he seems to take for granted the idea that rulers rose and fell at least in part because of God’s will, and because of “fortune” (which he coupled with “God”). But he also claimed that there was “free will” and that while “fortune is the arbiter of one-half of our actions,” “she still leaves us to direct the other half, or perhaps a little less.”11 Elsewhere, Machiavelli recounts several miracles and punishments that God was responsible for, and with which he directed what happened in the world, but he adds that “God is not willing to do everything, and thus take away our free will and that share of glory which belongs to us.”12

Students who are assigned The Prince but have never read Machiavelli before might have heard of some phrases associated with him, such as “it is better to be feared than loved.” These phrases invoke the common ideas about Machiavellianism. But the text itself reveals the full nuance of his thinking, which is not about behaving immorally but about shaping one’s own destiny. In chapter 17 of The Prince, entitled “Concerning Cruelty and Clemency and Whether It Is Better to Be Loved Than Feared” (in some ways the centerpiece of his treatise), Machiavelli explains that while love ensures temporary loyalty, human nature is such that this loyalty out of love is fickle and can be corrupted or dismissed; but fear (of punishment) ensures permanent loyalty, which is what the ruler really needs. At the same time, and contrary to the idea that he is advocating for evil or immoral behavior, Machiavelli cautions the Prince not to exercise arbitrary or excessively cruel punishment, such that would earn him public hatred, because that could be his ruin once the subjugated parties got a chance at revenge. This viewpoint shows Machiavelli’s emphasis on appearance and perceptions, his refusal to uphold moral absolutes, but also his awareness of the limits of power and especially his wariness about exaggerated power. Being hated, according to Machiavelli, is not bad because it is the result of immoral acts, but rather because it impedes the Prince’s goals.

Machiavelli’s Prince clearly exists in an entirely new mental universe from the one in II Samuel, one in which leadership is bound not to the supernatural or to morality but to objectives. The prophet Nathan’s stark parable about the rich man and the poor man and their sheep would be changed under Machiavelli: the Prince shouldn’t avoid taking the poor man’s sole sheep because it is an immoral act and would anger God; he should avoid it because doing so would make him hated and the people’s hatred would thwart his ambitions. On the other hand, because it is “better to be feared than loved,” it is fine, and even desirable, that those under the Prince know that he is perfectly capable of taking their sheep (as it were) if they do not do as he tells them—and that he goes through with this punishment when it is necessary and justified. In Machiavelli’s world, pretense and appearance are as important as intention and laws. “The Prince” is not a hereditary position of leadership; he is not chosen by God. Leadership is not given from above or a matter of destiny. It is something that can be worked on, improved, polished. The leader can achieve success not by following God’s will but by adopting the right advice—ideally Machiavelli’s. This is a wholly new way of thinking of leadership because it provides a guide for the aspiring leader based not on what is morally right but on how politics works in the real world. Machiavelli, in that sense, ushers us from the old world to the new, where anything seems possible, and in which the leader makes not only her own destiny but also history.

Yet even in Machiavelli’s brave new world, in which leaders can supposedly shape their own destinies and make their decisions based not on preordained divine will but rather on strategy, tactics, and objectives, not all is possible. Freed (conceptually) from the shackles of morality and higher power, leaders still must deal with quite powerful and resistant things: Structures. Systems. Institutions. Other leaders. Other parts of society. Resistors. Adversaries. Enemies. In a Machiavellian world, perhaps the most daunting challenge facing rulers is other people realizing that the ruler’s power is not guaranteed and protected by divine authority, so the ruler can be displaced—without incurring God’s wrath.

Reading Machiavelli brings us to the question: Does a leader make history, or does history make the leader? If we want to understand leadership and how it works in the world, should we be looking primarily at the ways the leader changed the world? Or should we focus on the ways in which the world produced, and then constrained, the leader?

Some people are focused on individuals. Some people are more focused on society. Karl Marx, arguably the most influential and politically consequential thinker of the nineteenth century, was interested in individuals but favored a structural analysis of history. During the later years of the Cold War, Marx suffered from a severe decline in reputation, at least in the West. But more recently, due to the increasingly dystopian state of the global political economy, he has enjoyed something of a comeback. In the debate over whether history or the leader is the most important, Marx would come down on the former side. In his Eighteenth Brumaire on Louis Napoleon (1852), he wrote, “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.”13

Marx was writing specifically about the postrevolutionary French dictator Louis Bonaparte and his rise to power in 1851, but his comment is a timeless reflection on the question of what individual leaders can do, their importance (if any) in moving history forward, and to what extent they are able to shape or change the reality in which they operate. Marx believed that individual agency (a term he did not use) was limited, because history (those “circumstances… transmitted from the past,” as he put it) constrained any one individual’s ability to create change, even with great power. Of course, Marx never foreclosed the possibility that leaders could change the world—indeed, the point of Marxist theory is that people can and should bring about revolution that (in his case) overthrows capitalism and changes the course of history. For Marx, the objective is not to imagine a different world but to bring it into being. As he put it, “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways, the point, however, is to change it.”14
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In his book Machiavelli’s Children, the political scientist Richard Samuels examined this question: What can leaders in power do, given the constraints that they inevitably face?15 Acknowledging that individual leaders did not operate in a void and faced what he called “great forces,” Samuels nevertheless believes that “constraints may be greater in the historian’s narrative than they are in the real world, where social, political, and economic forces can be tipped into the balance to abet the leader’s scheme.” Significant leaders can do something that he calls “stretching the constraints,” that is, while not completely breaking free from structural factors like social roles, cultural influences, economic systems, and mental paradigms, the leader can still push against and manipulate them enough to make a real difference.

The debate here, then, is between those (like Machiavelli) who believe that leaders make (and overcome) history and those (like Marx) who believe that history makes (and constrains) leaders. Samuels comes down on the former side. Following Machiavelli’s model of the Prince’s ability to achieve effective leadership by making the right decisions and imposing his will on the world, Samuels gives some persuasive examples: Churchill, Thatcher, Mao, Gandhi—individual leaders who changed their countries and even the world. But there are many instances in which it is much harder to sustain this argument—and in which Marx’s words about the “circumstances” facing the leader seem particularly wise.16

One component of leadership is authority: it can be political, or economic, or social, or moral. Sometimes a leader will have authority over people who are following them out of fear, love, loyalty, or appeal. The Machiavellian model probably applies best to leaders who wield superior power, or who have a lot of built-in advantages. If, say, you are a political leader in a functioning democracy and you were elected democratically, you have broad legitimacy. If you are a dictator backed by your country’s military and other state institutions, you have strong support and can probably do a lot of “stretching” of “constraints.” If you are the CEO of a large corporation in a country with a political economy designed to serve the interests of large corporations and their CEOs, chances are you will have a lot of choices in how to “lead.”

But how does this confident view of leaders and their ability to shape reality apply to leaders who are in opposition to power? Sometimes a leader must operate when he or she is the source of the constraint on someone else’s, or something else’s, leadership—and when we, as observers or citizens, want that constraint to overcome the leader. Leaders are sometimes heads of state or captains of industry, but other times they are activists in social movements taking on their country’s official leaders, or members of an underground group fighting to overthrow a brutal dictator. Social movements and resistance groups can both be important constraints on a leader in power. But the question of whom we are rooting for (as it were), the leader or the constraint, depends, in each case, on our view of the world, our sense of justice, our political ideals, and our social temperaments. Kings and princes represent only one rather narrow type of leadership. So the leaders we will look at, the ones who might provide us with the most insight and inspiration, might not have formal power or authority. They might not even be famous. They might be warriors, fighting for a difficult but noble cause. They might be rebels, trying at great risk to overcome an oppressive system. They might be saints, sacrificing themselves for the greater good. They might not succeed, and they might not win. But these warriors, rebels, and saints are the leaders who make a lasting impression on us—and the biggest impact.
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CHAPTER 2

What Leaders Do We Look for in a Crisis?

Even those who argue that leaders make history, rather than the other way around, ought to know that leadership is never created in a vacuum. Nor is it a quality that can be engineered or a formula that can be taught. Whether we are in the biblical world or in Machiavelli’s, or in our own, and even if one believes that God or Fortune has a hand in making a leader, any cursory look at history shows that truly important leaders emerge in times of crisis. It is during a crisis that we pay the closest attention to the leaders we have and decide whether those are the leaders we want or if we want others to take their place—or if we, ourselves, will become leaders where previously we would not have dreamed of it.

When times are smooth, when there is peace and economic prosperity (but without drastic economic inequality), leaders can do well, but their main role is one of management—making sure things stay stable and that no major mistakes are made. It is when a crisis hits that those leaders are tested; when they are, we find out that some leaders are meant to be in their positions in times of peace and stability but not in times of crisis, while some leaders do not stand out or impress in times of stability but reveal their strengths when crisis comes.

It is during a true crisis that we must determine who among existing or potential leaders will help us and who will abuse our trust, who will address our problems and sufferings and who will exploit them, who will channel public rage for public good and who for personal gain. The Great Depression of the 1930s, which was probably the worst economic crisis the modern capitalist world has ever experienced, is a unique opportunity to find out what leaders we look for in a crisis. It shows us whom people turn to—and whom they reject—when chaos and instability arrive. It has a lot to teach us about what it takes for a leader facing a crisis to be successful, both for the public at large and for the leader herself.

For most Americans, the crisis began in late 1929 with the Wall Street crash—the collapse of the New York Stock Market. During the 1920s, millions of Americans had been encouraged to pour their savings into the stock market, which they were propagandized into believing would make them wealthy. But it was a barely regulated equivalent of a giant Ponzi scheme. This collapse led to a series of bank failures that ruined millions more American families, pretty much instantaneously.1 It was disastrous for the working class and destroyed farmers. It affected nearly the entire global community, revealing in the starkest (and to many, the most horrifying) way how intimately national economies had become connected, and how the well-being of hundreds of millions of people depended on whether unintelligible finances in Lower Manhattan went up or down. Vulnerable people suffered the most and were the least protected from harm. There is a stereotype about the 1920s, that it was the “Jazz Age,” years of bathtub gin and flappers, but it was also a time of severe inequality, and the poorest members of society struggled to survive with few social protections in a jungle-like market economy. For all these people, the Great Depression made things even worse; for the African American poor it was particularly devastating.

At the height (or depth) of the Great Depression, the United States recorded 25 percent official unemployment. Other countries had it even worse: Canada had 27 percent official unemployment; Australia 29 percent; Germany roughly 30 percent, meaning nearly one-third of its workforce. The global political impact was immeasurable—the economic collapse and runaway inflation in Weimar Germany were the direct lead-in to the rise of Adolf Hitler. In Latin American countries, whose economies were intimately linked to the United States, the effects of the Depression were especially harsh and profound. The Japanese economy shrank by over 10 percent in one year; later, over the course of the 1930s, Japan recovered the same way the Germans (and later, the Americans) would—through massive military buildup and a bid for global dominion. The consequences of that we will see later. The Great Depression completely changed the face of politics in the United States and around the world.

In the Depression’s country of origin, the United States, there was massive ruination, even starvation. There was social dislocation and dissolution—including the breakup of families. Men often left the home, if there was a home, in search of work. But there was no work. And so they moved farther and farther away, eventually becoming drifters, never seeing their families again (and millions of young men and women did not get a chance to have a family). In this situation—when families are destroyed, when children go hungry, when adults cannot provide, when poor people who previously lived with only basic necessities fall into destitution and become dependent on charity, and when all these things happen for reasons that the worst-off victims cannot understand, having to do with the machinations of distant elites who then escape accountability and even continue to thrive—people grow desperate. They become angry. They demand drastic solutions. And they will seek out leaders who promise to lead them to a better place and punish those they blame for their suffering. They will take a close look at the leaders they have; after that, they might look for leaders elsewhere. Sometimes they will come up with fanciful, or inspired, or grotesque alternatives.

When the Depression hit the American people, their president was the Republican Herbert Hoover, who had started his presidency as a highly regarded figure, with a record as a brilliant engineer and manager with a lot of economic knowledge. Hoover was considered a humanitarian and entrepreneur who had figured out how to bring food to disaster areas in Europe after World War I during his tenure as head of the Food Administration. Although he had never been elected to public office, he easily won the 1928 election.

Given this, it is amazing—and dismaying—to think of Hoover’s overall political trajectory. There have been many American presidents who have seen ups and downs in their popularity, but it is hard to think of a public fall as dramatic as Hoover’s, from entering the White House as a widely admired figure to leaving it just a few short years later, after one term, completely discredited, as the least popular president in modern American history (until that record was broken, in November 2008, by outgoing two-term president George W. Bush). Hoover’s 1932 loss to Franklin D. Roosevelt was the biggest landslide in American electoral history (though Roosevelt would break that record in the next election, in 1936). The Republican Party was unable to recapture the presidency for twenty years, and when it did return to power it did so in a very different form—and in a totally different context.

It is important to note that while we now call this period “the Great Depression,” many Americans at the time called it “the Hoover Depression.” People directly associated their suffering and desperation with the president himself. People who had to live in squalid encampments and shantytowns called them “Hoovervilles” and held up placards that exhorted passersby to help because “hard times are HOOVERING over us.”

There are lively debates among historians over how fair such criticism of Hoover was, given that he didn’t personally bring about the Wall Street crash and couldn’t alone fix the deep problems within the economic system that caused the Depression. But there is little doubt that Hoover failed to address, or even fully take account of, the suffering of the American people. His response to the Depression suggested that he never quite seemed to grasp what had happened or what it meant. The crisis seemed to paralyze him. Any analysis of leadership, and anyone trying to understand what makes political leaders succeed or fail in times of crisis, needs to account for the failure—and it was clearly a failure—of this seemingly talented, capable man.

Hoover had his qualities as an executive, but when it came to dealing with the Great Depression, he was the wrong man at the wrong time for the wrong job. It didn’t help, for example, that Hoover was thoroughly inflexible. Dogmatism is not necessarily a bad thing; it depends on the dogma! This was not the case with Hoover, who refused to even entertain the possibility that the severity of the Depression might have had something to do with the economic system in the United States, or practices on Wall Street, or his own government’s policies, or the behavior of the business community. Unable or unwilling to recognize or acknowledge the economy’s structural problems, Hoover’s response to the crisis was a combination of dismissiveness and glibness, and he did not have the political skills or personal charisma to pull this off. His administration certainly did things, mostly in favor of the banks, and he was not an entirely inactive president, but what he and his administration did was not enough and did not go far and deep enough, because he did not realize how far and deep the government needed to go. He insisted that the inability to exit the Depression was the result of a “crisis of confidence,” meaning that everyone from large companies to ordinary citizens remained confused and afraid to invest their money, and he defined this as “fear and apprehension.” Trying to minimize the Depression, he made optimistic statements, such as “prosperity is just around the corner.” But his optimism was never convincing. Instead, it came off as callous and detached.2

Unable to see the flaws in the American economic system, Hoover was convinced that the crisis had everything to do with the international financial system, and he felt vindicated when European economies collapsed in 1931. He was not completely wrong about that, but it was of no help to struggling Americans that people in Europe or Latin America had it bad, too. The Europeans could not protect themselves because they had attached their economies, like the rest of the capitalist world, to Wall Street.3

Hoover saw little of this and understood even less. For him, the role of a president in such a crisis was to “aid the economy,” but not to become a full actor in it. In this sense, he was a conventional political figure of his era. A typical conservative, he believed that maintaining a balanced budget was the foundation of a healthy economy and a matter of “public confidence,” and he refused to budge from this principle. But it was the wrong principle to cling to. One does not need to be a Keynesian economist to understand that the US federal government at the time was too small to provide the help and intervention that the economy desperately needed.

Hoover, for all his expertise, lacked a basic understanding of the way the modern economy worked. For comparative perspective, when the more recent financial crisis of 2008–2009 occurred, policymakers and experts had the experience of the Great Depression to build on, and the economics profession—the people who are handsomely paid to predict these things and explain afterward why they happened—had come a long way. Yet even with all this experience and precedent, our most famous and sophisticated economists, including the ones who had the ears of our politicians, failed to predict the crisis, and afterward they doubled down on their dogmas. Our political leaders made poor decisions before, during, and after the collapse.4 Leaders in the early 1930s did not have any such equivalent experience to go by, so the bar in their case must be set lower. There had been several crises in the past—panics, slowdowns, and bank failures, notably in 1873, when the boom of railway construction turned into a bust, sparking a financial collapse—but nothing like what transpired in the 1930s.5 Leaders had to imagine a way out of the crisis, driven by their instincts, values, and ambitions.

In a crisis, what matters most is the leader’s substantive response. There are real problems to deal with and they demand concrete actions. But public perceptions also matter for good leadership. In this regard, too, Hoover’s case is instructive. He had a good managerial style. It was what got him elected in the first place. As a politician, he was presentable and dignified, but in retrospect there were warning signs. He seemed a cold man in public. He never liked crowds or superficial contacts or other politicians. A dull public speaker, he rarely smiled, and when he did, it was not a smile that lit up a room.

Some of these things are innate and out of the leader’s control; others can be worked on. But Hoover had a limited conception of the connection between personality and public, at a time when that was growing more important, with the rise of mass politics and mass media. And perhaps worst of all, at a time of immense suffering, and as society itself seemed to crater, he appeared to be insensitive to people’s suffering. Hoover was painfully unable to display empathy, even to fake it. He didn’t just have a tin ear; it was rusty from lack of use.

There was no better example of Hoover’s limitations as a leader, and no worse omen for his future, than his handling (or mishandling) of the “Bonus Army March” in mid-1932. About 43,000 military veterans who had fought in World War I fifteen years prior, many of whom were now homeless and unemployed, gathered in Washington, DC. Then as now, veterans were often neglected, rhetorically celebrated in wartime but then left to suffer the physical and psychological scars of battle on their own and fend for themselves while the rest of society moved on. In 1932 their situation was especially grim. Desperate and out of work, their hungry families in tow, the veterans demanded from the federal government a payout of a bonus that was scheduled for 1945, thirteen years in the future. Their point was clear: We don’t need that money in thirteen years. We need it now.

Hoover was against their demand, and he was supported by the Senate. From a purely economic standpoint, the decision made sense: veterans’ benefits already took up about 25 percent of the 1932 federal budget, and awarding them an early payout would have meant that they would be jumping the queue, ahead of other suffering Americans who deserved no less help. Hoover’s stance was “logical.” But these were not logical times.

After the negative Senate vote, most of the veterans, accepting their fate, went home or continued wandering the country. But about 10,000 people remained, living in a sort of shantytown and in abandoned government buildings. Hoover ordered that they be provided cots, blankets, and basic supplies (though few people knew about this). Yet their constant presence just steps away from the White House was an embarrassment to the president, a source of shame for the nation and for a government that was unable to provide for its citizens who had sacrificed the most and were the victims of a crisis that was not their fault.

Finally, on July 28, things took a dark turn. The local police were ordered to clear the shantytown instead of waiting for the veterans to leave at their own pace. When some of the veterans moved back into the camp, police shot at them, killing two men—William Hushka and Eric Carlson. Hushka was an immigrant from Lithuania and had been twenty-two years old in 1917 when he sold his butcher shop in St. Louis to join the army and fight to “make the world safe for democracy.” Carlson, a family man from Oakland, California, had barely survived the brutal warfare of the trenches in northern France. These were the sorts of men who had been desperate enough in 1932 to make the trip to the nation’s capital to ask their leaders for help, only to be shot dead by those who were supposed to protect them.

After the shooting, the police panicked and asked the White House for federal assistance. Instead of reacting with calm, Hoover lost his bearings. He had convinced himself that criminality and communist agitation played a role in the Bonus Army protest (in reality, while communist activists tried to involve themselves, the veterans overwhelmingly rejected them). He saw the event as a sign of potential anarchy. He called in General Douglas MacArthur, who quickly assembled an army led by Generals George S. Patton and Dwight D. Eisenhower. These three future decorated World War II commanders turned their sights, and their weaponry, on the hungry veterans and their families.

That evening, commanded by MacArthur, the 12th Infantry Regiment and the 3rd Cavalry Regiment, along with five tanks commanded by Patton, formed in Pennsylvania Avenue. Thousands of federal employees lined the street to watch, thinking it was a patriotic display. The Bonus Marchers cheered the military, believing that the soldiers were there to honor them as veterans. Instead, MacArthur ordered the cavalry to charge them. After that, the infantry entered the camps, tearing down the makeshift shelters. The veterans fled across the Anacostia River to their largest camp, and only then did Hoover order the assault to stop, an order MacArthur ignored. In the violence and chaos, fifty-five veterans were injured. One pregnant woman miscarried. A twelve-week-old baby boy named Bernard Myers died, a victim of the army’s tear gas attack. The troops burned the camp to the ground, and the images were captured for perennial notoriety.
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Bonus Army veterans on the Capitol lawn, Washington, DC, July 13, 1932 
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Bonus Army camp on fire after army attack, Washington, DC, July 28, 1932. The Capitol building is in the background. 

(Signal Corps/National Archives)





Much of the country was furious. Even if the events weren’t all directly Hoover’s fault, his cold, technocratic instincts had led him to see the Bonus Army as troublemakers and subversives instead of as what they really were: victims, who would rather not have been there in the first place. Hoover did nothing afterward to punish the generals for their violence toward American citizens and army veterans, even though General MacArthur had blatantly defied his orders. The Bonus Army debacle wasn’t the only thing that eroded what little was left of Hoover’s public support, but it was a good symbol of his reactionary and unsympathetic leadership in the face of crisis. He left office as despised as he had been admired just a few years before.

There is an amusing drawing (by Peter Arno) that was supposed to appear on the cover of the New Yorker’s March 4, 1933, issue, but never did. It depicts the inaugural procession to the Capitol of newly elected President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and shows Roosevelt and Hoover riding together in top hats. This nineteenth-century tradition, a perennial favorite of the media, forces the victor and loser of the presidential election to share an awkward open-car ride to the swearing-in ceremony in Washington, DC, in a pompous display of “bipartisanship.” In Arno’s illustration, as in reality, Hoover looks on glumly. Roosevelt, his head turned toward the crowd, has an absurd, cartoonish smile.

Arno’s illustration was meant to lightly mock both men, in the New Yorker’s typically snobbish way. Yet it also captures how the two leaders were widely seen at the time. Hoover’s expression is basically the dismal essence of his approach to the Great Depression. As for Roosevelt, his overenthusiastic demeanor was a nod to the assumption that a man of his background would be even less effective at dealing with the Depression than Hoover was.
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Peter Arno’s illustration of FDR and Herbert Hoover riding to FDR’s inauguration, March 1933 
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Roosevelt was an American aristocrat from New York State’s wealthy Hudson Valley. Hoover grew up in small towns in Iowa and Oregon and had pulled himself up from a modest background. As opposed to Hoover, who had excelled in his studies and professional life before going into politics, Roosevelt had been a mediocre student at Harvard and a full-time socialite. He failed to graduate from Columbia Law School, and wanted to go into politics, with the idea of becoming president; his inspiration was his distant cousin Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt, the twenty-sixth president. But aside from a famous last name and his enormous privilege, young Franklin seemed to have little going for him. It was only when he went into politics, seemingly out of pure personal ambition and entitlement, that he started showing real talent and potential for leadership. As assistant to the secretary of the navy in the Woodrow Wilson administration during World War I, and later as governor of New York, a position he held when the 1929 crash occurred, he gained valuable experience, building a national profile and a reputation for dynamic, progressive policymaking. But even when he entered the White House many saw his victory mostly as the product of the horrific economic crisis and Hoover’s ineptitude; Roosevelt still had a reputation for opportunism, evasiveness, indirectness, and even for being a lazy and unserious thinker.

So how did a presumed lightweight like Roosevelt emerge as a mythic figure in US presidential history, one whom the American electorate voted for repeatedly, such that term limits were put in place after his death for the first time so that no person could hold the presidency for so long?

One of the most influential American historians of the twentieth century, Richard Hofstadter, was fascinated by this question. Hofstadter, who came of age in the 1930s, when Roosevelt was in office, believed that one of the things that transformed Roosevelt was adversity—namely, contracting polio in 1921 when he was already thirty-nine. He spent several years recovering and needed a wheelchair for the rest of his life. In an era before constant visual media, he was able to conceal this disability from most Americans. Hofstadter speculated that this ordeal strengthened Roosevelt’s character, making the former spoiled frat boy with a sense of entitlement understand the suffering of others, especially the weak and vulnerable.

Hofstadter was a Cold War–era liberal who was deeply hostile to what he considered “total” or radical ideologies, including fascism and communism, and for him, one of the main ingredients of Roosevelt’s success was the very thing that his critics had accused him of: ideological flexibility without core commitments.6 Many historians have more recently taken issue with this somewhat condescending view of FDR, but this was the prism through which two generations of scholars viewed his presidency; rather than look at the substance of his political leadership, they often focused on his personality. According to this interpretation, many of Roosevelt’s characteristics that once had seemed like weaknesses turned out to be strengths—necessary qualities for successful leadership in a crisis.
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Franklin D. Roosevelt, age five, with his mother, Sara, New York, 1887 
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For example, much has been made of Roosevelt’s insular upbringing, which seems to have worked for him, giving him an incredible sense of self-assurance as an adult. Tutored privately from a young age, perpetually told by his mother how special he was, kept apart from less princely children, dressed up and photographed in outlandish outfits—this sort of upbringing could have turned anyone into a self-centered, socially inept adult with little regard for others. Somehow, in Roosevelt’s case, it gave him innate confidence and protected him once he was in a position of power. It was as if he could function in a sort of bubble, unperturbed by chaos around him. With what turned out to be a strong sense of the public good combined with an indomitable fighting spirit and a streak of ruthlessness, Roosevelt turned out to be a political force the likes of which his contemporaries had not seen.

Hofstadter used the French term noblesse oblige to describe the attitude Roosevelt shared with his wife (and cousin) Eleanor, who also had a privileged and sheltered upbringing and an impressive (and long) public career of her own. It conveyed the idea that from a position of nobility, one recognizes one’s immense privilege and sees it as a compelling motive for working for others, with an emphasis on the notion that the most and least privileged members of society share a common destiny, and that “interdependence” (as Roosevelt called it) would benefit all.

Historians have written plenty about the powerful and unlikely New Deal coalition of voters who won Roosevelt election after election, consisting of industrial workers, rural farmers, African Americans, religious minorities, white southerners, and urban immigrants, and who continued to make up the electoral foundation of the Democratic Party for another thirty-plus years. But perhaps the most striking feature of Roosevelt’s political success was that he became an admired champion of the poorest Americans, and simultaneously the bête noire of many of the wealthiest and most powerful Americans, who saw him as a dangerous tyrant and perhaps worst of all, a traitor to his class.

What Roosevelt may have lacked in fixed ideas and ideological conviction he made up for in boundless policymaking energy. His first hundred days in office have become the stuff of political mythology—arguably the most consequential first three months of any presidential administration since Abraham Lincoln’s. Roosevelt’s New Deal—the long and elaborate set of policies that aimed to bring an end to the Depression through large public investment and by putting Americans to work—transformed American (and global) politics and economics. Although it did not necessarily achieve its goals in purely “economic” terms (i.e., the US economy remained “depressed” throughout the 1930s), it accomplished something more important: it gave people hope, restored their morale and self-respect, and showed them a kind of leadership that put the public interest first. Throughout his presidency, Roosevelt was able to convince a plurality of the American people, across a wide demographic and geographic cross section, that he was concerned with their material and social well-being, and that he was willing to fight for them. This fighting spirit helped him not only in his four presidential races but also in elections for Congress, where he enjoyed a consistent and supportive majority throughout his time in office.

FDR’s ready optimism and his boyish enthusiasm were the products of his upbringing and temperament; in a way, they became the essence of his political program. Without really learning from anyone else, he was able to transmit his confidence to the nation. He was one of the first American politicians to make extensive use of the radio, and he was naturally good at it: the famous fireside chats, in which Roosevelt spoke in a conversational manner about his policies, gave the public the sense that his administration knew how bad things were for people, was listening to them, and would always act on their behalf.

FDR had a distinctive ability, very hard to analyze or emulate, of making his vague optimistic platitudes stick (even for posterity) where Hoover’s not-too-dissimilar ones fell flat and are remembered with derision. It is not entirely clear why when Hoover said “prosperity is just around the corner” people found it absurd, and when FDR said (in his first inauguration speech) that “we have nothing to fear but fear itself” people found it inspiring. It may have had something to do with Roosevelt’s energy, his manner of speaking, a certain charisma that Hoover lacked, and the impression he gave from the start of his presidency that he intended to match his words with actions in a way that Hoover had not. But it was also due to the sense he conveyed that he felt a personal responsibility, as president and leader, for how the people were faring. We might not be born with Roosevelt’s advantages or be able to match his political skills. But there is something we can learn from him about successful leadership: he created good policies that matched his lofty rhetoric and met the real needs of struggling people in a time of crisis, and he did so in a way that made clear that the stakes, for him, were not merely political but also personal. In this way, Roosevelt was able to stave off serious (and underrated) challenges, not just to his own leadership, or his presidency, but to the American economic and political system itself.

Probably the most significant threat in the 1930s to Roosevelt’s presidency, and even to the American political system itself, was Huey Long of Louisiana, also known as the Kingfish. No American political figure of the era (aside from FDR) cut a more notorious figure or made a stronger impression on people. The image we have of this controversial man, filtered through the few recordings of him that have survived, is of a wild-faced, wild-haired, bombastic speechmaker, flamboyantly gesticulating at his captive audience and booming at them in a distinctly southern drawl about his grand plans, which included reining in the greed of the wealthiest Americans, taking on the big oil companies, redistributing wealth, and making sure the American economy worked for all, so that “none shall be too big, none shall be too small, none shall be too rich, none shall be too poor.”7 We must take a look at the career of this leader, to see what political and social forces Roosevelt had to contend with, and how he fended off such challenges to remain in power.

Long, an ambitious lawyer from a modest, small-town background, was elected governor of Louisiana in 1928, one year before the Wall Street crash. After his first term, a raucous period that saw his star fall and rise again, and with the country now in full-on economic crisis, he fully turned his sights from state to national politics. In 1932, at the same time Roosevelt won the presidency, Long won election as a Democratic senator from his state. Yet, in addition to making a name for himself in Washington as a rabble-rousing gadfly, he remained in full control of Louisiana politics: he bossed and belittled the elected governor (in reality, he was Long’s puppet), dictated laws in the state legislature, appointed cronies to key positions, intimidated critics and opponents, and made clear that he would not tolerate checks on his political or personal agenda.

Long was extremely popular among poor people, first in his own state (which was hit hard by the Depression) and then across the country. It is not hard to fathom why. He provided them with an explanation for why the country was in Depression and why they were suffering. He named culprits and proposed fixes. His speeches, both in person and on the radio (he, too, was good in this medium) enraged his listeners and entertained them. He spoke to them in a language they understood well, using metaphors that resonated with their lives, and made them feel like he was one of them. Insisting, in the darkest moments of the Depression, that he would make “every man a king, so there would be no such thing as a man or woman who did not have the necessities of life, who would not be dependent upon the whims of the financial barons for a living,” he gave people living in crushing poverty, as well as many who had been pushed out of the middle class, hope that they could be empowered, and he made sure they understood that he was the only man who could do it.8

Although Long was distinctly a southerner and part of a long American southern tradition of populist politics, he will be recognizable to many people around the world: the politician who rails against the establishment, speaks on behalf of “the people,” promises to fix the broken system and help those who have been forgotten, and demands submission to his authority in return. Western media and academics regularly refer to such political figures as populists. There is something to this, but the problem with the term “populism” today is that it is lazily deployed as a substitute for a variety of political and personal characteristics, including authoritarianism, xenophobia, jingoism, fascism, racism, and machismo. The term “populist,” when it appears in the media or even in the scholarly world, is almost always a pejorative, often just meaning any kind of politics that liberals hate and conservatives fear, and it leans heavily on what leaders say (and on how they say it) and not on what they do. One politician proposing a higher tax on billionaires and another politician calling for the deportation of immigrants are often treated as two parallel kinds of “populists,” even though the substance of their agendas could not be more different.9
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Huey Long really was a populist, in the precise historical sense of the term. He was an heir to the original late nineteenth-century Populist Party in the United States, which was focused (at least in its vision of itself) on protecting rural farmers and local communities from the forces of central national powers and distant financial markets. As opposed to many of the so-called populists of our own day, the main reason so many people loved Long was not just because of what he said but because of what he did. Or rather, to be precise, because—similarly to Roosevelt—he said what he did and did what he said.

During a severe economic crisis, survival and material benefits are what most people care about most. Long did not care about manners, civility, or respectability, because his constituents did not care about those things, either. They cared about results. Thanks to Long, they got those. When Long became governor of Louisiana, the state had only 296 miles of concrete roads, 35 miles of asphalt, 5,728 miles of gravel, and three major bridges, none of which crossed the Mississippi River. Just seven years later, in 1935, when Long was assassinated after running the state like his fiefdom, the state had 2,446 miles of concrete roads, 1,308 miles of asphalt, 9,629 miles of gravel, and more than forty major bridges.10

This sort of progress during the worst years of the Depression was proof, for many people, that Huey Long was a man who didn’t just talk; he got things done. He directly, concretely improved people’s lives. Louisiana was a desperately poor state when Long was first elected there, and it remained desperately poor after he died. It remains poor today. But Long left the state, and its inhabitants, in better shape than he found them.

But where Long’s supporters saw a hero who protected them from the greed of financial barons and worried about their well-being in the worst of times, American elites—magazine editors in New York, professors in Cambridge and New Haven, insiders in Washington, business tycoons everywhere—saw something much more sinister, and frightening. They saw a man who threatened them and the things they valued most. The Depression created massive global disillusionment with liberal democracy and capitalism, which many people, including in the United States, saw as the joint culprits for the crisis. Anyone in the 1930s observing the fallout in Europe could see that while parliamentary democracies like Britain and France were struggling, the two countries that seemed to be surviving the crisis, and even thriving, were Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Many Americans, like others around the world, saw Hitler as a political role model, while others thought Stalin showed the way forward. Communists and fascists were ideologically opposed on every important issue, and the two movements were at war in such places as Spain and France, but at the time it seemed reasonable to assume—and many intellectuals did—that the future of the Western world wouldn’t be liberal and democratic but fascist or communist.

Indeed, in this context, when liberal democracy seemed on shaky ground everywhere, even in the United States, many American elites saw Long as a fascistic demagogue who had the potential to topple the entire fragile system. In their magazines and at their dinner parties, they referred to him as the American Hitler or Mussolini. Years later, in the wake of World War II, Long was the inspiration for the lead character in Robert Penn Warren’s novel All the King’s Men (1946); with Hitler and Mussolini obviously in mind, the novel and the 1949 film derived from it depicted Long as Willie Stark, a cynical, power-hungry bully who came to a deservedly violent end.

Long’s critics in real time were disturbed by his body language and gestures, which looked to them like an unsavory combination of Hitler and a drunken uncle at a county fair. Others saw him as a sort of communist. It depended on what kind of threat they thought he presented. Some had good reasons to fear him. The Standard Oil Company was accustomed to running Louisiana (and other Gulf states) as an extension of its business, and Long’s predecessors often did little more than rubber-stamp their wishes. Long made clear that those days would end with him in office, earning him the everlasting enmity of those companies and their political servants.

But in pushing forward his agenda, Long acted as an authoritarian with little respect for democratic institutions—except as a means of getting elected and wielding power. Both liberals and moderate conservatives tend to worship and fetishize institutions, like legislative bodies and the higher courts, and view them as the bedrock and essence of a democratic society, or as the only possible means of furthering their political agendas. For them, Long was a demagogic, corrupt tyrant, and they had a point: he held in contempt anyone who tried to check him, and he behaved like a dictator in his state while arguing that what mattered was what was best for the people and that those who were arraigned against him were working to harm the public, the people he alone represented.

But what is the point of “democracy” in a time of horrific economic difficulties and in the face of deep poverty? This is the same conundrum we face today in much of the so-called developing world, which has much in common with 1930s Louisiana. If one was to travel from the Upper East Side of Manhattan to rural Louisiana in the 1930s and warn Long supporters about the dangers of authoritarianism, and how Long was not respecting institutions or the democratic process, the locals might respond by saying that those things are well and good, but that he was responsible for the road that connected their small farm to the nearby town, or the hospital that saved their child, or the school that, for the first time ever, taught their children to read and write. The oil companies and establishment politicians who hated Long and fought him tooth and nail had done nothing for these people, who were largely invisible to them, and if they did think about them, it was mostly as barbarians at the gates. “Democracy” had done nothing to protect these people from the effects of a financial crash in New York.

Why, then, should poor people in Louisiana or anywhere else in America prioritize “democracy” over material benefits, assistance during a terrible Depression, and a leader who seems to care about them? Long’s Share Our Wealth national political platform—which called for creating more millionaires, capping wealth at $5 million (about $111 million in 2023 dollars), and providing basic subsidies of $5,000 (about $111,000 in 2023) to every family so they could have “a home, and the comforts of a home, including an automobile, and a radio, the things it takes in that house to live on”—was brilliantly winning.11 To Long’s critics, his proposals were sloppy and unachievable. But this criticism missed the point. Long was popular and even beloved among the poor because his speeches and programs touched on a real (and ongoing) problem in America, one that millions identified with, especially during the Depression: economic inequality.

In September 1935, a young Louisiana physician, angry at Long’s strong-arm tactics against a judge who was a member of his family, shot the senator dead. Long was only forty-two; at the time, he was apparently preparing a run for president in 1936. Thus ended abruptly one of the most fascinating careers in American politics, and the start of a big question: What might have been?

Long had had a topsy-turvy relationship with FDR, going from ally to critic to adversary, claiming that Roosevelt’s New Deal was not enough to take care of the American people and that only Long’s Share Our Wealth program could accomplish that. As the historian Alan Brinkley showed in his classic 1982 book Voices of Protest, Long saw Roosevelt as the biggest obstacle on his way to national power, and Roosevelt saw Long as the most significant threat to his presidency, and even to the American system itself, calling him “one of the two most dangerous men in America” (the other, according to FDR, was General MacArthur). Election year 1936 was going to be the big showdown between them—and, perhaps indirectly, between democracy and authoritarianism.12

It is impossible to say for sure what would have happened had Long lived, but the truth is that it would have been difficult for anyone, even Long, to defeat Roosevelt in 1936. One reason is that many Americans feared Long’s authoritarianism or despised his proposals. But the primary reason is that Roosevelt was simply too successful a president, too skilled a politician. As popular as Long was among the poor, Roosevelt was also popular—extraordinarily so. Indeed, Long’s biggest problem as a candidate would have been that he was loved by a lot of the people who also loved Roosevelt, including in the South.

Ultimately, Roosevelt’s greatest political instrument as a leader, and one that served him well in fending off the challenge from Long (and others), was the New Deal, and his ability to get the public to identify the policies that were helping them in desperate times with him. He did not fight Long or criticize him or ignore the (real) problems he raised; he did not bother warning the public about Long’s authoritarianism, or compare him to Hitler, or just put him down as a “demagogue” as so many others did, then and since. Instead, in a brilliant leadership tactic, he co-opted him. The so-called Second New Deal, which his administration launched in 1935, was in some ways a smart response to Long’s political insurgency.

The official goal of the New Deal was to stimulate the American economy, but probably its most important feature was putting people to work (doing basically anything), putting money in their pockets, and restoring society’s basic fabric. The New Deal completely transformed the country’s social tapestry, economy, infrastructure, and physical landscape. It included enormous public works and projects, including the Tennessee Valley Authority. American workers and farmers depended on and came to love the National Recovery Administration and the Works Progress Administration. Folk and blues musicians, Black and white, wrote songs in praise of these institutions.13 Roosevelt and his officials knew that unemployed artists and writers also needed to eat, and they wisely put them to work for his government, painting, illustrating, writing, photographing, and documenting the impact of the Great Depression and the New Deal on the American people, through such major agencies as the Federal Art Project. In this way, FDR gained the gratitude and allegiance of numerous talented Americans who then supported and promoted his agenda and turned the New Deal, an economic program, into an attractive cultural institution. Politically, all these policies were Roosevelt’s protective shield. And they left a significant legacy that, despite the attempts of successive generations of politicians from both major parties to dismantle them, made the United States a livable country for many of its people.14

The New Deal had vociferous critics, then and since. From the right, “free market” ideologues, anti-statists, and various conservative opponents of the New Deal harped on its supposed inability to rescue the US economy and bemoaned the power the US government gave itself in directing and influencing the economy.15 Business groups and large corporations especially disliked the New Deal’s revival and empowerment of labor unions, which they had largely been able to destroy in the previous decade with the help of business-friendly administrations. From the left, Marxists saw Roosevelt’s primary goal as saving capitalism from a socialist revolution, which in retrospect was unlikely, but given what was happening in the world did not seem far-fetched at the time. More recently, liberal and neoliberal critics have spotlighted the ways that the New Deal entrenched racist discrimination by the federal government; under pressure from southern congressional Democrats, a crucial component of Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition, New Deal programs sometimes favored white workers and farmers, or excluded African Americans altogether, creating a disturbing legacy that outlived his presidency. According to political scientist Ira Katznelson, in his work Fear Itself (2013), this was an unfortunate deal with the devil that was necessary to keep the United States democratic and to defeat the powerful antiliberal ideologies that gained ascendancy in the world (and at home) in the 1930s.16

From a purely economic standpoint, the New Deal failed to get the country out of the Depression; only the American entry into World War II in December 1941 was able to do that, through a massive public military spending program that dwarfed any amount the government had spent on all New Deal programs combined. (Later we will see the result of this.) But this criticism misses a crucial point. We are constantly told that we live in an economy, and we often forget that we live in a society. This is something that Roosevelt always understood, unlike recent American presidents, and it was one of his greatest strengths as a leader. By providing people with work and security, and strengthening the social bonds between them, the New Deal raised morale, restored people’s sense of self-pride, and built national cohesion. Some of its most important acts and legislation had nothing to do with the economy per se; for example, the Social Security Act, passed in 1935, didn’t create growth, but it provided a safety net that was both financial and psychological. Similarly, the National Labor Relations Act, also passed in 1935, did not move the economy in ways that economists today like to measure things, but by protecting the rights of workers to unionize and collectively bargain with their employers and by aiming to stamp out abusive employment practices in the business world, it strengthened the position of American workers in the American economy for decades to come.

As a leader, Roosevelt knew, temperamentally if not intellectually, that moments of crisis were an opportunity to push through necessary policies that otherwise could have languished forever; when he signed the two measures into law, the Republican Party called them “socialism” and “un-American,” and campaigned furiously against them. But an overwhelming majority of the public recognized the Social Security Act and the Labor Relations Act for what they were—necessary help for people who needed it. The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) has lasted into the present, and Social Security has remained an extremely popular program, politically untouchable, even among many conservatives. This connectivity, the sense that the government was invested in the public, was also one of the reasons why American society was able to mobilize the home front so quickly and effectively once it entered the war in Europe against Germany and in Asia against Japan.

As a political leader, Roosevelt never presented himself as anything other than a committed capitalist and saw his role as protecting the American system. He was no socialist or communist in the ways those terms were understood in his era, even if in 2023 his New Deal policies might have gotten him branded as “far left” by most of the media and even the Democratic Party. The Communist Party endorsed him in the 1936 election, and many of the New Deal’s most enthusiastic propagandists were communists or fellow travelers, but Roosevelt did not have any affinity with them, and his administration continued the long-standing federal policy of hounding communists. Nor was Roosevelt any kind of antiracist hero: he was perfectly willing to sacrifice civil rights for the sake of his broader agenda—as when, during World War II, his administration shamefully, and without justification, sent Japanese American citizens of the United States to internment camps in the name of “national security” and the US government flooded the country with racist wartime propaganda. Roosevelt’s ruthlessness as a leader, which served the public so well during the Depression, ensured his repeated electoral victories, and helped lead the Allies to victory over Germany and Japan in the war, certainly had a dark side.

But Roosevelt was immensely popular among African Americans, as well as among other minorities in America, not because they were duped or hoodwinked but because his policies helped many of them in extremely difficult times, and he was probably one of the few presidents since Lincoln under whom life for African Americans markedly improved—even though racist discrimination continued. Roosevelt’s presidency was also the beginning of the shift of Black voters (at least those who were permitted to vote) from the Republican Party (the party of Lincoln) to the Democratic Party, a process completed during the presidency of Lyndon B. Johnson in the 1960s. African Americans responded positively, and developed loyalty, to a leader who acknowledged their suffering and helped them.

In the end, a big part of Roosevelt’s success—and of the survival of the American system—was, perhaps ironically, the radicalism of the New Deal itself, which needs to be understood in the context of an era in which fascist and communist ideas and movements swirled around confidently, and Huey Long seemed (before his murder) to be on a path to national power. At the height of the New Deal, Roosevelt seemed to adopt a class-based approach to the problems facing the people, and his speeches grew strident and pointed; to give one example, his State of the Union Address in January 1936, which he made with the next election on the horizon, included the line “we have earned the hatred of entrenched greed.”

As always, what made this politically potent was that Roosevelt backed up these words with actions. The Revenue Act of 1935 introduced the so-called Wealth Tax (naughtily dubbed the “Soak the Rich” bill), which took up to 75 percent of the highest incomes. These tax rates, unimaginable today in an era when American politicians would never be allowed by their major donors to even consider such a thing, created a precedent for the progressive taxation that lasted into the 1960s and helped bring about the boom era of the American economy—a time of unprecedented growth not seen before or since. This bill was not in itself going to make a huge difference in the economy or in the lives of the poor, at least not immediately, but it packed a considerable symbolic punch. Roosevelt, as a leader, knew how to use symbolism as a powerful tool, making clear whom he was working for and who he saw as standing in his way—and in the way of the people’s interests.

It is not hard to understand why Roosevelt’s staunchest enemies and fiercest haters were usually people from his own socioeconomic background.17 Roosevelt, for his part, gleefully turned this antagonism into a weapon, and his 1936 presidential campaign was no less “populist” than anything Long had ever shown or said. On perhaps the most memorable occasion, a rally in New York City’s Madison Square Garden on October 31, Roosevelt reminded his audience—and by extension the entirety of the American people—what sort of leadership had preceded his arrival in the White House:

For twelve years this nation was afflicted with hear-nothing, see-nothing, do-nothing government. The nation looked to government, but the government looked away. Nine mocking years with the golden calf and three long years of the scourge! Nine crazy years at the ticker and three long years in the breadlines! Nine mad years of mirage and three long years of despair! Powerful influences strive today to restore that kind of government with its doctrine that that government is best which is most indifferent. For nearly four years you have had an administration which instead of twirling its thumbs has rolled up its sleeves. We will keep our sleeves rolled up!

Roosevelt then skillfully pivoted to what he was doing and where (and against whom) he stood:

We had to struggle with the old enemies of peace—business and financial monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, class antagonism, sectionalism, war profiteering. They had begun to consider the government of the United States as a mere appendage to their own affairs. We know now that government by organized money is just as dangerous as government by organized mob. Never before in all our history have these forces been so united against one candidate as they stand today. They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred!

After these remarks, which Roosevelt delivered in his upper-crust mid-Atlantic accent, the crowd cheered loudly for their leader for several minutes—a long moment captured in recording for posterity—before he continued. Three days later, contrary to the expectations of many people who were convinced the vote would be much tighter, Roosevelt won reelection in the biggest landslide in American history (his hapless opponent was the Republican governor of Kansas, Alf Landon), beating his own previous record from 1932. In his second inaugural speech, in January 1937, Roosevelt made his leadership vision clear: “The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little.”18 America’s wannabe oligarchs heard these words and understood that facing them was a foe who would not let them have their run of the country, and they hated him even more.

During the twelve years Roosevelt was president (he died in April 1945, near the end of World War II, shortly after he began his fourth term), there were powerful and influential people who accused him of being a dictator. This was especially true in the pivotal year of 1937. This was a tough year for Roosevelt and the New Deal. When a new recession hit the country in early spring and shattered illusions about finally emerging from Depression, Roosevelt, instead of backing down as many others would, leaned into his populist side and blamed it on sabotage on the part of the business elite. One of his top officials, the dyspeptic secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes, citing the title of a popular book that came out that year, spoke of “sixty families pitted against the American people.”19 It was at these difficult moments, when the New Deal seemed to falter and his critics pounced, that Roosevelt showed his ruthlessness—an underrated ingredient of his lasting success as a leader.

There was no better demonstration of this than his Judicial Procedures Reform Bill, which one of his critics dubbed the “court-packing” plan. Roosevelt’s opponents, unable to defeat him at the voting booth, or to convince enough Americans that the New Deal was not a good thing for them (because it was), had turned to the Supreme Court, hoping it would accomplish by “judicial” means what they were unable to do by democratic means: kill, or at least hamper, the New Deal, especially those parts that were explicitly designed to help poor and working families. Predictably, the conservative Supreme Court ruled that key New Deal measures—for example, minimum wage laws—were “unconstitutional.” Roosevelt responded not by bowing before the court’s authority or letting the New Deal die but by fighting back, introducing a bill to add more justices to the court. Roosevelt’s proposal, even today, does not seem unreasonable: it would allow a president to nominate a new justice whenever a sitting justice reaches the age of seventy and does not retire from the bench. The bill would allow adding up to six additional justices, potentially increasing the overall number from nine to fifteen.20

In essence, by exerting pressure on the Supreme Court and threatening to change its composition, Roosevelt was saying, with all due respect to “checks and balances” and to the elite institutions and networks that feel entitled to rule the country, my responsibility as the elected leader is not to respect “the system” at all costs, or to prioritize the prerogatives of its elites, but to feed and protect the mass of the American people. As Roosevelt saw it, the role of the leader in a democracy is to carry out the policies that the people voted in favor of—not merely to respect the outer shell of democracy, but to heed its substance. This was not an abstract or theoretical matter, and Roosevelt was not much of a theorist anyway. Americans were struggling. Many were starving. They were overwhelmingly in support of the New Deal. He was trying to help them. The New Deal was in the public interest even if it was not necessarily in the private interest. The Supreme Court was trying to stop him. For Roosevelt—and this was the source of his strength and popularity as a leader—people’s lives always mattered more than procedures and institutions.

As the time for the congressional vote approached, it looked as though Roosevelt’s plan would fall through, because of congressional resistance, including from his own party, and the sense among some of his own allies that he was overstepping his democratic mandate and taking an authoritarian turn. But a curious thing happened: the Supreme Court changed its tune. One of the justices, Owen Roberts, switched sides and before Roosevelt’s “court-packing” bill even came before Congress the Supreme Court ruled 5–4 in favor of both the National Labor Relations Act and the Social Security Act, the two measures that the Right hated the most and that observers were convinced the court was about to strike down. The Supreme Court got the message; the president was willing to fight them until he got his agenda through, and their authority was not above the public good. From that point, the New Deal was largely legally unopposed, though it would take twists and turns as the United States entered a major world crisis. More importantly, Roosevelt’s supporters also got the message: their leader was going to fight for them and be their champion, even if that meant offending traditions and flirting with authoritarianism. They rewarded him and his party with even deeper loyalty and wider support.

But was Roosevelt indeed being authoritarian, as his critics complained? That depends on how one views leadership in a democracy and in a crisis. Democracy depends on respect for both the institutions that govern it and for the preferences and needs of the people living in the democracy. But in a crisis, such as the one that the democratic world lived through in the 1930s, or even in the crises that we are experiencing now, when there is a clash between these two essential conditions for democracy, which takes precedence? In trying to bring the Supreme Court to heel, some would say Roosevelt was hurting democracy, while others would argue that he was saving it. In my view, the public reaction would have been furious had FDR let the New Deal be killed by five unelected judges, all of them wealthy men born in the nineteenth century’s Gilded Age. Elites may have applauded FDR’s respect for proceduralism and institutions, but the people who depended on the New Deal may well have turned to a leader like Huey Long—someone who treated the Constitution like a worthless piece of paper. Or they may have sought more extreme alternatives, as frightening as the fascists who ascended to power in so many European countries in those years.21

In a severe crisis, such as the Great Depression, people will not reflexively turn to a democratic leader or to an authoritarian leader. They will, more likely, turn to whichever leader directly confronts the crisis and proposes both an explanation and a solution. Some leaders will propose a truthful explanation for the crisis and their solutions will focus on the common good. Other leaders will touch on real problems but propose false explanations and solutions that scapegoat, deflect, and distract from the real causes of people’s suffering—this is what fascist leaders did, and their heirs still do. The first sort of leader must fight hard to keep the second sort of leader out of power, and that’s what FDR did.

Roosevelt understood this dynamic all too well as he saw it in real time, with fascism storming through Europe and Bolshevik Russia lurking in the background. “Democracy has disappeared in several other great nations,” he said in an April 1938 fireside chat, “not because the people of those nations disliked democracy, but because they had grown tired of unemployment and insecurity, of seeing their children hungry while they stay helpless in the face of government confusion and weakness through lack of leadership. Finally, in desperation, they chose to sacrifice liberty in the hope of getting something to eat.”22

This accurate observation from America’s most successful politician is one that elites in the United States and elsewhere in the world, who claim to want to hold on to their democracies, would be wise to pay close attention to and not dismiss as just an artifact from the past. The best barrier against dangerous leaders—the sort of leaders Roosevelt wound up at war against after he spoke about them—is a sort of compromise: a leader committed to the public good even if it is at the expense of a commitment to proceduralism, institutional constraints, and elite arrangements. That was the compromise represented by Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Roosevelt demonstrated a perennial truth, one that in our era of endless spin and cynicism is too easily forgotten: that fighting for the public good is still a leader’s most potent tool. Moreover he did it from a position of great democratic authority: he had been elected repeatedly, and by historic margins, which he earned through his leadership.
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Roosevelt does not help us settle the question of whether history makes the leader or the leader makes history. This is because he showed that both those things are true. His leadership was a product of his upbringing and of national crisis, and his strengths as a leader were revealed as he responded to that crisis. But as a leader, Roosevelt also put his stamp on history, first in helping the American people during the worst disaster of their lifetimes, fending off challenges and fighting off enemies, and then (as we will see) leading the country to a victory over Nazism and fascism in World War II. No other US president since Lincoln, and until Ronald Reagan, had a bigger and longer-lasting impact on American life.

The Great Depression of the 1930s reveals an array of leaders that a serious crisis can produce. In such a crisis, people need a warrior as a leader, and they will seek one out. Herbert Hoover was not that leader. Huey Long was certainly a warrior, but he appeared to be fighting for his own dictatorial power as much as he was for the poor. Roosevelt, a member of the elite by birth and temperament, and for all his faults, knew when to co-opt and when to fight. And the public, in turn, recognized him as a warrior—willing to go to war for what mattered to them most. He fought the Depression, and later fascism, with every ounce of strength he had, mustering all his political ability. But he was also a rebel, against his own upper social class and the elite institutions that shaped him—though unlike Long, his rebelliousness stopped short of trying to overturn the system itself. Roosevelt was no saint, and he was not shy about using all the power he had at his disposal, political and military, but until he breathed his last, the majority of the public never doubted that he sought leadership not for its own sake or his own glory but for the common good. In the end, that may have been Roosevelt’s principal legacy for leadership: that power and the public interest are not contradictory. Sometimes they are one and the same.
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CHAPTER 3

Leading When You Have Little Power

There are people who might read The Prince and find it intellectually stimulating, but they would be hard pressed to see how it could possibly be relevant to their lives, and even harder pressed to find lessons for leadership that would apply to them. It is difficult to identify with a sixteenth-century Italian prince when you yourself have little or no power. Machiavelli’s lessons seem even more distant when you live in a society that discriminates against you—or brutalizes you—because of your social group or gender or religion or sexual orientation. This is because the Machiavellian model of leadership applies best to those already in, or close to, power—and the more power they have, the better Machiavelli’s advice works. How do you “stretch constraints” when every day is a struggle for survival or recognition?

We will see in the next chapter the choices people made from a position of complete absence of power—the opposite place, in a sense, of where we might find an FDR or a Mao Zedong or a Florentine prince. But there is in history a midway position of sorts: this is when you earn recognition as a leader and have some power at your disposal, but that power is not formal, institutional, or enforceable. These are the sorts of leaders who have often helped bring about the most significant change—oftentimes things so basic that many people today might take them for granted. Things that we consider the result of an “evolution” of society are in fact the product of bitter struggles for social and economic change that were often jump-started by those with no formal power—including people who were beaten, jailed, and even killed for their efforts. Many activists who will be complimented in the future, maybe even have national holidays named after them, are disparaged, dismissed, or punished in our day. They are rebels who might someday become saints.

When we examine the histories of major social changes and how they came about, we discover that there were usually three necessary elements. First, there was the moderate leadership of the struggle against the existing powers; second, there was the radical leadership of the same struggle; third, there was an opening of sorts among those with the formal or institutional power to make the changes that these movements were fighting for. That opening had to be forced wider for change to occur. But that part never simply happened by itself or because those in power just decided to make it happen.

Activists who seek to obtain basic rights and who confront much more powerful and violent forces face a choice. How will they lead their struggle? History shows that some will do so peaceably and some will not. Some will try to effect change from within by joining institutions or seeking their support. Some will opt for militancy, working outside the system and protesting it, or attempting to dismantle or overthrow it. Their decision will depend on their temperaments, proclivities, what they believe will work, and, sometimes, what options are available to them. Whatever path these leaders choose, they will be criticized by those who benefit from the status quo, and, of course, by those with power.

A prime example are the American women suffragists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The struggle to obtain the right to vote for women in the United States lasted nearly a century, involved four generations of activists, and culminated formally with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1919 (ratified in 1920), banning discrimination in voting based on sex.

From the earliest days of the American Republic the franchise has always been in contention, and voting has been reserved for specific privileged citizens. Originally, only landowning white men could vote; as the franchise expanded, in fits and spurts, conceptions of democracy changed. The ups and downs in this history illustrate that democracy is never just given to people; they have always had to fight for it. So, it is not only the fact of women voting that Americans should not take for granted. It is the fact of people voting, period.1 Even today, most people in the world do not live in democracies, and most of the countries in the world are not democracies. In many countries that are democracies, at least formally, including the United States, elections can be flawed, limited, and corrupted. Many Americans who, on paper, have the right to vote cannot do so for various reasons, some of them by design. The American political system, flowing from its antiquated eighteenth-century Constitution, has many features that are undemocratic, even antidemocratic. Given this, voting is one of the few avenues of influence left to ordinary people who do not have the financial means to purchase the outcomes they desire from their “representatives.” Fighting for the right to vote is not just a matter of principle. It is meant to ensure that less-powerful people have a say in what happens politically and in whom they choose as their leader. From the start of their struggle, the suffragists understood that the right to vote was not merely a symbol of equality between the sexes. It was perhaps the only way that most women could help shape the direction that society moved. It was certainly the only way they could even potentially have any say, any leadership, in how they lived.

Even if we see the suffrage struggle as part of a broader history of fighting for democratic participation (as it was for suffrage movements all over the world), there are significant ways in which it was distinctive: the discrimination involved over half of the citizenry. Most of those women suffered from general social and economic discrimination, and the lack of the vote was the tip of the iceberg. Indeed, for many of them, suffrage was among the least of their concerns. But there were women who were otherwise privileged, wealthy, educated, influential, and nonetheless barred from the basic act of casting a vote for president, based solely on their sex. That gap, between social privilege and political discrimination, became harder to accept and justify over time; and it is clear why the leaders of the suffrage movement, especially at the start, came from the upper crust of society.

Having privilege did not mean, however, that the road to success would be smooth. Resistance to suffrage, as we will see, remained stiff until the end. We shall get to the reasons momentarily, but it is important to acknowledge the difficulties in pushing for change in the first place. Even organizing such a movement presented considerable challenges. The struggle to obtain the vote required unity, or at least solidarity, among women who may have shared little to nothing in common and who had different and sometimes conflicting interests. The only thing that connected them, aside from their sex, was the lack of the vote, and not everyone cared about that equally.

Paradoxically, when we look at groups of people who have little power and who experience discrimination, the larger the group, the weaker it might be. Though there is potential strength in numbers, it can be easier to divide and conquer a large group. Larger groups can lack the passion, drive, and urgency that smaller groups might have, especially when the people making up the group are not socially distinctive. Even if half the population is deprived of a right such as voting in a democracy, only some of them will see winning that right as their top priority. Of those people, how many would be able, or wish, to actively participate in the difficult fight for that right? The final number is a fraction of the overall members of the entire social group. For many women, whether they were Black or white or rich or poor mattered much more than whether they could vote for president. For many women even today, that would probably still be true.
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All potential leaders of the suffrage movement thus faced a unique challenge, one that can be instructive for aspiring social leaders. If you were a suffragist in, say, 1860, and believed in the cause strongly enough to want to devote your time and energy to it, and you wanted other women to join you, how could you convince them to overcome such things as feelings of loyalty to husband and family and the social order, fear of the unknown, or adherence to other groups, religious, social, ethnic, or economic? As women’s rights activists know well, this is the timeless difficulty of unifying women around women’s causes. It would take decades of activism before the leaders of the suffrage movement found the formula for success, which came at a specific place and moment.

But even before you can become the leader of a movement, you need to have a movement. You might have to create it yourself. But you must create it out of something: Circumstances. Motivation. Money. Ideas. A cause. People must first see their own discrimination as something unnatural or unjust, then decide to make it into an issue worth fighting for. The suffrage movement is a good example. It even has a place and date of birth: the two-day women’s rights conference held at Seneca Falls, New York, in July 1848.

The Seneca Falls Convention was far from the only women’s rights event held in that era, and some scholars have shown that its importance to the history of the suffrage movement is part history, part myth. But it was important and representative, nonetheless. The idea behind this conference, attended by 200 women and also (on its second day) forty men, including the Black author and activist Frederick Douglass, was to advance women’s rights generally. The suffrage issue specifically was seen as controversial even among the group in attendance. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, the organizers, had cut their teeth politically in the antislavery struggle—where they went through the indignity of attending the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention in London and being barred from the convention floor solely because of their sex. The Seneca Falls Convention was not specifically about women’s voting rights, but it was where the conviction about the right of women to participate in the political process was formulated. And while the conference leaders were elite figures, they articulated this notion regarding all women. The resolution at Seneca Falls on the suffrage issue was the only one (out of eleven proposed) that did not pass unanimously; it was seen as so radical that even many women’s rights advocates found it hard to accept and believed it would be a provocation. It did pass, however, after a public speech that Douglass made on this issue encouraging the idea.2

An event like this does not come out of the blue, and one principle of history is that there are always social and economic processes that precede significant political events. One theme that runs through this book is that leaders are born out of historical change, before going on to create historical change. What sorts of women (and men) would make the trip to bucolic Upstate New York, in the summer of 1848, and spend two days there discussing the future of women in society? By that time, the early stages of industrialization and urbanization had impacted many women’s lives. The entry of women into the workplace (or the marketplace) meant that they increasingly functioned as individuals with direct bearing on the economic system, not just as wives, daughters, and sisters. But social processes are not by themselves enough to create a major shift. Ideas matter too. At Seneca Falls, the most important new idea was that “all men and women are created equal,” a line that Stanton included in her “Declaration of Sentiments and Grievances,” derived from Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, which she read aloud to the attendees on the first day of the conference. Today, this might sound like the most banal statement possible. But it is the sort of statement that, at some point, must be articulated publicly for the first time, stated out loud, as a fact, and only then can it be turned into action.

The rise of women’s colleges in the late nineteenth century meant that the most educated women, still barred for the most part from political life and economic leadership, often dedicated themselves to reform and social work, considered suitable for women. The idea was to extend the so-called maternal role into other spheres of life: educating the poor, improving health and sexual education, and creating voluntary associations. One example of the latter was the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, which eventually helped bring about Prohibition in 1919, making the sale and consumption of alcohol illegal in the United States, until the unpopular constitutional ban was overturned thirteen years later. Women could not vote, and they were legally and economically beholden to men, but with elite education reserved for women of a certain class, some worked as teachers, nurses, librarians, and social workers—the so-called helping professions, entailing work with children and other women.

As their social and economic situation changed, many of these elite white women had more time for themselves. They joined women’s clubs, and more of them decided to not marry or have children. Many more women who were married obtained divorces: the rate of divorce rose from one in twenty-one marriages in 1880 to one in nine in 1916.3 Increasingly, many women chose to live with other women. And even when women continued to have families—still the overwhelming majority—they had fewer children, who then went to school from a younger age. These elite women did not have to work for wages (i.e., if they were not working class) and had more time to pursue their interests outside the home, including political activity. If you couple those changing sociological circumstances with the conviction that there must also be a political change, you get people making trips to such places as Seneca Falls. These were the “circumstances given and transmitted from the past,” as Marx had put it, that mattered for the rise of these suffrage leaders. After that, it was time for them to make their own history.

There is no need for us to dwell at length on pro-suffrage arguments. They seem obvious today: of course women should be able to vote in a democracy. But the arguments against granting suffrage to women were as old as the suffrage struggle itself, probably even older. The main one was that women are not suited for the public sphere, too pure and fair for the dirtiness of politics. Yet another anti-suffrage argument was that women are subservient to men; therefore, they would always do as their husbands or fathers or brothers told them to—thus rendering their votes damaging to the integrity of the democratic process. This argument was particularly insidious because it weaponized women’s dependence on men against them, to prevent them from exerting the political influence that could help end that dependence, all in the name of protecting democracy, of course.

One significant obstacle on the long road to suffrage was that in times of crisis—and there was always a crisis—women were asked to drop their specific demands. The best example of this was the Civil War, which practically shelved the suffrage cause for years. In 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment passed in Congress, granting Black men the right to vote, while leaving all women, white or not, vote-less. This development outraged many suffrage leaders who were indignant over the prospect of Black men, most of them only recently freed from slavery, being allowed to vote while white women who had long been respectable members of society were not. The suffrage leaders Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton infamously opposed the Fifteenth Amendment, believing that it would prevent the granting of the franchise to women, and this led to a bitter falling out with Black leaders and allies like Douglass. (Other suffragists did not see the Fifteenth Amendment as an affront to the cause of women’s suffrage but as a necessary democratic step that they could build on in their own struggle).4 But it was also true that the just fight against racist discrimination was sometimes weaponized to dismiss the discrimination against women as less important, as if the two causes were somehow in competition with each other (they were not) and demanding that women continue waiting patiently for their turn, which never came. Black women eventually responded to the growing racism in the movement by creating their own organizations, including the Alpha Suffrage Club in Chicago, led by the civil rights activist Ida B. Wells. From that point onward, given how segregated American society was overall, these may well have been separate movements. For Wells, suffrage was part of a broader struggle, a necessary step for the empowerment of Black people in American political life and for the fight against lynching, Jim Crow, and poverty. She represented millions of women who were denied rights and protections much more basic than the vote. And she did not hesitate to confront other (white) suffrage leaders when they brought racist hierarchies into the movement or made racist remarks about Black people.5

Of course, not all women were on board with suffrage. Immigrant workers, for example, were always going to look at social issues—including “women’s” issues—through the lens of class and of workers’ rights. It was difficult for them to find common ground with women who graduated from Bryn Mawr or Smith, and who in any case did not extend them warm invitations. Of course, class solidarity works in the opposite direction, too: plenty of upper-class women were against suffrage. Many of them felt that their interests were already represented just fine. Some of them had a direct connection to power that they did not want threatened by a change in the status quo. They were willing to overlook, or were not concerned with, the fact that even women of means lacked basic rights, such as financial autonomy, and would typically lose their children in case of divorce. Many women internalized the belief that they were better off outside the political sphere. But it is important, when looking at social movements struggling for change, not to focus too intently on strife within the discriminated-against group or to seek explanations for their political difficulties in those divisions (this is a common error). We should not overestimate women’s role in the resistance to their own suffrage. The main resistance always came from men in power, driven by their psychological neuroses, political agendas, and economic interests—and they, not women, were the ones to decide whether or not suffrage passed.

Ultimately, the most powerful barrier to suffrage was the sheer intensity of the resistance to it. As a predictable backlash to the suffrage movement, there were well-funded, well-organized anti-suffrage organizations, with their own campaigns, newsletters, and publications, featuring illustrations in which the “suffragettes” were held up to ridicule, shown as physically repulsive, sexually frustrated (or sexless), emasculating, bad mothers, even subhuman. These campaigns became more intense the closer the suffragists seemed to be to attaining their goals. Many of those behind these anti-suffrage campaigns were men from what today we would call the private sector: business leaders who hated change and sharing power, especially with their workers. They were just as committed to fighting against suffrage as the suffragists were to fighting for it. They were not fans of democracy and fought tooth and nail against almost any reform of the political or economic system. They fought, for example, against workers’ protection laws, against regulation, against federal taxation (especially progressive taxation), against antimonopoly laws, against union protection laws. They feared women being able to vote because, all the faux arguments they were making aside, what really made them nervous was what women might demand once they could help elect politicians (or vote them out). They regularly threatened to move their companies and businesses out of states that passed suffrage legislation—and this tactic often worked, pressuring politicians to continue voting against suffrage.6

For these reasons, and several others, the suffragists had trouble moving their cause forward throughout most of the second half of the nineteenth century. But in the latter years of that century and the early years of the twentieth century, things began to change: the long game the suffragists had played (as it were) began to bear fruit. But circumstances had to change for that to happen, and there needed to be new, dynamic, committed leadership that would not take no for an answer. The only question was what approach these leaders would take as they made the cause an increasingly urgent one. There were two main approaches that emerged starting in this period. Both had in common an understanding that for suffrage to succeed, it needed to be brought from the elite corners of society to the mainstream, and it had to become a priority for the nation’s leaders. Both had in common the objective of winning the vote. But there the similarities ended.

In 1890, with the formation of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), the movement began to enjoy some institutional momentum. Their most dominant figure starting in this period was Carrie Chapman Catt, probably the most effective leader the mainstream suffrage movement had had up to that point. Catt was focused, determined, and organized. Under her leadership, the NAWSA emphasized two new (or newish) arguments, both running along socially conservative lines. One was that women contribute to the polity as women, because women, according to this view, have unique positive qualities: they make society more agreeable, maternal, peaceful, domesticated, and nurturing. The second, even more explicitly conservative, was that women make the polity healthier as a counter to “undesirables” (namely, immigrants and minorities).

This last argument was particularly objectionable, and embarrassing, given the changing nature of American society at the time, and the fact that there were by this time, in addition to Black suffragists like Wells, also well-known suffrage activists who were Asian American (for example, Mabel Ping-Hua Lee, born in Guangzhou, China, in 1896, and an important suffrage leader in New York), Hispanic (for example, Maria de Lopez, from Los Angeles, who translated pamphlets into Spanish and made speeches to immigrants), and Native American (for example, Marie Louise Bottineau Baldwin of North Dakota, one of the leaders of the Woman Suffrage Procession in Washington, DC, in March 1913).7 The suffrage movement under Catt’s institutional leadership was thus not representative of all the women who supported suffrage, and it especially drove Black suffragists further away. It also shows us that social leadership that strives for mainstream acceptance and chooses to work with the powers that be will sacrifice the participation and contributions of people who are not part of the mainstream and are excluded from institutional power. Catt’s priority was not rallying different groups of women to the cause or motivating them to action. Instead, her strategy was to assuage mainstream fears, including assuring congressmen from the South that suffrage for women would not disrupt Jim Crow. Suffragist propaganda from the Catt era was impeccably patriarchal, showing women as mothers and nurturers who bring voters into the world, who bring soldiers into the world, who uphold traditional values, and who were white. Catt-led suffragists made sure to wave American flags and make a show of their patriotism.
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There are social and political leaders who believe that progress derives from the power of the masses. There are others who believe that it is all about working with powerful people and institutions. Catt was in the latter camp. Her approach was strategic, calculated, and targeted at the power holders—men in office, men who could vote, in Congress or the voting booth. It was not inclusive or progressive, but from her perspective it was highly effective. Politically, she was an incrementalist, looking to achieve progress wherever it came, focusing on state legislatures granting women the right to vote specifically in state elections rather than insisting—as prior suffrage leaders had—on national suffrage as a starting point. As a leader, Catt was committed and determined, but also extremely patient.

There were other suffrage leaders, especially from the younger generation, who did not appreciate Catt’s methods, agree with her approach, or share her patience and conservative spirit. They thought that in its obsession with respectability, the mainstream leadership of the suffrage movement would never do what it needed to do to finally win the vote. One of the most important of these younger activists was Alice Paul, whose emergence in the movement led to the most dramatic—and decisive—stage in the suffrage struggle.

As an activist, Paul was more transnational and cosmopolitan than her predecessors. She shared the elite background of many other suffrage leaders—she was descended from William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania. Brought up in her family’s Quaker tradition, she devoted her first years after graduating from Swarthmore College to social work in a settlement house on New York City’s Lower East Side. Yearning for more change than she could bring as a social worker, she traveled to England, where she continued her studies and discovered the British suffrage movement. She was inspired there by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Sylvia and Christabel, who took the British suffrage struggle to its most militant phase—at which point it also experienced the most brutal repression from the authorities. British suffrage leaders like the Pankhursts did not worry about moderation in their fight. They did not care about their elders or the media tsk-tsking them for their unladylike and uncivil behavior. When the British government showed no intention of budging after decades of their struggle, the British suffragists used letter bombs and other explosive devices, went on several hunger strikes, chained themselves to fences and got arrested, endured horrific force-feeding in jail, and made clear that this type of protest would continue, no matter what, until British women got the vote. Paul watched, participated, and was inspired. Once back in America, she and her friends imported the methods and temperament of the British suffragists, including the realization that the fight for women’s voting rights was part of a broader fight for a just society.8
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Paul’s arrival on the political scene coincided with large-scale shifts that linked the suffrage movement to the progressive movement more generally, with an attentiveness to social and economic issues. Most specifically, this led to (and was fed by) the realization that, to succeed, the suffrage struggle needed working-class support. With masses of working-class immigrant communities living in crowded cities and toiling in harsh industries, the suffrage movement’s ability to address the travails of working women was, arguably, the catalyst to the success of suffrage in the first two decades of the twentieth century. With great industry came industrial accidents, disasters, and the horrific mistreatment of workers. Eventually, the suffrage struggle succeeded not just because of the strategic decisions of its leaders, or the change of heart among the nation’s political leadership. The suffrage movement achieved its goals only after it became, for the first time, a mass movement—one that the powers that be could not continue to dismiss or put off.

In Greenwich Village, New York City, on Washington Place between Greene Street and Washington Square East, stands a handsome ten-story building. It blends seamlessly into the landscape: the area, always popular with tourists, is dominated by New York University, one of the most expensive private universities in the United States, which owns and uses the property. Known as the Brown Building, it has an awful history, as does this part of Manhattan generally—a history unknown to many of the people who walk by each day.

The Brown Building used to be known as the Asch Building, and long before it was part of a rich university its top few floors were home to the Triangle Waist Company, a shirtwaist factory. These mass-produced blouses, the most common item of clothing for women in that era, were made by immigrant workers, mostly young women and girls toiling in unbearable, dangerous conditions in the dingy factories in that part of the city that made up the lucrative garment industry, which today is one of the most expensive areas in the United States. This was the unseen, unheralded part of the industry, where the bosses kept the women and girls, many of whom did not speak English, working at producing these shirts.

On March 25, 1911, a fire broke out inside the factory. Given the unsafe conditions inside, it was only a matter of time before that happened. The women and girls tried to escape. But all the doors were locked. In earlier pictures of this sweatshop, the exits are clearly marked and visible. But the bosses had bolted the exit doors to combat the unfortunate, profit-harming habit that the women workers had of taking bathroom breaks. As a result of this measure, as fire swept through the sweatshop, the women were unable to push open the locked exits and died in the fire, or suffocated from the smoke, or were crushed to death in the stairwells. The fire escape broke and collapsed. The owners, meanwhile, used the one elevator to escape the building, and after that it ceased to function. In desperation, the workers jumped from the windows onto the pavement ten stories below. On that day, 146 workers died, including 123 women—some of them girls as young as fourteen.9

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire became a turning point in broader public support for suffrage. It drove many working-class women to understand that they needed to work politically to improve their lives, and before there was a full proletarian revolution, one of the few ways to do that was through voting. Labor activists such as Leonora O’Reilly (a child of Irish immigrants who had escaped the Great Famine) and Clara Lemlich (a child of Jewish-Ukrainian immigrants who had escaped the Kishinev pogrom) had already been leading protests of shirtwaist factory workers, including the New York shirtwaist strike of 1909, also known as the Uprising of the 20,000, which was considered a success, gaining workers better wages, working conditions, and hours. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, occurring just one year after the end of this strike, revealed that the factory owners still had no intention of sacrificing even one cent of their profits to keep their workers safe, or even alive. It pushed even more enraged working women over the edge and brought labor leaders like Lemlich and O’Reilly into the suffrage camp, making a strong link between the two causes (workers’ rights and suffrage) that were related, even if it took their respective leaders time to concretize that relationship. But once they did, it became much harder to stop them.
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At the other end of the social spectrum, at around the same time, it dawned on many elite suffrage leaders that if they were going to make a true national breakthrough, they would need to go beyond appealing to the powers that be, waiting for men to see the light, or worrying primarily about representation and success of women at the elite level. They needed masses of women to join the struggle. What happened at the Triangle Waist Company—and in many other less famous disasters—was not like sexist propaganda, insults, or deprivation of political rights or representation. It was pure physical brutality, and it was directed against working women, among the most vulnerable people in the population.
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There is no better example of this connection between elite suffragists and the working masses than Helen Keller, the woman who had astounded the nation with her story of overcoming childhood blindness and deafness to become a prolific author and activist. Keller, who had grown up in a wealthy family in Alabama and graduated from Radcliffe College, became a socialist and labor activist when she was a young woman, as well as a suffrage leader, and advocated for fusing women’s rights with workers’ rights. In a 1915 interview, she pointed out that most blind women in the United States had become blind not by birth or because of disease, as she had, but due to work accidents, or sexual disease if they were forced into prostitution: “I, who had thought blindness a misfortune beyond human control, found that too much of it was traceable to wrong industrial conditions, often caused by the selfishness and greed of employers. And the social evil contributed its share. I found that poverty drove women to a life of shame that ended in blindness.”10

Keller fought for women’s suffrage not as a matter of representation, or to establish gender parity among the elite, or to live up to an American ethos of opportunity, but to improve the material condition of women all over the country. For Keller, and other leaders like her, women were not only the victims of political discrimination. They were exploited, used, and disposed of for the benefit of capitalist profit-making. She insisted that her own story was not about individual triumph over adversity, but about how she lucked out by having a wealthy family, a devoted teacher, the finest exclusive private schools, and a strong support system, as it would be called in our day. Many Americans, and people around the world, are familiar with Keller’s inspiring childhood story of overcoming physical and psychological hardship but know little or nothing about how she later interpreted this experience as a politically active adult. This part of her biography is much less appealing for those who prefer to celebrate individual achievement but look down on solidarity. Keller’s legacy has been drained of all political meaning, for the purposes of mass consumption and a feel-good story about perseverance. And yet we cannot understand the meaning of the suffrage movement, or the reasons for its success, without accounting for leaders like Helen Keller, who understood that the right to vote was the key to obtaining basic rights and protections for working women in a world that had denied them those things.

By the second decade of the twentieth century, the suffrage movement was larger than ever before. Its momentum came from disparate directions: Carrie Chapman Catt and the NAWSA, Alice Paul and the National Women’s Party, Ida B. Wells and the Alpha Club, Clara Lemlich and the Wage Earners’ League for Woman Suffrage, and several others. The different camps within the movement did not always work together or even get along, but together they all increased the pressure on the powers that be, and their separate activism had a cumulative effect. Thanks to this momentum, the suffragists started enjoying a winning streak of sorts, including electoral successes in some of the states where they had been granted the vote. In 1916, when women still did not have the right to vote at the federal level, thirty-six-year-old Jeannette Rankin won election to the House of Representatives from Montana, a state that had ratified women’s right to vote at the state level in 1914, becoming the first American woman voted into federal office. Montana was at that time one of the most politically progressive states in the union; the West (and Southwest) of the country was often much less conservative than the Northeast. Things have changed since then, and Rankin remains the last woman ever elected to Congress from that state. Even she understood, however, that the importance of her election was not just the fact of her sex, and she did not see her own victory as a triumph for all women; rather, she grasped that she stood on the shoulders of activists and that her responsibility was to help create a society in which more women (from all walks of life) could be elected—and in which all people could thrive. Rankin continued to fight for women’s rights for the rest of her career, until her death in 1973, at ninety-two.
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While the suffragists were seeing their struggle finally bear some fruit, the split between the wing of the movement represented by Alice Paul and the wing represented by Carrie Chapman Catt continued to grow. This internal conflict came to a head when Woodrow Wilson was elected to his second term as president, in 1916. It is often the interaction between social struggles from below and political leadership at the top that makes or breaks a movement and determines whether it is successful. The suffrage cause and its rapport with Wilson were one such example of this dynamic. Wilson was a politically complex figure, associated with the progressive movement in some respects but also deeply conservative in several ways, especially when it came to the rights of women and Black Americans. When he was reelected in 1916, Wilson was still against suffrage. In April 1917, despite having campaigned on staying out of the Great War, which had turned into a stalemated bloodbath in Europe, the Wilson administration did enter the war on the side of the Allies (Britain, France, and Russia) and against Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

The US entry into the war had a notoriously oppressive and chilling effect on American society: the Wilson administration essentially criminalized dissent and criticism of its participation in the war. Local authorities harassed conscientious objectors, German Americans, and labor activists who dared to continue to fight for their rights in the hypernationalistic environment of wartime. As had happened decades earlier during the Civil War, the suffragists were expected to put aside their demands and rally around the patriotic war effort (as if the two things were in conflict; they were not). Many did, including Catt’s NAWSA. But it was at this juncture that the leaders of the more radical wing of the movement made a fateful decision: they pressed on. Contemptuous of Catt’s conservative, incremental, and segregationist leadership (the contempt was reciprocated), Paul and her friends had already left NAWSA and established the National Women’s Party (NWP) in 1916. After the American entry into the war, when everyone was expected to display loyalty to the government, the NWP not only continued to demand suffrage, but they increased their efforts. Ingeniously, and irritatingly for Wilson, they began to use the president’s war campaign against him, including his own words.

From the start, Paul, her associate and friend Lucy Burns, and the other young radicals of the NWP were determined to apply direct pressure on the country’s leadership. Their demand was not for the vote someday; it was for the vote right now. They wanted to shift from the more conventional “states’ rights” approach to suffrage to a constitutional amendment, which would force the hands of all states, including those most resistant to suffrage. That made a difference. When they were still in the NAWSA, Paul and Burns had shown their intentions and innovative approach by organizing the first Women’s Suffrage Procession in Washington, DC, on March 3, 1913, one day before the inauguration of newly elected President Wilson. It was a raucous event, with the women suffering all sorts of indignities from the men who crowded the streets, while the police on the scene did nothing to protect them. But it was also a flamboyant, visually striking happening, perhaps best symbolized by suffragist Inez Milholland riding a white horse at the head of the procession.

The Suffrage Procession would set the tone for the sort of politics and leadership Paul believed in: constant pressure on the powers that be, a presence in the streets, a show of numbers, forcing the hands of the political and local authorities to respond to the demands of women. These activities accelerated during Wilson’s presidency and came to a head when the country entered the Great War. That meant that marches and the so-called silent sentinels (suffragists protesting with placards in front of the White House) would continue no matter what else was happening politically. The message was clear: the demand for the vote, and equality, was not conditioned on anything else. The cause of suffrage would no longer take a backseat to any other issue. It was a basic right that the suffragists would refuse to compromise on, a nonnegotiable starting point. This meant that picketing and getting arrested were going to be a staple of Paul’s approach to the struggle. In 2023, many liberal and conservative pundits and politicians would have surely denounced these suffragists for their lack of decorum and “civility”: they were protesting in front of the president’s house. They were similarly criticized, by the same sort of complacent elites, in 1917.11



[image: image]
Inez Milholland at the Women’s Suffrage Procession, Washington, DC, March 3, 1913 

(Bain News Service photograph collection/Library of Congress)





While Catt continued her tactics of politicking with elected officials and pressing them to move the suffrage cause forward, Paul insisted on visibility, pressure, and physical self-sacrifice. Picketing the White House with signs that accused Wilson of hypocrisy for claiming to fight the war to make the world “safe for democracy”—when at home the United States refused to grant its own people (women) democratic rights—was a risky proposition; the reaction of the authorities was swift and violent. After a few months of being tolerated or ignored, Paul and others were arrested and imprisoned, under the official pretext that they were disturbing the peace, i.e., “obstructing traffic” and other such rationalizations, essentially punishing them for demanding rights during wartime. In prison, the women held hunger strikes and underwent the sort of treatment that is usually associated with autocratic regimes far from the United States—the sort that the nation was supposedly fighting in the name of democracy. The government never recognized the women as political prisoners (though this is what they were), and they were force-fed with tubes, beaten, and terrorized. The goal was to brutalize them into giving up their demands, or at least satisfying themselves with demanding their rights politely and ineffectually, forever, while the wealthy men in power continued to defer and punt the issue down the road. Or maybe the violence the suffragists suffered in prison has a simpler explanation: it was an easy opportunity to hurt women, especially women standing up for themselves. But Paul and her friends were undeterred and were able to use this experience for the benefit of the cause, publicizing their travails in ways that were effective and impressed political bystanders.12
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Silent sentinels picketing the White House, 1917 
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The transition from prison brutality to political success at the highest level was, in this case, stark: shortly after the suffragists were released from prison, just a few months after they had been force-fed and made to live with vermin, Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment. This particular social struggle had a happy ending—of sorts. On September 30, 1918, President Wilson gave a speech to the Senate endorsing women’s suffrage.13 And on May 21, 1919, the House of Representatives passed the Suffrage Amendment by a vote of 304–89 (42 more than the required two-thirds); it was ratified by the Senate in June. After that, one state after another ratified the amendment, with each governor signing it into law, often to media fanfare and in the company of suffrage leaders (including Catt and her friends, but not Paul and her friends, and certainly not Wells and her friends or Lemlich and O’Reilly and their friends). The symbolic signal of these events was clear: the national leadership, though pushed to change its stance on suffrage by multiple forces, was willing to give credit to only one of them—the one that had continued throughout the struggle to work with, and flatter, the political authorities and the existing system. It is in the interest of the most powerful people in any system, when forced to share power with those who previously had less power, to acknowledge only those among the less powerful who do not challenge that system but instead seek to become part of it. And it is also true that those who work outside institutions and challenge the system are reluctant to give credit to the powers that be when and if their struggle succeeds. For them, the achievement belongs to those with less power, not to those in power. They are not eager to be photographed in the presence of presidents and governors.
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Kentucky governor Edwin P. Morrow signs the Nineteenth Amendment ratification bill for Kentucky, January 6, 1920. 

(Library of Congress)





Since the story of the suffrage movement is one of success, at least on the surface, with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, it is an interesting exercise to ask who gets the most credit for it. Who was the most important, or impactful, leader in this history? There are three main contenders, all of whom stand not only as individual leaders but as representatives of something broader.

The first is Woodrow Wilson, representing the national leadership. Wilson was, for years, personally opposed to a constitutional amendment for suffrage. But toward the end of his second term as president he finally changed his position, coming out in favor of suffrage at the national level, and he even advocated for it in his speech to the Senate, where there was still resistance to the idea, including inside his own party. Many readers will undoubtedly focus on Wilson’s role and his change of heart, without which the Nineteenth Amendment would not have passed. In the end, after all, only the official, institutional, political leaders of the country—the president and members of Congress—could pass the law that granted women the vote. According to this narrative, Wilson “evolved” to see suffrage as part of the fight for democracy that he conducted in Europe. Wilson believed in suffrage, so the argument goes, because he believed in progressive values, social justice, and equality.14

But we know that the president, like the members of Congress who eventually voted for women’s suffrage, did not suddenly change his mind after so many years because he saw the light, as much as those who gravitate to powerful men would like to admire him for this. In his September 1918 speech to the Senate, Wilson framed his newfound support for suffrage as a sort of reward to American women for their contribution to the war effort, but this seems somewhat self-serving and disingenuous: we know that he was under constant pressure over the issue, and the suffrage leaders, in the short years before the amendment was passed, had intensified their struggle and refused to be put off. In the end, Wilson calculated that fighting against suffrage was no longer worth it. If the issue were up to him and other politicians, without outside pressure, women might still be waiting for suffrage in 2023. That is how change happens.

So, in this case, which leader gets the credit for pushing Wilson? We have two candidates representing two types of leadership: Carrie Chapman Catt and Alice Paul. Those who attribute success to Catt will focus on how she persuaded the president rather than force his hand or embarrass him. Catt’s vision of change was a conservative one. Women as patriots. Women as members of respectable society. Women as reinforcers of race and class hierarchies. Suffrage, according to this narrative, did not entail any profound changes in the social order. It was rectifying a wrong within a good system and virtuous country, bringing women into the national fold where they belonged, allowing them access to the structures and political space that men already occupied and led.

The final contestant for credit is Alice Paul. Hers was a radical vision of the suffrage struggle, one that emphasized action, visibility, sacrifice, and a spirit that, decades later, Martin Luther King Jr. would define as “the fierce urgency of now.” Some might conclude that because of the nature of their activism, and what they were willing to do in pursuit of justice, Paul and her friends in the NWP were more committed to the cause than their counterparts in the NAWSA. That is wrong. Catt devoted her life to suffrage, was single-mindedly committed to it, and spent every waking hour working for it. The difference was not how much different activists wanted suffrage. It was what approach they adopted, what model of leadership they chose, and what they were willing to do in pursuit of their goal. Paul was attached to the transformative aspect of suffrage. She wanted suffrage as a right in the same way Catt did, but she wanted it to have a deeper political meaning. For her, it was not about what men in power did to grant suffrage to women, it was about what women with little power were willing to do to win suffrage for themselves.

There is a way, however, in which this exercise of awarding credit to one leader over others is both historically inaccurate and politically harmful. Why should one group of activists get more credit than another? Surely the success of the suffrage struggle was the result of a joint effort of different leaders with complementary approaches? Going by this logic, the most important thing in the history of the suffrage struggle was the result. Who cares who gets the credit, or about the meaning?

There is some weight to this argument, and it is true that setting up different suffrage leaders in competition with each other highlights divisions and obfuscates the common goal, forgetting that their real adversary was never fellow suffragists but rather the denial of the vote and structural discrimination, but it is also important to recognize the fundamental disagreements that existed—not retrospectively but in real time—between leaders who might have wanted, on the face of it, the same thing. Acknowledging and analyzing these differences of opinion and strategy, and the conflict between Catt and Paul, pays proper respect to the paths and choices that suffrage leaders made. We run the risk, when looking at such cases, of whitewashing disagreements and contradictory viewpoints, and downplaying conflict between victims of the same discrimination who fight against it in different ways. The suffrage struggle in the United States illustrates the typical choice that leaders of groups with little power face when they attempt to gain equal, or more, power.

The difference in approach is rooted not only in temperament and style but in how leaders interpret and understand the struggle they are engaged in. It is fair to say that Catt understood progress in terms of formal equality, a banning of discrimination based on sex. The Nineteenth Amendment was the culmination of this struggle and signified victory, without staging a revolution or even having to replace the elected leadership. Catt believed in existing institutions. For Paul, passage of the amendment was important, but it was a starting point on the way to a different society. She spent the rest of her years trying to build on that moment to advance women’s rights beyond the vote: in 1923, for example, she presented the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) into Congress for the first time, stating simply that “men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction” (the United States, to this day, has not passed a constitutional amendment forbidding discrimination against women). And getting the right to vote was no mere political or legal formality, since the circumstances of its passage, the road to get there, were just as if not more important than the result. In the classroom, there are typically opposing responses to this: what matters is either that women got the vote, or that women got recognition for their efforts and leadership and thus the achievement belonged to them and not to the men who voted for it.

Another way to look at this debate is to ask whether it was truly necessary to do what Paul and her friends did. Did they need to picket the White House during a world war, embarrass the president, and get arrested, beaten up, imprisoned, and force-fed? Some might react to this history by saying that suffrage would have happened even without Paul’s displays of physical sacrifice: it was achieved through political deals in Congress and because the president ended up pushing for it, probably hoping to gain more votes for his party, and not out of world-historical or enlightened reasons. In this view, what mattered was Catt’s long game and the realities of politics. Paul’s activism was for show and made a process that most people in power wound up in favor of anyway far more acrimonious and melodramatic than it needed to be. But the counterview to this is that even if suffrage would have happened anyway at some point, Paul and the NWP were trying to drive home a broader point about the meaning of suffrage: it was not just about the ability to vote, but about the power women can have in society. Winning the struggle for suffrage was not a reward for good behavior that men gave women but a basic right that women demanded and got.

Some might say that the suffrage struggle was a luxury fight, a boutique cause, not an attempt to transform society but simply an effort to allow women to participate in the same existing and hierarchical structures. These skeptics might point to the fact that, after the amendment passed, the United States did not meaningfully change, socially, economically, or politically. Because of this reputation, the suffrage struggle often has been designated as somehow less important than the emancipation struggle of the 1850s and 1860s or the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s. But we cannot evaluate the legacy of a social movement solely by the long-term results of its struggle. We must focus on the struggle itself, and this might be the true legacy of the suffrage movement. Leaders in such situations, when they have little power, must decide if they are willing to antagonize people, including people in power, people they may need. They must also decide if they are going to build alliances and, if so, with whom—and whether they can do so without compromising their principles or diluting their message or ambitions. In short, they need to decide if they will work with and within the system (as did Catt) or against it (as did Paul).

Which choice is more effective? Which is more valuable? The suffragists were not the first to face this question, nor would they be the last. The suffrage struggle and its conflicting forms of leadership show that there is no one answer to this question. Perhaps either version of the struggle would have achieved the vote, but it is certain that the simultaneous existence of both versions made it happen when it did. The leadership lesson from the suffrage struggle is that there is more than one path to success (or failure), and that the choice of how to lead with little power might depend more on how people want to fight for the cause than on how they think they could win. On one issue there is no doubt: it was the alliance and solidarity between women who had basic protections and rights and women who lacked those things that allowed the struggle to grow and succeed. To win, suffragists had to be committed warriors for their cause, determined rebels against the social order that denied them political power and representation, and reluctant saints when times called for self-sacrifice. In the end, the combination proved irresistible.
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CHAPTER 4

How to Lead Under Tyranny

It is one thing to live through a crisis in society, or to be a leader during a crisis, or to be able to choose or even to prefer your leader during a crisis. In the case of Franklin Roosevelt, we are talking about a man who faced profound challenges to his leadership but also stood at the head of a large, powerful country. He had the luxury to maneuver his way politically, to go in his preferred direction, to advance policies that he believed would help the public. He had means and power. Many people followed his instructions. Other people gave him advice. He had protection and security. He had legitimacy and support. And the people, at least most of them, though experiencing unprecedented hardship and suffering in a terrible crisis, had a measure of choice. They could try to seek better lives. They could express themselves. They were in a democracy, albeit a flawed one. They played a part in determining what leaders and leadership they had—and they chose Roosevelt, repeatedly.

But now imagine the polar opposite of these relative luxuries: You are not the leader, you have no ability to choose your leader, and the leaders you do have are dangerous, abusive, criminal, or immoral. Perhaps they are the leaders above you, but they are not leaders for you—they are committed to hurting you and your family and friends, maybe even to destroying or killing you. People around you, perhaps even most of them, might like and support this leadership. Or maybe there is no leadership above or around you that you can recognize. There is only chaos and violence. You or others might be in physical danger.

What do you do in these circumstances? How could you lead in such a situation? For countless people around the world, past and present, these are not academic questions—they are quite real. To begin with, most of the world’s population does not live under any sort of democracy, even a flawed one. Many of them—around one-third—live under dictatorships. These sorts of regimes vary in several ways, but they share some basic traits in common: there is no political or even ideological pluralism built into the system, and people can’t simply choose their own political leaders. But perhaps the most significant variation is the degree of control that the leadership exerts over the public, and to what extent it includes violence and abuse. You can live under authoritarianism or a dictatorial regime and find yourself in a crisis—for example, when the regime is no longer acceptable to you or to others or even to masses of people. It is at such moments of crisis that different leaders may emerge. These will not be the formal leaders who stand at the head of the country or the government. Instead, we need to imagine and seek out a different model of leadership—not the sort envisioned by Machiavelli. These might be leaders who have few followers and no institutional power. They might not be able to openly call themselves leaders or reveal themselves as leaders, or reveal themselves at all. We might not ever even know their names. Their leadership, and legacies, will be forged by what they do—whether they will submit or rebel, choose life or death, accept the situation or refuse it. It is in these moments that we learn the important leadership lesson that it is not always the person at the pinnacle of power who turns out to be the most significant leader over time.

We are living, in many parts of the world, in a political culture in which there is great confusion over the meaning of such things as “tyranny,” “dictatorship,” and “resistance.” The free use of terms that, historically, mean something completely different from what is happening in the present is an obnoxious side effect of a society largely uneducated about the past and in which the political use of history, and especially historical analogies, to score points is often sloppy, manipulative, or out of touch with reality.1 It is thus important to look at actual cases of oppression, tyranny, and resistance from the past, not because they are so unlike the present but because these things live on in our day—just not necessarily in places or contexts that people often think they do. Leadership can have quite a different meaning when the leader is in a free society versus when the leader is in a society that is not free.

To look at one genuine, and frightening, case of tyranny, let us go back to Europe in 1940, and to one haunting image. We do not know who took the photo known as “The Weeping Frenchman,” which first appeared in a 1941 issue of Life magazine. It shows a close-up of a middle-aged man wearing a suit, openly weeping as he stands on a street watching something. He is surrounded on both sides by men and women displaying a wide range of emotions.
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“The Weeping Frenchman,” Marseilles, France, September 1940

(Life magazine/NARA)





The photo was taken in September 1940 in Marseilles, France, one year after the start of World War II in Europe, and less than three months after the country had fallen to Nazi Germany. The assembled crowd is watching the defeated French military carry the flags of the country through the streets of Marseilles on their way to “exile” in Africa. It is a symbol to the French that their country is no longer free. The French army, widely considered the mightiest in Europe, was crushed by the invading Germans, their bitter enemies for two centuries. The supposedly impenetrable Maginot Line, meant to be the ultimate defensive shield, turned out to be no such thing. France and Britain had declared war on Germany after Hitler’s forces invaded Poland in September 1939 but did not actually do much fighting; this so-called Phony War (as the French called it, la drole de guerre) ended with the French defeated and humiliated, at the mercy of their sworn enemies.2 The Nazi dictator Adolf Hitler came to conquered Paris and did all he could to rub it in: having his picture taken like a tourist at the Eiffel Tower, doing happy little jigs in public, and making sure the locals understood who was now in charge. This, in essence, is what the weeping Frenchman was seeing and reacting to.

The Nazis had a clearly defined vision for the world under their dominion, and within that framework they had specific plans for France; the country was to be completely subjugated. Through a sad process that has been the subject of much traumatic historical exploration ever since, French officials offered Hitler their full collaboration. The Germans divided the country into two zones, one occupied and one unoccupied, the latter governed by a puppet regime based in the southern spa town of Vichy. The leader of this regime, and the new de facto head of state, was the maréchal Philippe Pétain, an eighty-four-year-old general officer, perhaps France’s most decorated military figure, who had been a hero of the victory over the Germans in the Great War, twenty-two years before.

The official idea behind this collaborationist regime, widely promoted to the French public as a patriotic necessity, was that it was meant to protect the country, to keep as much of its sovereignty as possible after falling to the Germans. It operated under the assumption, and the hope, that the Germans would win the war and there would be a new Nazi order in Europe. The Vichy regime spun an utterly false story about needing to protect the integrity of French independence. Even after the war was over and France was free again, national propaganda continued to propagate this lie, which also served as cover for the rehabilitation of many Vichy officials and their return to French politics and institutions (and for the fact that the majority of the public had voted for these people to take power). The truth is that the main purposes of the Vichy regime were, in escalating order of importance, to destroy the French left, to establish German domination of the country (both in the occupied and “unoccupied” zones), to help the Nazis win the war abroad, and to carry out the rounding up, deportation, and eventual murder of France’s Jews as part of the Nazi genocide of the Jewish people. Vichy leaders, who were supposedly protecting the French people from harm in the Nazi order, easily betrayed their own French Jewish citizens, along with many others, and sent them to their deaths.3

This is what the official “leaders” did. But it is not necessarily what ordinary people did. Ask yourself what you would do if your country was invaded and occupied by a murderous foreign power, how you would respond if you suddenly had supposed leaders who were targeting innocent people around you for death because of who or what they were. Assuming you believed this to be wrong, would you stand up and fight back?

These questions are not easy to answer. But they are real questions that real people faced in real time—not only in France beginning in 1940 but in many other places at many other moments in history. Decent, humane people are horrified by Nazism and genocide. Many such people would love to think that they would never accept to be ruled by such monsters. If they could, they would resist. Looking back, we tend to expect people in history to stand up to invaders and tyrants. We judge people in the past this way. You may not be Jewish, but if your Jewish neighbors are taken from their homes in the night and you know that those doing so wish to do them harm, surely you would do something about it. But the stark reality is that few people did anything about it. Most people accepted the Nazi order and the Vichy regime as the new reality.

Indeed, many people did more than merely accept this new state of affairs; they cheered or celebrated it. There was an important ideological component in this. The Vichy regime did not come out of nowhere, and it was not simply a Nazi imposition. Fascism, the source ideology for Nazism, had its intellectual birthplace in France.4 Virulent anti-Semitism was as French as ratatouille, though the French version was not as biologically determined as the abomination that Hitler and the Nazis came up with. During the 1930s, France had been on the verge of civil war between left and right, and in February 1934, not long after Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, French fascists made what some historians consider a bid to topple the democratically elected government through street violence.5 For many, Vichy meant the restoration of the true nation and its proper values.

The French right hated the Third Republic—the system of government that had been in place in France since 1870—while others were hostile to the legacy of the Revolution of 1789, which had overthrown the monarchy, brought down the aristocracy, attacked the privileges of the Catholic Church, and aimed to destroy the hierarchies that had ruled the country for centuries. These “reactionaries” especially hated the Popular Front government that had formed in 1936 and led the country until 1938. That government was democratically elected (strike one), included the left-wing Socialist and Communist Parties (strike two), and had a Jewish (and socialist) prime minister, Leon Blum (strike three). That you could even have such a government was a sign, to the right, of utter moral decadence and national decline. The Vichy leaders and their most ardent supporters hated democracy, change, equality, socialism, cosmopolitanism, foreigners, and Jews. They believed that women had no role in politics and that their main social purpose was to be wives and mothers. Most of the people who collaborated actively with the Nazis were social and cultural conservatives, but many of them were fascists themselves who had sympathy, even admiration, for the Nazis. Given the choice between the Blum-led Popular Front or Nazism, there was no shortage of Frenchmen who would, without hesitation, choose the latter.

But we should not ascribe everything that happened in Vichy France to ideology or anti-Semitism. Probably a much more important reason for why certain French citizens acted the way they did was one of the strongest human desires—the desire for normality, which often just equates to conformity. The ideal scenario in 1940, at least for those who were able to, was to abide by the new status quo in an effort to keep life as normal as possible.

Many people believed that thanks to the French capitulation, and the collaboration of the Vichy regime, France was spared the horrors that were happening elsewhere in Europe where the war continued. They were not wrong. Paris remained, for the most part, pristine and beautiful; disturbingly, it was draped with Nazi flags on official buildings and hosted constant German military displays on the streets, but it was not reduced to rubble by German planes like London or Warsaw. Most goods were strictly rationed, and life for most Parisians was austere (as it was in other French cities). So long as they weren’t Jews marked for deportation and death, and if they were willing to keep their heads down and not fight their new masters, they could still visit cafés, go for bike rides, shop at the market, sunbathe on the banks of the Seine, flirt with friends, kiss under lamplights, read and write books. They could still see flowers blooming and hear birds singing—those things don’t stop for fascists. They might have seen a neighbor in the street with a yellow star on her chest and known what would happen to her, but they could put that image out of their heads and go on with the mundane routines of life.
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German Wehrmacht officers mingling with the locals in a café, Paris, France, July 1940 
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At the same time, to dissuade those who harbored any lingering doubts, or perhaps experienced occasional pangs of conscience, the country was bombarded with one of the most effective tools to prevent rebellion: propaganda. On posters plastered everywhere, Pétain was featured as a father, or grandfather, figure. How could anyone think he did not have the best interest of his countrymen at heart? “Are you more French than HIM?” one Vichy propaganda poster tauntingly asked, depicting Pétain as a giant of a man and a protector. This propaganda, which was approved by the Nazi overlords but reflected the favorite themes of the French nationalist right stretching back generations, also featured the supposed real threats to the French people: Jews, Freemasons, Bolsheviks, and the British.

What does daily life under tyranny look like? We might have a vision in our heads of life under a fascist, genocidal regime as constantly brutal and violent, with fear and terror in the streets, forced displays of nationalism, marching and chanting, terrorized people chained or shot in public, bleak grimness all around. The reality is different, and in a way more frightening. Life under tyranny can be banal, even pleasant, for most people. If you yourself are not the target of such a regime, you might not feel any difference at all between a fascist government and a liberal one. Indeed, your personal situation might be quite good. That was the case under the Vichy regime for many Frenchmen, who saw no reason to resist.
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“Are You More French Than Him?” Vichy propaganda poster featuring Philippe Pétain, 1940 
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Of course, as we know, some did resist. This Résistance even had a recognized leader, General Charles de Gaulle, a previously obscure military officer who declared his refusal to collaborate with the Nazis and his intention to remain loyal to the alliance with the British, who were still fighting the Germans. The renegade General de Gaulle stayed in London, setting up the Free French movement, coordinating the resistance from there, broadcasting messages to fellow resisters, and calling on the French people and soldiers to join him.

Contrary to powerful national myths, which many French people chose to believe for decades after the war, the Résistance against the Nazi occupation and to the Vichy regime was a small, ragtag affair, especially at first. Unsurprisingly, as the war progressed and when it looked like the Nazis would eventually be defeated, many people in France joined up, and after the war nearly everyone in the country could claim, absurdly, that they had fought valiantly as resisters. This supposed mass resistance became the basis of French national identity as the country rebuilt in subsequent decades. Importantly, this late embrace of resistance allowed them to launder their involvement and complicity with the Vichy regime. But, as the historian of Vichy France, Robert O. Paxton, pointed out, the early days of the war were lonely for actual résistants.6

De Gaulle and his inner circle were in London. But the resistance depended on people inside France, fighting the regime. Who could do that? The resistance was as eclectic as it was marginal. It consisted of, among others, conventionally patriotic types who were following de Gaulle’s leadership example. Many resisters were not especially political or ideological. Ethnic minorities among the French citizenry, like Armenians and Jews, were highly represented in the ranks, far above their proportion in the general population. Women fought alongside men, though they experienced the same misogynistic attitudes that characterized the wider society. Eventually, the largest group of resisters were French communists, but they took some time to join; from June 1939 to June 1941, they were committed to the Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Pact and denounced the British as agents of capital. But after Hitler reneged on that pact and invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, communists became the fiercest anti-Nazi resisters.7 Overall, the French resistance consisted of people who in normal times would be ideological enemies. They put their political disputes aside as they collectively fought against another, more powerful, common enemy.

Especially given the cavalier use of the term “resistance” in our own day, let us revisit the consequences of resisting the Vichy regime and the Nazis. To explain the stakes, one does not need many words, but merely to show a disturbing image of the ghost village of Oradour-sur-Glane, in the Nouvelle-Aquitaine region, where, on June 10, 1944, a German Waffen-SS unit murdered 643 men, women, and children, simply for being inhabitants of a community that harbored resistance members.
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The destroyed and empty village of Oradour-sur-Glane, France, June 2008 
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Those who joined the Résistance knew that they were risking their lives, along with the lives of everyone close to them. If caught, they faced imprisonment, torture, and death. Who would be brave enough, or insane enough, to join the Résistance under such conditions? Not most people who were able to live “normal” lives. Not most people who were just hoping to survive. Not even most people who despised the Nazis and found their collaborators contemptible. Many resisters were committed antifascists who could not and would not tolerate or accept Nazi rule in their country, but that was not enough. Those who joined the Résistance when things looked bleak, when it appeared Germany would win the war, were primarily society’s misfits, people without families, attachments, or major responsibilities. Desperate people. People fearless to the point of foolishness. Adventurers. People who didn’t care whether they lived or died.

There have been many depictions of the French Résistance over the years, usually glorifying the heroism of the people who stood up to the evils of Nazism and the complicity of Vichy; in France, for decades, the Résistance enjoyed a stature at the very pinnacle of its national identity. But among the many books and films on the topic, the one that stands out the most is Army of Shadows, Jean-Pierre Melville’s melancholy and wrenching masterpiece from 1969. When the film came out, it was generally rejected. For the young generation of 1968, which had by then rebelled against de Gaulle and everything he stood for, a film that seemed to hold him and his place in history aloft was not going to be fashionable. Politically and culturally, the film was out of step with the times; despite the appearance of several movie stars, including Simone Signoret, Lino Ventura, and Jean-Pierre Cassel, it practically disappeared for years. But when it was restored and rereleased in 2006, thirty-seven years after it was made, it finally received the acclaim it had long deserved.

Based on the memoir L’Armée des ombres (1943), by the resistance member Joseph Kessel, and drawing on Melville’s own recollections as a former résistant (his real Jewish name: Grumbach), the film follows a small cell of resisters in the darkest days of the Nazi occupation.8 Despite the obviously political backdrop of the story, the film itself is surprisingly nonpolitical. It is not romantic. It does not show anyone’s motivations for joining the Résistance. No one in the film explains why they decided to give up whatever they had to go underground and fight the Nazis, knowing that the almost certain result would be brutal death. There are no speeches. No one says anything substantive at all. Indeed, if the history were not clearly indicated—the film begins with a disturbing scene of Nazi soldiers marching in Paris, after the French surrender, and periodically alludes to the ongoing war outside the country—one would hardly be able to tell this film apart from Melville’s signature gangster films (what the French call polars), which are characterized by the same sort of existential dread. The resemblance is not accidental, however; the resisters were indeed outlaws, sometimes operating underground, sometimes hiding in plain sight. For the Vichy regime and their Nazi masters, they were the most wanted criminals in the country.

One thing the film does show is that in terms of the overall war effort itself, the resistance was basically insignificant. The resisters are a nuisance to the authorities, but barely do anything meaningful to the Nazi occupiers or to Vichy officials. Their requests for weapons and gadgetry are routinely denied by their overseers in London, who are focused on the wider war. They spend nearly the entirety of the film being imprisoned, escaping from prison, tracking down traitors from within, hiding, sending coded messages to one another, disguising themselves, trying to save their companions from execution, and—in an especially memorable sequence—traveling clandestinely and at great risk to London to (briefly) meet the great man himself, their leader, de Gaulle. The members of the group operate under a strict hierarchy and within a rigid code, which comes before all else. They are physically brave but can be both cruel and submissive. The film ends with a shocking, tragic turn of events that makes viewers question what they were fighting for and whether it was worth it. The film makes clear that these resisters did not fear dying—indeed, they knew they would probably be killed and lived under this grim assumption. They were perfectly willing to die for each other and would gladly sacrifice themselves if it meant the fight could continue. They even carry cyanide pills on them so that they can commit suicide if they are captured and tortured for not giving up names of Resistance members.
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Amid the bleakness of the resisters’ reality and their existential hopelessness, the film repeatedly shows the meaning of their resistance. They were never going to defeat the Germans, or topple the Vichy regime, or create a new and better world. But with all their continued efforts, their role was different: they kept something alive in a sea of death. Maybe it was the flame of independence or national pride or a spark of humanity. Not all acts of resistance are violent and defiant. Some are subtle or casual or unspoken. In one suspenseful scene, a résistant runs for his life from gestapo soldiers on a Paris street at night and in desperation enters a barbershop. Completely out of breath, he pretends to be a customer and finds himself getting a shave from a barber, who, we are soon shown, keeps a poster of Pétain next to his mirror. The barber’s blade is on his neck during the shave. The two men do not exchange a word. As the resister leaves, clean-shaven and still alive, the barber (played by the singer Serge Reggiani) insists on giving him one of his own trench coats, to replace the one that the resister was wearing when he ran from the Nazis. In another tense scene, one of the resisters gets off the train in Paris with an illegal transmitter in his briefcase. He sees that Vichy policemen are on the platform, inspecting luggage. Improvising, he links arms with an unknown woman who is walking with her child. He picks up the child and carries him in his arms, and the young mother does not miss a beat. The smiling fake family are waved through the checkpoint. In yet another sequence, a resister deliberately gets himself arrested so he can be sent to the same gestapo prison cell as his comrade, now near death after torture, so that he can give him his one remaining cyanide pill, but not before assuring him that he has two pills—knowing that if his comrade knew the truth, he would not accept the poison. It was through such little acts that ordinary people, showing extraordinary bravery, resisted.

In the end, the significance of the Résistance in Vichy France can only be appreciated after the fact, when history has taken its course. Most people did not, or could not, resist. Many collaborated with the Germans and would have been content with a world order under Nazi rule. So, what would have happened had the Allies not won the war? What would we make of the Résistance and its leaders had de Gaulle never become the nation’s leader after the war? The old cliché about the winners writing the history books is not altogether wrong. In such an alternate universe, the resisters would have been either mostly written out of history or else seen as a band of “terrorists” that failed. There is a long list of countries in our world today where the “bad guys” won the great battles of the past and their national myths portray heroic freedom fighters from the past as deviants or fools.

In France, after the war was over and the country had been liberated, the resistance gave the country something to be proud of, an identity to build on, a leader to follow. The British had Churchill and their refusal to succumb to relentless German bombardment. The Americans and the Soviets had their military triumphs and newfound global dominance. What did France have in 1945? Shame. They had had a puppet government that had done Hitler’s bidding. At the same time, they had de Gaulle and his followers. The resistance provided postwar France with a leader, and even more important, with a model of leadership. De Gaulle spoke of La France Éternelle (“Eternal France”)—a myth that presented the wartime resistance as much larger and more significant than it really was, and as representing the true essence of the nation. This meant sweeping the criminality of Vichy under the rug, treating collaboration like an aberration, or pretending that it was more benign than it really was. It also set the scene for political life in France since the war, and it was not an accident that de Gaulle dominated the nation’s politics through the late 1960s.

Ultimately, the true contribution of the resistance in terms of leadership might be as a form of refusal—to accept what the majority is quick to accept, to go along with immoral actions, to follow evil orders, to accept the status quo. And yet joining the resistance was not always as lofty as a principled struggle against racism and fascism. For many resisters it was a more straightforward fight against an invading foreign force—an act of national defense. Many of those who fought the Nazis would later, without hesitation, fight against the Algerians in their struggle against French colonial rule. For these resisters-turned-oppressors, there was never a contradiction—in both cases they saw themselves as warriors for France and against her enemies. (And even while under Nazi occupation, France remained an oppressive overseas empire, with millions of people under its colonial control.)

Perhaps the best way to understand this model of leadership as refusal is to downplay the political or ideological aspect of it and view it as a sort of principled attitude toward an unacceptable status quo. For the resisters, for the rebels, it also meant being able to imagine a future that few others could or would. One resister, writing some years after the end of the war, explained that “this refusal allowed us to look at a Russian, British, or American soldier without blushing.… Never have so many men consciously run so many risks for such a small thing: a desire to bear witness. Perhaps it is absurd, but it was by such absurdities that we restored our dignity as men.”9

The case of the Vichy regime might seem extreme. Most readers of this book, it is safe to presume, will not be living in such circumstances and do not have to make the same kinds of choices that people in France did in, say, 1942. But even extreme cases from history can apply to our own day and to different circumstances, not because the situations are the same, but because there are always larger (and universal) choices one will face: Are you willing to confront a dangerous and immoral leadership above you? Are you ready and able to risk everything to oppose an abusive system or leader? If you were in Vichy France, would you be a resister willing to kill and be killed, or one of the people sitting on the banks of the Seine River? Perhaps you would collaborate with, or join, the regime? Whatever you decide to do, you would then have to accept the short-term and long-term consequences of your choice.

Understanding the origins of the Vichy regime and the reasons for its existence is a straightforward endeavor; there were homegrown as well as external reasons for it, and it was the direct result of the German invasion. But we also see it as a confined moment in history, relatively short-lived and markedly different from what came before it and after it. We might even see it as out of place for the specific country in which it existed. But at the same time, we run the risk of viewing tyrannies and dictatorships as normal things, and we eventually take them for granted, especially when we see them in parts of the world that many of us might associate with dictatorship, tyranny, authoritarianism, and autocracy. This is not something we should accept. Dictatorships are rampant all over the world, and they usually have elaborate justifications for their rule, but they are not more “natural” to certain cultures or societies than to others. They are always the result of historical conditions. I am not particularly interested in dictators or tyrants as leaders. I am interested in how people can lead, how they have tried to lead, in situations of tyranny, dictatorship, and oppression. For that reason, we don’t want to say, “Oh, that place. Of course they have a dictatorship.” We want to understand how dictatorships have come about, and we also want to see what history teaches us about leadership in these circumstances.

To do this, we shall depart France and travel across the ocean, to the Dominican Republic. Though seemingly remote from Vichy-era France, the Dominican Republic—like many other countries in its region and elsewhere—has experienced tyrannical rule, most notoriously in the era of Rafael Trujillo’s dictatorship (1930–1961). Trujillo ruled the country as someone who stood not just at the head of the political system but above it. For much (though not all) of the period in which he was the dictator, he was not the official or formal head of state. Instead, he appointed puppet presidents who gave the country a patina of legitimacy and respectability. In practice, these puppets were to Trujillo what Pétain and the Vichy regime were to Hitler; everything that truly mattered came from the dictator. Trujillo had unchecked power. He jailed or killed political opponents, or really anyone who ran afoul of him, at will. In the Dominican Republic, he was accountable to no one.

As a dictator, Trujillo had tremendous personal discipline and ultimately accomplished a few notable things in the country. He reduced petty crime, created “order,” developed some infrastructure, established public works, and built what was the finest military force in the Caribbean. There were deeper reasons for his longevity in power besides brute force and terror. But Trujillo—and let us not mince words about it—was a cruel, psychopathic man. His treatment of women was particularly abhorrent. A murderer and a rapist, he liked to torment his associates, demand their wives and their daughters as sexual favors, and humiliate people in public. He sanctioned, and enjoyed, inflicting torture and unusual deaths, and he taught his sons to be as depraved as he was. He was also thoroughly corrupt—he and his family basically owned everything of value in the country. This was not unlike a mafia system, with the country’s spoils going first and foremost to the Trujillo family. Trujillo was also viciously, genocidally racist. One of his earliest acts as dictator was the so-called Parsley Massacre: during just one week in October 1937, Trujillo’s soldiers killed between 17,000 and 35,000 Haitian men, women, and children who lived on the Dominican side of the border between Haiti and the Dominican Republic, the two countries that share the island of Hispaniola.

But before we set out to pathologize Trujillo and dwell on his distinctive evilness, we need to state, explicitly, what is the stake in examining this historical case. To begin with, even if our leader—or just our boss—is not a homicidal sadist, we never function in completely “ideal” circumstances. Individuals usually operate within a rigid structure, especially in an authoritarian setting. The Dominican Republic under Trujillo, like France under Nazi rule, was an “extreme” situation of abuse and danger. Like Vichy France, Trujillo’s Dominican Republic was a place where people had to make difficult choices: they could work with the regime, they could (try to) keep their heads down and go about their lives as best they could, they could try to escape, or they could resist. We will see examples of all these choices and confront the consequences and meaning of each. But beyond this, and irrespective of all the things that made Trujillo and his tyranny peculiar, the dynamics of life under such rule will strike many readers as familiar, either from their own experience or from that of others they know about. We need to look at leadership and the possibilities that may or may not be open to us in such conditions when we have no power.

How does a dictatorship like Trujillo’s in the Dominican Republic emerge in the first place? That history stretches much further back than Trujillo’s arrival in power, and far beyond just the Dominican Republic. Dictatorships were the norm, not the exception, in this region and in this era and beyond. Trujillo was particularly brutal, and his power in the country absolute, but in his social and economic policies he was in many ways typical. Like many long-term dictators, he enjoyed popular support, especially at first. For many citizens of the Dominican Republic, especially the poorest ones, life under Trujillo was in some ways better than it had been before he came to power (and better than it would be after he died).

But the main component in Trujillo’s rise to power, as in practically everything else of consequence that happened in this part of the world in that era, had to do with the country’s relationship with the United States. Specifically, the Americans invaded and occupied the Dominican Republic between 1916 and 1924, setting up both the conditions for the emergence of a dictatorship and Trujillo himself as the dictator. This is an example of how we cannot attribute a political system or its leader to some country’s innate “culture,” especially given the imbalance of power between one as small and weak as the Dominican Republic and one as large and powerful as the United States. This is also one of many examples that prove that even a leader who is internally powerful, who either rules his country with an iron fist or is elected democratically and enjoys wide support, depends on larger forces—geopolitical, global, economic—that determine his or her fate, and that of the country. Trujillo was no exception.

US military interventions are one of the oldest features of the modern world, a phenomenon that numerous generations have learned to take for granted, but we need to take a closer look at how this worked in Latin America. We cannot understand the Dominican Republic without this history. But how much history is it important to know? The historian John Lewis Gaddis came up with “the principle of diminishing relevance,” by which he meant that to understand how an important event or development happened, we need to look at what happened before it, and before that, until we get to the point of “diminishing relevance” where the preceding event does not directly lead to the event in question.10

In the case of the Dominican Republic, it is useful to start as far back as 1823, when the United States, then a relatively young and energetic republic under the presidency of James Monroe but still during the zenith of European imperialism, declared that further European colonialism in the Western Hemisphere was unacceptable; the region was now going to be the responsibility of the United States. The so-called Monroe Doctrine was formulated as an anti-imperialist position; the United States itself had been born in anticolonial rebellion against the British Empire, and its elites saw themselves as propagating that ethos and protecting the peoples of the Americas from greedy European imperial powers.

The Monroe Doctrine became the cornerstone of US foreign policy and evolved over subsequent decades in the direction of more American power and control in the region, as country after country gained independence from European empires, particularly the Spanish and Portuguese, almost always after bitter warfare and much killing. The most important tweak to the Monroe Doctrine was the so-called Roosevelt Corollary of 1904, when the administration of President Theodore Roosevelt announced that in addition to what the Monroe Doctrine had said eighty years prior, the United States would henceforth see it as its prerogative to intervene in Western Hemisphere countries preemptively if those countries suffered from internal problems or instability (deemed to be such only by the United States), in order to protect any such country from European incursion or imperial invasion.

By this time, the United States already had a sort of empire of its own; after its defeat of Spain in the Spanish-American War in 1898, it entrenched its domination of Cuba (and the rest of the Caribbean region) and forcibly took over Spain’s colonial territories in the Pacific, most notably the Philippines, where the United States ruled like a traditional colonial power (that is, brutally). The Roosevelt Corollary was the pretext for repeated American economic, political, and military interventions in the Caribbean region, which it considered its backyard. As the region’s dominant power, the United States prioritized economic expansion and influence, done principally through its private sector; from early on in American history, the country’s leaders saw little daylight between the national interest and the interest of its business class.11

In her pioneering study of what became known as dollar diplomacy, the historian Emily Rosenberg showed that perhaps the most important value in US foreign policy in that era was “stabilization.” Throughout the region, the United States propped up governments—usually dictatorships—that protected its business interests from internal threats. Dollar diplomacy was based on two tenets: a tough stance on debt and an insistence that the private sector handle financial dealings with the world to expand American power.12

Many of these small, poor countries, caught between competing powers that saw them merely as potential places to exploit and their peoples as childlike nincompoops unable to govern themselves, were deeply (and unsurprisingly) unstable, with their leaders habitually deposed or assassinated. They repeatedly defaulted on their debts and failed to protect American companies and their interests in the country. This was the “instability” the Americans abhorred. How, then, to “stabilize” such countries? The first step was to invade and occupy; they then created in each country a new financial system, dependent on the US dollar and the imposition of the gold standard, along with a central bank. The implementation of this system required a sizable money loan, which is where Wall Street stepped in. But these loans always came with strings attached. American representatives, often private citizens, were sent to ensure that the loans were used “properly,” and they wound up overseeing everything from customs collections to the budgetary system to infrastructure to sanitation to education to taxation. (Anyone who wants to understand the history of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, which make financial loans that are linked to specific outcomes and external oversight, will need to read up on how dollar diplomacy worked.) These regimes, recipients of Wall Street loans, were supposed to work better and smoother over time, requiring less and less oversight, increasingly doing things the right way (i.e., the American-friendly way), reducing American state involvement while maximizing its financial involvement and political influence. Such countries became what Rosenberg calls “dollar diplomacy dependencies.” The problem was that these countries usually did not remain stable. They either defaulted on their debts or were toppled by less-American-friendly forces. In such cases, dollar diplomacy gave way to gunboat diplomacy, with its rallying cry, “Send the Marines!”

People all over the world use the pejorative “banana republic” to denote a wildly dysfunctional, chaotic state. Probably not enough people know that the term has its origins in the long list of Latin American states where the United Fruit Company, otherwise known as Chiquita Banana, the US-based banana grower, determined who would be in power as a dictator—and was permanently backed by either the presence of US troops or the threat of a US invasion.13 This is not unlike the common perception that in some parts of the world, dictatorships are “natural,” when in fact they are the product of historical conditions, often impositions from outside forces. Such dictatorships are about as “natural” a phenomenon in Latin America as the Panama Canal, which the United States was able to build, for the purposes of global trade and its economic interests, by supporting a separatist uprising in Colombia and helping to establish, in 1904 (the year of the Roosevelt Corollary), the Republic of Panama, whose new (authoritarian) government conveniently allowed the United States to begin construction of the canal. While officially these Latin American countries had their own leaders, the true source of decision-making and influence was the United States.

Here is how we arrive at Trujillo’s dictatorship. A major part of what the Americans did during their occupations of these countries, including the Dominican Republic, was to train local military or paramilitary forces, in the name of law and order, and stability; these counterrevolutionary outfits remained vigilantly protective of US and propertied interests. Eventually, in most cases, this eliminated the need for ongoing military occupation. When the US Army departed the Dominican Republic in 1924, after eight years, they left behind a distinctly American product: Trujillo. A former street criminal, a nobody in Dominican society, he joined and trained in the US Marine Corps, where he thrived and became somebody, and for the rest of his life he saw himself as a US Marine. As he built his power base in the military and became head of the armed forces, the best position from which he could then take control of the country, the US military was his model. And for at least the first fifteen years of his dictatorship, starting in 1930, he was strongly supported by the United States, which turned a blind eye to his atrocities and abuses.14 After that, Trujillo’s relationship with the United States deteriorated when he committed a series of crimes and transgressions that were unacceptable to the US government, including targeting American citizens, thus overstepping his US-sanctioned role as a staunch anticommunist who could freely terrorize his own people as long as he helped uphold the US-led order. He was assassinated in 1961, apparently with the support of the CIA, which reportedly provided weapons to Trujillo’s killers, all members of his inner circle who had personal or political reasons for wanting him dead. The man lived and died as a tyrant, according to American dictates.
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Of course, it is not always enough for a dictator to simply be supported by a foreign power. People living under a dictatorship do not experience it as a global geopolitical phenomenon but as something tangible that impacts their daily lives. And here the picture is more complex than how it might appear from outside. In newsreels made immediately after Trujillo’s death there is something striking. In one, people are shown dancing in the streets of Santo Domingo (which Trujillo had named Ciudad Trujillo), seemingly joyful. In another, filmed in the same streets, people are wailing and crying. Such mixed emotions are entirely possible when people react to the death of an abusive father figure who dominated their lives for decades. But it also reveals that while for some, a dictatorship might seem like a purely oppressive system, for others it might have appeal. This is not because some people, or cultures, are somehow suited for autocracy, as many believe, but because the tyrannical regime has delivered some basic things that people need or want that they might not have received otherwise.

In his illuminating study of Trujillo’s legacy, aptly titled Foundations of Despotism, the historian Richard Lee Turits showed how and why even an oppressive rule like Trujillo’s can have popular support. Many years after the end of Trujillo’s rule, Dominican peasants remembered his era as one in which there was order, low crime, basic public services, and a sense of purpose, certainly compared to what they experienced before—and compared to what they lived through after.15 Sure, living in a society that was basically an enforced cult of personality meant that families were forced to put up pictures of Trujillo in their homes, no one was allowed to say anything bad about El Jefe, and there were brutal punishments, but for many people this was all a small price to pay for basic safety. It is a dynamic similar in some respects to the one we have seen with Huey Long’s “reign” in Louisiana during the 1930s. If a member of the educated elite visited a poor man in the Dominican countryside and talked about Trujillo’s authoritarianism and intolerance of dissent, the poor man might simply point to a road nearby and say, “Trujillo built that.” It is not that the poor man seeks or prefers a dictator. It is that the dictator provides something basic or fundamental that the poor man needs, and wins the poor man’s support. This is the other side of dictatorial leaders: they can bring stability and security to some.

The question is, at what price? In Mario Vargas Llosa’s The Feast of the Goat, a 2001 historical novel about the end of the Trujillo regime, we get a clear, and frightening, answer to this question. Far from the power center, among the “common” people, the choice was simple: keep your head down and worship the dictator and try to survive, or raise your head and challenge the dictator and suffer the consequences. But those closer to power—the sort of people who are expected to man the bureaucracy, run institutions, represent the nation—faced a more complicated choice. Vargas Llosa’s novel shows the wide array of characters who are found inside a tyrannical system: the servants, the sycophants, the opportunists, the sadists, the soldiers, the victims, and the rebels. Most of all, it shows the limitations of how people can lead in such circumstances, and the consequences when they try.16

The poor peasant in the countryside might not be the only one seeking the benefits of a dictatorship. As in the case of Vichy France, where there were plenty of believers in the Nazi project, there were people in the Dominican Republic who believed in Trujillo as a leader and in his right to rule unchecked, to murder his critics or rape any woman. For those who harbored doubts, a thorough propaganda machine was there to eliminate pesky negative thoughts. Turits documented conversations with Dominicans who could not imagine life at all without Trujillo as their master. He was compared to God, or the sun. And whether they believed in him or not was beside the point for the many people who were at his side, did his bidding, served at his pleasure, built themselves up as his lackeys, profited from his corruption, gained power over others through him. Some people see their role in life as serving power, and they wield power in this way. If they live in a democracy, they serve the democratic leader. If they live in a dictatorship, they serve the dictator. They might prefer one over the other but it really does not matter which one they serve, as long as they serve the powers that be. One can find these people in every country.

But there is another group of people that is much more conscientious, and interesting. This group is not unique to dictatorships, and you will also find it in every society. It consists of people with education, ambition, and a sense of public service. This group is fertile ground for the growth of leaders. These people want to do good, to improve other people’s lives, to serve the community. In some political contexts, there will be various avenues for this. But what avenue is open to such people in a society like the Dominican Republic under Trujillo? If you happen to be born into a dictatorship and want to work in education, health, or infrastructure—to become a public policy leader and help people live better lives—you end up being complicit in a regime that punishes dissent and criminalizes opposition, jails and tortures people, and is thoroughly corrupt, and one in which the dictator rapes and kills with impunity. You might not murder anyone yourself, but you will be part of a regime that does, and the degree of separation between you and the killers might be minimal.

Every society has its elites (educational, financial, cultural). Elites in a dictatorial context need to make a unique choice when it comes to their potential to lead and to influence. In the Dominican Republic, Trujillo’s last puppet president, Joaquin Balaguer, made his choice early on. During the entire time Trujillo was in control of the country, Balaguer was his loyal, slavish servant. We cannot tell from Vargas Llosa’s novel what Balaguer’s motivations were when he threw his lot in with Trujillo from the very beginning and became a trusted member of his inner circle, staying with (and surviving under) him until the end. Whether he was a true believer in Trujillo or an opportunist or someone who wished to serve the public as best he could, in the end the motive matters less than the result. Throughout his book, Vargas Llosa shows Balaguer’s obsequiousness toward Trujillo but also depicts the middling poet and former academic as a master strategist who is smarter and calmer than everybody around him, making himself indispensable to Trujillo but also giving the dictatorship a respectable face that it otherwise would never have. Vargas Llosa implies, though he never quite says it, that Balaguer was aware of the conspiracy to kill Trujillo, and in the parts of the book that follow the assassination, during which Trujillo’s family and henchmen exact gruesome revenge on the killers, and their helpers, families, and friends, Balaguer is depicted as coming into his own as a leader, quietly but methodically navigating his way to the head of the country in the chaos that followed the tyrant’s demise.

Vargas Llosa cannot conceal his admiration for the man who leads the Dominican Republic into a new and more civilized era. Balaguer even traveled to the United States to repair relations with the Americans (he succeeded) and deliver a historic speech at the United Nations about the importance of establishing democracy and respecting human rights, an incredible gesture from a man who for years signed death warrants for innocent people Trujillo wanted to kill. In Vargas Llosa’s world, this is the model for admirable leadership: an elite figure who served at the pleasure of the most brutal dictator, survived the three decades of the Trujillo era, played the long game, and emerged on top, bringing out the rationality and values that were always within him and could now be deployed for proper governance.

But is this view of Balaguer convincing? The reality is that even the most brutal, ruthless dictatorship—a relatively sophisticated one like Vichy France or a rudimentary one like Trujillo’s Dominican Republic—needs people like Balaguer to function. It is a double role: to provide the basic functions of a government and to propagate its evils. Both are happening at the same time and are, in fact, connected. Balaguer was a poet and bureaucrat who never “got his hands dirty,” as Trujillo scornfully tells him in The Feast of the Goat, but he sent people to their deaths, made the machinery of oppression more efficient, provided respectability, processed things rationally, never raised his voice or objected to anything, turned a blind eye to all the immoral things he knew were happening. So did all the others who participated in the Trujillo regime, believing, not without justification, that this was the only way to make life better for people, even if at the margins. And the peasants who missed Trujillo after he was gone could attest that this was not a completely outlandish thought.

Balaguer’s choice was not the only one possible in the Trujillo universe, however. And though Vargas Llosa gives him credit (far too much) for the country’s supposed exit from Trujillo’s dictatorship, what he does not tell us is that Balaguer never stopped being an authoritarian; he was devoted to Trujillo while the dictator was alive, and he became a dictator himself once Trujillo was gone. The transition from Balaguer as puppet president to Balaguer as real president was not smooth or easy. After Trujillo’s murder, his son and brother tried to cling to power, refusing to give way to a democratic transition. Eventually they were outsmarted by Balaguer and forced out of the country. In December 1962, nineteen months after Trujillo’s assassination, the country held its first free and fair election. The winner, however, was not Balaguer but Juan Bosch, a politician who had made a very different leadership choice: in the 1930s, when Balaguer decided to become Trujillo’s lifelong lackey, Bosch, who like Balaguer was also a writer and part of the Dominican elite, opposed Trujillo and was thrown in prison; he later left the country and spent twenty-three years in exile, working against Trujillo, returning after the dictator’s death to run in the presidential election.

Bosch’s choice, leaving the country and opposing the dictator from abroad, was obviously not open to every Dominican, and the meaning of such exile is that one cannot work from the inside to help people while the regime is in power. But this leadership choice is a principled one: it is a refusal to take part in an immoral, evil regime, and a commitment to bring about its end. In similar circumstances, some people would make Balaguer’s choice and some would make Bosch’s, depending on their temperaments, values, and ideas about the best way to serve the public. The answer is not obvious.

What happened next is also instructive for understanding the possibilities of leadership within real-world historical constraints. After returning to the country, Bosch won the general election and was sworn in as president in February 1963. He lasted only seven months in office. He didn’t waste any time, nor did he diminish in popularity: He pushed for a new constitution that entrenched democratic freedoms (in a country that never really had them), including legal protections for workers, peasants, women, and children. He also pushed for major land reform in favor of small peasants, earning him the fierce hatred of big landowners, and he curtailed the power of the military, angering the generals. Most importantly, such policies favoring the weakest groups in Dominican society drew the immediate suspicion of the United States. During the Cold War, US policymakers saw everything that happened in the region—indeed, around the globe—through the lens of the supposed struggle against communism, and in 1963 their minds were on Cuba. Just a few years earlier Fidel Castro had led a successful uprising against the corrupt US-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista, thus bringing an end to several decades of American domination of the country. After relations with the US broke down, Castro moved Cuba into the communist camp, becoming the first country in the Western Hemisphere to do so. Bosch, although he called himself a Marxist, was no Castro; he was elected democratically and was not building a one-party state. But during the Cold War, even the mildly progressive policies Bosch promoted were enough to get a leader branded a communist, which resulted in US intervention and the deposing of the democratically elected leader.
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President-elect Juan Bosch meeting with US president John F. Kennedy in the White House, January 10, 1963. Seven months later, Bosch was deposed by a military coup. 

(Abbie Rowe/John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum)
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Dominican president Joaquin Balaguer standing under a portrait of Rafael Trujillo, 1960 
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In September 1963, a coup d’état against Bosch forced him into exile (again), and the Dominican Republic fell into the hands of a military junta. Two years later, in 1965, another uprising removed this junta from power and demanded the restoration of Bosch to the presidency. President Lyndon B. Johnson, who was busy at that exact same time escalating the US military involvement in Vietnam, found the time and means to send more than 40,000 troops to the small island, allegedly to keep order and protect democracy, but really to make sure Bosch did not immediately retake the presidency. Bosch was finally allowed to return to the country to run in new elections, set for July 1966. He stood once again against Balaguer, who had the support of both the country’s military and the United States. Bosch knew that if he won, they would likely not let him take office, and many of his supporters would be jailed or killed. He barely campaigned; the result was a Balaguer victory. In retrospect, it was the only real choice given to the Dominican people. With the “correct” electoral result obtained, Johnson pulled the US troops out of the country.

As national leader, Balaguer was the stylistic and temperamental antithesis to the grotesque, unsavory Trujillo. He was bespectacled, ascetic, well-read, soft-spoken, diplomatic, serious, and friendly to the wider world. An economic and social liberal, he wore suits and ties instead of military garb, and he did not do crazy things as Trujillo had, like order the assassinations of foreign leaders, have people kidnapped off the streets of New York City and brought to the Dominican Republic to be murdered, attack priests, or rape underage girls. But Balaguer was nonetheless an authoritarian—stifling opposition, having activists jailed, winning elections under dubious circumstances, and staying in or near power on and off until his death at age ninety-five. Balaguer was also a racist, like Trujillo, writing in one of his many books that “the black, abandoned to his instincts and without the brake of a relatively elevated standard of living, impacts on reproduction in all countries, by multiplying with a rapidity which almost resembles plant species.”17 Authoritarians (and even racist authoritarians) come in many forms. They don’t always froth at the mouth and scream at their audience or spread conspiracy theories. Sometimes they look and sound like mild-mannered clerks, and often they have the support of the international community and of their country’s educated elites. Sometimes they are even elected democratically.

The sad, stark irony about Balaguer is that Trujillo’s dictatorship would never have ended if everyone had behaved the way he did, even though in the end he was the main beneficiary. Toward the end of The Feast of the Goat, Vargas Llosa portrays Balaguer as a responsible statesman, the sort of national leader who can go overseas and appear like a sophisticated person, the kind of politician who will be invited to give keynote speeches at black-tie dinners at international conferences. But how did he even get to that position? How was Trujillo dislodged from power, allowing Balaguer to emerge from his shadow and the Dominican Republic to move into a supposedly new era? For that to happen, braver, less cynical, and more principled people than Balaguer had to step up and rebel. Like the members of the Résistance during the Vichy France era, these rebels against Trujillo knew that the consequence of their rebellion was most likely a brutal death. Those were the stakes.

Three such rebels were the Mirabal sisters—Patria, Minerva, and Maria Teresa—known as las Mariposas (“the Butterflies”). Originally from a rural family that refused to participate in Trujillo’s cult of personality, as teenage girls they infuriated Trujillo by rejecting his sexual “advances” (i.e., his intention to rape them). They were committed to fighting Trujillo’s regime and were harassed for their activities, along with their husbands and other family members, until Trujillo’s henchmen finally murdered the three of them in November 1960 and then clumsily tried to cover it up to make it look as if the sisters had killed themselves.18 Their murders were the last straw for many Dominicans. Machismo, and the conviction that it was men’s responsibility to protect women, made them believe that torturing and killing men was one thing, but murdering young women in this way was beyond what they could accept.
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Patria, Minerva, and Maria Teresa Mirabal, undated photograph

(Public domain)





As in the case of the French Resistance under Vichy, the Mirabal sisters and other Dominican resisters were not going to bring down the Trujillo regime by themselves. But they knew that any such thing needed to start somewhere, with someone—and if everyone just waited for someone else, no one would ever do it. The point of resistance is sometimes just that—resisting. But the Mirabal sisters were not trying to be existential. They wanted to topple the regime. Even if they did not “succeed,” with their activism they showed a model of leadership that others found inspiring (if possibly insane), and their sacrifice motivated others to act; Trujillo’s assassins saw themselves as avenging the Mirabal sisters. The murder also had a long afterlife: it followed Balaguer throughout his post-Trujillo life, and when he was finally forced to leave the presidency in 1996, it was partly because of his association with the regime that had murdered the sisters, whose legend had only grown over time. Three years later, in 1999, the United Nations General Assembly designated November 25, the date of their deaths, the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women. In a way, though this was an honor, it missed the point of what the Mirabal sisters were about: they were indeed women, and they were indeed victims of violence, but they were in that position because they were leaders and had revolted against a tyrant. Their murder was political violence as well as gender violence.

As with the Résistance in France after World War II, the Mirabal sisters, and other rebels like them who are less famous, gave Dominicans an identity and a model of leadership to build on after the death of Trujillo: for decades thereafter, they could be held up as the example that proved not everyone in the country had submitted to the tyrant, or killed on his orders, or procured girls for his consumption. Some people used their privilege, if they had it, not to enrich themselves and protect the existing order or to become part of the system of oppression but to fight for a better world. These rebels, through their sacrifice, helped bring about change, even if they themselves did not live to see it.

How many of us would be able to do what the Mirabal sisters did? The answer is probably the same minuscule percentage of people in France who joined the resistance in its earliest days, when the cause seemed hopeless. For that matter, who among us would take matters into our own hands, and given the opportunity, assassinate a tyrant like Trujillo? We are a violent species by nature, but killing a person, even someone as nasty as Trujillo, is not for everyone. What is the morality of such an act? Once again, we judge such events in hindsight. In France, the anti-Vichy resistance was celebrated in the years after the war ended, but that was because the Nazis were defeated. Trujillo’s killers, who thought their act was the start of a military coup and that they would be celebrated as heroes, were instead caught, locked up, tortured, and killed. According to the law—Trujillo’s law—they were criminals. According to international standards that we have today, they were political murderers. But their act was a necessary condition for everything that followed, which is why today they are largely seen as unsung heroes of their country’s eventual freedom.

The history of dictatorship, collaboration, and resistance in Trujillo’s Dominican Republic, like the history of dictatorship, collaboration, and resistance in Vichy France, forces us to reconsider whom we see as a leader and what we consider leadership. The lesson here is that it is not always the person at the summit of power who turns out to be the most meaningful leader or the one who brought about the most significant change. Sometimes it is the rebel who turns out to be the leader we admire and the model of leadership we wish to follow. Those who stood up to Vichy and the Nazis in France and to Trujillo in the Dominican Republic were not only rebels, however; they were also warriors, fighting for liberty with all their strength, and they were saints, accepting the personal sacrifice, even of their lives, that such struggles demanded. We must remember what such leaders did, sometimes unsung and anonymously, to bring about the situation that we take for granted today, with the leaders that we accept as being where they are meant to be.
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CHAPTER 5

Leadership in the Machine of Death

We have seen what leaders can (and should) do when they have power, we have seen what leaders can (or choose to) do when they have little or no power, and we have seen what leaders can (and cannot) do when they are in danger from power. But the power that one leader possesses, or another leader confronts, is wildly different from one historical situation to the next. And there is yet another relationship between leaders and power that we must explore. What if leaders have power—but it is so much power that they are essentially unable to control it? What if the power they possess is too much power—not merely over people under them but over everything?

Power is not always directly linked to an individual (like a president), or an institution (like a government or a corporation), or a cause (like underground resistance or a social movement). Sometimes it is more diffuse. It can be the accumulation of a historical process that long precedes the arrival of the leader, who merely inherits it. And sometimes it is not always clear who chooses to use that power and how. But this power is not abstract. It is concrete, and it can be destructive. It can come in the form of a system, a machine, one so large and mighty and violent that a leader might not be able to control it, and it is not at all obvious if anyone can. Instead, any “leader” might be filling a role within that system or machine, seemingly helpless to change its course or comprehend where it is headed but using it with consequences that are catastrophic, not just for the targets of its force but even for those who unleash it. In this situation, the leader can be extremely powerful but also, paradoxically, inconsequential, because little of what is happening has to do with any specific person who happens to be in power. This is like combining the opposing Machiavellian and Marxist views of leadership at their most extreme: the leader with the ultimate power leading in circumstances that seem more powerful than any individual leader.

There are a number of examples of such overwhelming circumstances in which a leader operates, instances where it seems impossible that the leader, for all his authority, could make any significant changes. Capitalism is such a dominant system that all political leaders either propagate it or need to engage with it if they want to have any success or influence. The power of capitalism in our world is arguably stronger than any one leader could be. But there is perhaps no better example of this sort of power, this system, this machine, than the military capacity that the United States built during World War II and has continued to increase and develop unceasingly since then. The different ways that leaders in the United States and around the world have operated within (and in relation to) this global power are in many ways the story of the world in the past eight decades. We need to pay close attention to how leaders made decisions and with what consequences in these circumstances, where one country alone has dominated in military expenditure and advancement. In World War II and thereafter, we see leaders making decisions that seem to be dictated by the momentum of history rather than by good judgment and driven by short-term thinking rather than any long-term reflection, unable to see beyond the narrow mental horizon that they occupy in a machine of death seemingly too powerful for them to control.

When history becomes difficult to describe, many of us who teach it rely heavily on imagery. When I show iconic images from modern history in class, I ask my students to see them not as snapshots of things frozen in time but as part of the stream of history. What led up to what we see in the photo? And how did whatever we see in the photo lead to other events? We might look at a photo and wonder about the story behind it. In some cases, we are convinced that we know the story already. World War II provides some prime examples of this. The Pacific theater—the conflict between Japan and the United States—is bookended by two events captured by photographers: the December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and the August 1945 US atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

In the United States, World War II has attained mythic status. But this is a special sort of myth. Every other country that played a major role in the war, whether on the victorious or defeated side, experienced significant trauma: invasions, occupations, massacres, genocide, civil war, bombardments, physical devastation. The United States was spared these things, while any unpleasant things that happened during the war to people in America (for example, the internment of Japanese American US citizens, the Roosevelt administration’s most shameful act) were inflicted on them by their own leaders.
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Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941 

(Franklin D. Roosevelt Library)
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“Atomic Cloud Rises over Nagasaki, Japan,” August 8, 1945 

(Charles Levy, Office for Emergency Management/NARA)





In mainstream American parlance, World War II became known as “the Good War,” and the US troops who fought in it were dubbed “the Greatest Generation.” It was perceived as a clear battle of good versus evil, and the US was, of course, on the “good” side. It was also the last major war that the United States decisively won. From an ideological perspective, it represented the triumph of liberation over oppression, freedom over fascism, democracy over totalitarianism. While it was destructive for so many other previously powerful countries, for the United States it was mostly a boon. It not only brought the country out of the lingering Great Depression, but it made the US economy, military, and cultural life extraordinarily strong; for better or worse, it turned the United States into the most important and powerful nation-state on the planet. There is no part of the world that hasn’t been impacted in one way or another by the reach of American power.

World War II was also the most horrific war in human history. We have still not been able to grapple with just how awful it was. This is certainly true of most Americans, for whom the fighting was distant. (This gap between US military power and how remote wars are from the United States itself is perhaps the most important feature of all American warfare since the Civil War.) We do not yet even know the full scope of the death and destruction. The war in East Asia and the Pacific, between Japan and China, and between Japan and the United States and its allies, was brutal, inhumane, and dehumanizing. As for the war on the eastern front of Europe, primarily between Germany and the Soviet Union, we do not possess the appropriate vocabulary to describe it. Theodor Adorno’s claim that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” can be applied to any attempt to try to capture in words what occurred at Auschwitz.1 What happened in such places is beyond our ability to formulate language.

In World War II, 407,000 American soldiers died; there were about 131 million Americans at the time. That is the second highest number of wartime military casualties for the US after only the Civil War, in which about 620,000 soldiers perished; the population in 1861, at the start of that war, was about 31 million. These numbers pale, both in absolute terms and in terms of the percentage of the population, in comparison to the tens of millions of casualties, military and civilian, from countries where World War II was fought and genocides occurred, including the Soviet Union, Japan, Germany, Yugoslavia, Poland, and China. But the horror of death is not just about volume and scale. Every single innocent life lost is a tragedy. Jewish tradition teaches us that when one human being dies, an entire world is killed. Generations of young people have (hopefully) learned to empathize with victims of mass genocide by reading about individual victims—Anne Frank, for example. Indeed, discussing mass death just in terms of numbers runs the risk of numbing us to its significance. Still, it is crucial for us to grapple with the full scale of violence that the war wrought.

The enormous place that World War II occupies in the public imagination, even if it is often based on faulty history, is understandable. We still live in a world that World War II created. Aside from the immediate destruction and suffering it caused, the war also left terrible legacies, some of them short term, some more long term. The war destroyed entire cultures, societies, and ways of life, forever. It introduced the world to a new scale, scope, and industrial efficiency of genocide. It also led to the so-called Cold War between the United States and the Communist bloc that caused enormous suffering around the world, particularly those who either lived under Soviet rule and control or experienced the long arm or the heavy boot of American power. For countless people around the world, the Cold War wasn’t cold at all; it was quite hot, and deadly.2

Finally, the war launched the entire system of nuclear armament, a problem we still face today—we are living in the shadow of an ongoing nuclear arms race in which we could all perish in the blink of an eye. Many international relations scholars, much like the leaders of self-interested powerful nations, see nuclear power as “deterrence,” a stabilizing force in world affairs, creating a hierarchy and order among nations, keeping potentially rogue countries in check, making the governments of nuclear powers behave maturely and become the responsible adults of the international community. But this is an incredibly pessimistic view of society, as if pointing destructive missiles at each other is the only conceivable way to prevent wars. Nuclear weaponry has become an integral, untouchable part of the machine. Our leaders will not always tell us this, but we have other good reasons for avoiding violent conflicts besides the prospect of mutually assured destruction.

But how do we identify and discuss leadership in such large-scale events and catastrophes as World War II? When we see those iconic images from the war, what leadership do we see? We might see leadership directly when the pictures are of Roosevelt, Stalin, Churchill, or de Gaulle, or someone at that high level of power. These were important men who made crucial decisions, and many authors have written about them. But whether looked at separately or even taken together, the stories of these leaders don’t tell the full story of leadership in World War II. This war was built on much more than the actions of a select group of individuals. Where is the leadership in pictures of the Pearl Harbor attack? What about the shocking pictures of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, thoroughly devastated after the American nuclear attacks in August 1945—who is the leader in that case? It could be that leaders played no significant roles in these events at all, pushed instead by a powerful momentum that they could no more control than they could a tidal wave.

The huge market of books about leaders in World War II—reverential biographies of Churchill, Patton, and others—is so lucrative because it sells the illusion that great men were able to master and overcome this catastrophe. Yet there were many exceptional leaders in the war, beyond the most famous names. Most of them remain little-known or unknown. Statesmen and generals played their roles. Many of them distinguished themselves by the amount of killing they committed or ordered, and that is what their legends are largely built on. But probably the most important legacy of World War II is that we (humans) have built weapons, technology, and military might that are beyond the capacity of our leaders to comprehend, let alone rein in or even control. We have given our leaders too much power.

The idea of a selfish, narcissistic president in control of weaponry capable of destroying the planet many times over is understandably worrying. But we cannot simply abdicate our attempt to determine who is responsible for creating these systems in the first place, maintaining them, making decisions within them. “Inertia” is indeed a force, but someone, something, must set things in motion and push them in a particular direction for inertia to kick in. When we see a photo of Hiroshima after the atomic bombing, we need to ask how leaders got to the point where they had such weapons at their disposal, how they found themselves faced with the decision of whether to use them, how they came to see innocent civilians as legitimate targets of such weapons, and, finally, what we can learn about leadership, and about ourselves, from these decisions.

The origins of World War II are deep and complex, but imperial Japan was the immediate instigator of war in East Asia and the Pacific. Japan had invaded and occupied China, a chaotic and declining but nevertheless sovereign country, subjecting the Chinese people to horrifying brutality. It was Japan that attacked the US naval base at Pearl Harbor at the end of 1941, having previously made an alliance with Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, giving the Roosevelt administration the perfect pretext for entering the war (though as good historians we must also ask why the United States was in Hawaii in the first place, and what business it had building a naval base in the middle of the Pacific Ocean). It was after the Pearl Harbor attack that Hitler declared war on the United States, thus bringing the Americans into the European theater of the war; up to that point, more than two years after the Wehrmacht invaded Poland in September 1939, the United States had maintained diplomatic relations with Nazi Germany, with a diplomatic presence in Berlin.

Using the John Lewis Gaddis technique of finding the “principle of diminishing relevance,” we find that the origins of Japan’s war against its neighbors, and finally the United States, did not burst out of the blue with sudden Japanese aggression. The historian Michael Bess, in his interesting book about the ethics of decision-making in World War II, used a version of this method to go back to 1853, when Japan, then an isolated country in which foreigners were not allowed, was “discovered” (as it were) by the West.3

At a moment when European empires were still marauding the globe, expanding their territories, insisting that every territory in every corner of the planet was up for colonial grabs, Japan kept itself in insular semifeudalism. American commodore Matthew Perry’s arrival at Edo Bay with his armed “black ships,” demanding (politely but menacingly) that Japan open itself to trade, forced an end to Japan’s isolation and eventually triggered its elites into launching the so-called Meiji Restoration in the 1860s. Although it was officially about restoring supposed Japanese traditions such as the authority of the emperor and the primacy of the Shinto religion, the Meiji Restoration was really a major nation-building and social-engineering project that copied freely from the Western imperial nations that forced Japan to open—Prussia, France, Britain, and the United States.4

Japan’s elites had much to learn from these countries, including industry, bureaucracy, and economic modernization. Young Japanese men traveled to the West and took copious notes. They even emulated Western clothing styles and—having determined that the Japanese people were too physically small to hold their own in a world dominated by westerners—nutrition. But beyond grooming, clothes, and cuisine, what these different nations had in common, and what Japan learned from them above all, was their ruthless empire-building.
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Edoardo Chiossone, Conté portrait of Emperor Meiji (1852–1912), 1888 
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Once they got on the path of emulating the Western powers and their leaders, the Japanese moved fast. They soon reached industrial and economic regional dominance. Japan defeated China in the first Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), a conflict based on control of the Korean Peninsula, and established itself as the dominant power in East Asia. And years of learning the ways of the Prussian and French militaries paid off when they stunned the world by defeating the mighty Russian imperial army in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. This conflict, almost forgotten today, was a pivotal moment in global history, a turning point for Japanese power and confidence. It was perhaps the first time in the modern era that an Asian nation triumphed in war over a traditional imperial power and a starting point for the eventual collapse of the czar in Russia and the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. Many peoples in Asia were inspired by this Japanese triumph. However, it was also an ominous moment. Beginning with their earlier defeat of China, Japan’s leaders had decided that they weren’t just going to be as strong (they hoped) as the Western powers, they were going to behave like them, too. If the Americans could, with the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 and then the Roosevelt Corollary in 1904, decree themselves protectors of the Western Hemisphere from European empires and invade and occupy other countries to make sure they were protected from greedy, evil colonialism, Japan would assume a parallel role in East Asia.

In 1910, after decades of colonial entrenchment, Japan formally annexed the Korean Peninsula, and over the next two decades they accelerated their subjugation of their neighbors. All this was done in the name of Asian empowerment and protection from European imperialism. The Japanese were not altogether wrong. Japan’s increasing aggression in Asia and the Pacific merely emulated prior (and ongoing) European imperialism in the region. But the Japanese copied more than just the form and techniques of Western imperialism and militarism; they also mirrored their ideological underpinnings. Ever since the Meiji Restoration, and the development of Japan’s economy and industry, a view came to dominate in the country according to which the other peoples of Asia were inferior and should be under Japanese protection. These peoples, according to this mindset, were going to be colonized anyway, given that they were incapable of protecting themselves in a world of pure power. Better that they be colonized by superior Asians, who could shield them from the dastardly westerners. This was pretty much the way the leaders of the United States had justified their domination of Latin America since the early nineteenth century.

By the 1930s, this militarist and imperialist momentum, which grew right along with the size of the Japanese empire, took a turn that paralleled the one that took place in one of their original European models. Like Germany, Japan recovered economically from the effects of the global economic depression through massive military buildup and preparation. The remnants of Japan’s fledgling democracy deteriorated, then collapsed, in the face of the Japanese version of fascism and militarism. The emperor was the sacred figurehead, but the country was, in effect, ruled by its war-hungry military officers and their hard-line allies in the civilian government. Their most aggressive actions were in China, first in Manchuria in 1931, where they set up a puppet government and renamed the region Manchukuo, and then, after building up a military presence elsewhere in the country, they launched a full-fledged war in 1937, the so-called Second Sino-Japanese War, during which they committed some of the worst atrocities ever seen, including the Rape of Nanjing.5

The Japanese rationale for invading China resembled Hitler’s motivation for his invasion of the Soviet Union four years later: a desire for expansion, the stated need for raw materials and fuel to power the growing Japanese empire, the impulse to establish dominion over the other significant nation in the region, and the view that like the other peoples in Asia, China needed to be under Japanese protection—from Western imperialism and, more recently, the evils of communism. Chinese sovereignty was not a factor; China had long been divvied up by Western powers anyway, who created “spheres of influence” that had humiliated the Chinese and kept the country in a perpetual state of weakness, discord, and corruption. Imperial Japan and Nazi Germany were not just strategic allies; they shared an obsession with race, grievance, expansion, war, resources, and domination. All the while, as the Japanese military committed unspeakable atrocities, their propaganda posters depicted smiling Chinese peasants and children with their kindly Japanese overlords, in happy partnership in what the Japanese, using one of the greatest euphemisms in the history of geopolitics, called “the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.”

If we see these events as a prelude to the eventual Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor—though a lot had to happen first—what does it say about the Japanese leadership up to that point? On this so-called road to Pearl Harbor, it is very hard to identify individual leadership. Emperor Hirohito was the highest authority, but he was not the one making decisions; there were individuals like Hideki Tojo, the hard-line wartime prime minister, but he was not a dictator; Japan’s government, even at its most fascistic, never revolved around one person’s charisma or authority, as with Hitler’s Germany. Instead, what we see in the Japanese case is a sort of mechanism of numerous “leaders” making decisions within a historical context that carried with it enormous weight and ideological baggage. Every time there was a conflict between so-called hard-liners and moderates within Japan’s leadership, the hard-liners won out. The momentum of Japan’s history always seemed to be on their side. In this case, history not only made the leaders, but it also seemed to dictate all they did.

The attack on Pearl Harbor is largely seen today as a terrible decision by the Japanese leadership. It brought a previously reluctant United States into the war and eventually led to the fall of Japan’s empire, the destruction of Japan’s cities, and the horrible deaths of masses of Japanese civilians. But this is only a retroactive assessment. In real time, it was seen as a stunning success. The Japanese were able to destroy much of the American naval and aerial capacity. Only by chance it wasn’t worse for the US Navy, as several American carriers happened to be in open waters and away from the bombing site when the attack happened. It was also a severe intelligence failure on the part of the Americans, and not just, as Roosevelt would call it in his justification for going to war, “a date that will live in infamy.” To the last minute, the Americans, probably because of racism and condescension, were not capable of imagining Japan carrying out such an audacious attack.

In the 1960s, Stanford political scientist Nobutaka Ike, who as a young man of Japanese origin had been sent during the war to an internment camp, translated the transcripts of the Japanese leadership’s policy discussions before the forty-year-old Emperor Hirohito during 1941. This is one of the most terrifying readings I assign, but not for the reasons one might assume. Given what we know about what happened after the Pearl Harbor attack—the frenzied US entry into the war, the war machine that the Americans built, the eventual defeat of Japan, the demise of so many of its people—one might open this book expecting to read lunatic ravings about the greatness of Japan, the destiny of its people, the inferiority of the Americans, and the glory of the emperor. Instead, we find something more disturbing: rational, technical, detail-oriented discussions, seemingly no different from the wonky discussions that would take place in any ordinary policy circles today.6

Japan’s leaders sit before the emperor, explain their policies and the rationale behind them, and cover all the necessary angles. There are lengthy presentations of the preparation on the home front for what is sure to be a major conflict. There are edifying accounts of the failed negotiations with the Americans and a constant signaling of a desire for peace, along with a stated willingness to continue diplomacy. Some of these briefings were taking place after they had already sent the warship carrying the planes that would bomb Pearl Harbor and, as we know, eventually bring complete ruin upon Japan and its people.

These policymakers and leaders were fully aware of some crucial things. They knew full well that the United States was a much larger country than Japan and could mobilize a more powerful fighting force. They knew full well that by fighting the United States, they would be fighting, in total, three major nations, also including Britain and the Soviet Union. They knew full well that they had finite means of feeding the Japanese people during a prolonged war against three empires. They knew all the risks. Some of their discussions seem eerily prophetic about the doom to come, even as they try to project calmness and optimism.

It is hard to square the rationality and conscientiousness of the policy discussions in these transcripts with the reality of the situation as we now understand it. These Japanese leaders were having technical discussions about a major decision, the attack on Pearl Harbor, that we know would lead to catastrophe for their people. There is something haunting about it: there they were, with all the knowledge and confidence in the world, about to unleash hellfire on themselves. Reading these transcripts makes me think of the terrifying scene in James Cameron’s great film Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991) in which Sarah Connor, who knows the bleak future of mankind, has a nightmare in which she stands at a fence and sees herself as an oblivious young mother with her child at a playground. She desperately tries to warn her younger self about the approaching disaster, but no one can hear her screams, and nuclear apocalypse arrives, incinerating everyone and everything.

We know that the immediate reason for Japanese belligerence was the American blockade that was depriving Japan of fuel and other necessities—this was the Roosevelt administration’s response to the prior Japanese invasion of French Indochina. We know that the war between the two countries had been brewing for years because the Americans, like other Western powers, never accepted Japanese supremacy in the Pacific and East Asia or even its challenge to Western dominion. We know that Japanese leaders were convinced that they had no choice. As they saw it, they were fighting for their lives and the very survival of their nation. What comes up repeatedly in these policy discussions is a sense that the Americans (and their allies) were completely unreasonable, bullying, unwilling to look at things from the Japanese perspective. They were probably not wrong; the United States had no more business demanding supremacy in East Asia than Japan did. We know that they understood the need to defeat the Americans quickly because a drawn-out war with the United States would not work in their favor, and they believed that an attack on Pearl Harbor would shock the Americans and make them retreat, for the lack of will to fight such a committed nation as Japan. In this, as we know, they were completely and tragically wrong.

Even within this framework, one can see telling signs in the transcripts of the Japanese leaders’ mental and psychological state at this pivotal moment, and it was not a good state for leaders to be in. When, for example, they mention the American demand that the Japanese end their occupation of China, they treat this as an insulting request, a nonstarter, a sign that the Americans are determined to go to war. But it is worth pausing for a moment to ask, was the American demand unreasonable? Not really: China was a sovereign country and Japan was a foreign invader. But the Japanese leaders never even stop to consider this possibility. They saw their presence in China almost the same way they saw their presence in Japan itself—as self-defense and their natural right as East Asia’s supreme protector. It is true that when it came to demanding that countries refrain from invading and occupying other sovereign countries, the Americans had no leg to stand on; they had practically invented this behavior. But this sort of “whataboutism” (justifying one’s bad behavior by pointing to someone else’s bad behavior) is no justification for the Japanese war in China, which was illegitimate irrespective of what the Americans did elsewhere.

What the transcripts do not show is the broader context of the world in which these leaders were operating and making decisions. For this, we must zoom out. It was a world in which Japanese leaders were in certain positions to begin with because of their unquestioning belief in the righteousness of their nation and a zero-sum approach to international affairs. They had been brought up on the long history of Western humiliations of Japan and racism toward Asians, which never abated. All of them were shaped by decades of thinking about the world and their country in a particular kind of way that almost inevitably led them to Pearl Harbor. They were caught in a sort of strange logic, unable to see outside the paradigm they were stuck in. They had an unrealistic understanding of their place in the world and the limits of their power. They seem like pure products of history, continuing the trajectory set in place by their predecessors, doing nothing to shape the course of affairs except by way of death and destruction. It feels as if they have no free will. But their chains were mental and ideological, not physical. The question is, how can leaders escape from these mental cages? The challenge, and the goal, is to zoom out from our specific leadership situations to examine the bigger picture of where we are, and how we got here.

There is a temptation to say that the Japanese, based on their history, were “destined” to go to war with the United States and that their country was “destined” to be destroyed. As a historian, I do not believe in destiny. No one is destined to go to war. There are schools of thought in international relations, for example, that take a deterministic view of what nations “do” in the world. But, alas, the real world does not operate according to academic theories. The reality is that nations do not do things, and there are no meta-historical principles at work in the world. People do things. There are always people making decisions, even if we might have trouble pinning them down. The Japanese leaders speaking before their emperor in late 1941 decided to bomb Pearl Harbor. History did not make that decision for them, but they made their decision as the end result of many decades of history that had shaped the reality around them and distorted it, so that they were having what seems, on the page, to be sane discussions but in an insane framework.

We are all products of our time and place. We inherit the circumstances in which we live, as Marx observed. We learn to think in certain ways that sometimes only future generations can see the folly or immorality of. Both because of the political situation in the country and because of their building a warring empire over decades and following the example of the Western powers (who had made the rules that everyone was following), Japan in 1941 did not have the kind of leaders who would imagine the demand to leave China, for example, as a basis for negotiation—instead it was simply unthinkable. Regardless of whether the Americans were good faith actors in this case, good leaders must be prepared to examine their most basic assumptions—the things they take most for granted. Examining this history, we cannot help but feel that today we are seeing leaders, those in charge of how we live in the world, having seemingly rational discussions in an irrational framework, putting the people for whom they are responsible on a path to disaster.

Once we get to the end point of Japan’s road to Pearl Harbor, we find that it leads to another, bleaker road: the road to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. But here we must be careful. Things don’t automatically follow from one thing to another. We should never simply draw a straight line between Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, a military target, did not eventually cause the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, civilian targets. The Japanese did not bring nuclear destruction on themselves. Certainly, the innocent children incinerated in both cities did not make the Americans use atomic bombs on them. Dropping atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, after years of brutal warfare with terrible atrocities committed by both sides, was an American leadership decision, not a Japanese one. There was no link whatsoever between the Japanese leaders who in December 1941 sent airplanes to attack Pearl Harbor and the innocent people who perished in the nuclear blasts in August 1945 at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, except their common accident of birth. These sorts of things are forgotten in times of war, especially one that was as racist and dehumanizing as World War II.

The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are part of a longer history, not just of World War II or even just of the United States and Japan. It is also part of the grim history of military attacks on defenseless civilians—a history that did not end, alas, with Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The earliest such attacks were from the ground using artillery, and then, as we improved our technology and capacity to kill, from the air. Humans have always killed other humans in times of war—which often allows humans to commit murder legally—but improving technology has raised the amount of destruction and the toll of human lives.

The earliest attacks from the air on civilians were, unsurprisingly, linked to European colonialism. The Italians bombed Tripoli in 1911, as part of their attempts to conquer Libya and Tunisia; historians consider this use of saturation bombing the first aerial attack on civilians. World War I, a bloodbath across Europe, also marked the first times civilians were targeted for bombings during a war. The Germans and the British, but also France, Austro-Hungary, Italy, and Russia, all bombed cities and innocent civilians. In the aftermath of the war, during which the European empires were concerned with putting out the first flames of anticolonial struggle, this practice increased in frequency. To give just a few examples, the British Royal Air Force bombed Baghdad in 1920, the first time of many in the subsequent century that this unfortunate city would be bombed by foreign powers; the Spanish bombed Moroccan villages in 1924, during the Rif War; France bombed Druze towns, and the city of Damascus, in Syria, in 1926, during the Great Syrian Revolt. In all these cases, it was the strong attacking the weak, with the strong arguing that their attack was a form of self-defense. And in all these cases, the result was the same: the deaths of civilians.7

The major precedent for the horrors of World War II aerial bombardment was set in 1937 at Guernica, Spain, one year after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. That conflict began when General Francisco Franco led a revolt of right-wing military, clerical, and landowning forces against the Spanish Republic and its democratically elected Popular Front government. Franco’s forces were supported (fully and ideologically) by Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, while the Spanish Republic had the (partial and opportunistic) support of the Soviet Union. Guernica, a beautiful, ancient little town, was the spiritual center of Basque Country in Spain. The Basques generally supported the republic, but Guernica, in the northern edge of the country, was not a part of the war. Nevertheless, on April 26, 1937, the German Air Force, the Luftwaffe, destroyed the town with incendiary firebombs, on the direct orders of Nazi senior commander Hermann Goering, who was responding to a request from Franco’s camp. Hundreds of the residents of the small town were burned alive that day. The pictures were so horrific—firebombing was a new development in the field of murdering children from the air—that the great Spanish artist Pablo Picasso knew the only way to depict what happened there was symbolically, as he did in his 1937 masterwork Guernica.

World War II took these actions to an unprecedented level. Aerial attacks became a central feature of the war, on all sides. For example, the bombings of Chinese cities such as Shanghai and Chongqing were part of the Japanese strategy to defeat China beginning in 1937. It was also the main way the Germans tried to defeat the British, one of the few holdouts after 1940 that had not surrendered. Invading an island like Britain is not a simple thing, so the Germans resorted to a strategy of bombing British cities, relentlessly targeting those places where military-industrial production was most intense, and where the pain would be most acutely felt. The industrial town of Coventry was almost entirely destroyed. Larger cities with industries and working-class populations, such as Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester, Sheffield, and Southampton, suffered heavy Nazi bombardment. And almost anyone with an interest in history is acquainted with the photos of British prime minister Winston Churchill tearfully surveying wreckage in London, which suffered some of the heaviest bombardment. Of course, the British (and Americans) did their own bombing of civilians, and eventually firebombing became a primary tactic of the Allies—the “good side,” fighting fascism and racism—leaving behind a terrible legacy that continued afterward, as we will see, for example, in Vietnam more than two decades later.8

Once the combatant nations in World War II passed the line into industrialized, mass bombing of civilians, the path to the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki became clearer. American planes had already been firebombing Japanese cities, burning tens and even hundreds of thousands of civilians alive. There are historians—and moral philosophers—who believe that firebombing, not necessarily nuclear bombing, was the true moral line that was crossed during the war. One can rationalize it, as American leaders did then and as many have since, as the best way to avoid larger numbers of casualties, and one can point out how many more Japanese people (and American troops) would have died had the atomic bombs not been dropped and the United States invaded Japan. But if you have reached a point, as a leader, in which the only two options you see before you are either to kill 120,000 civilians instantly in nuclear attacks and condemn many thousands more to slow and excruciating deaths or kill 800,000 civilians over a longer period, you have long ago crossed a red line that you can never cross back. You might be fighting for democracy and freedom, but you do not see humans on the other side, only enemies that need to be eradicated, if necessary—even if that “enemy” is just a newborn baby.

Even with all the horrors that fighting nations inflicted on people during World War II, there is something fundamentally different about atomic weapons. It is not merely about the amount of killing; firebombs did more killing. Atomic bombs don’t just kill people and burn cities. They erase entire societies. Their destruction is long term. They poison the environment. They create suffering that stretches across generations. A “conventional” bomb falls, explodes, destroys buildings, kills people; the next day, potentially, amid the grieving and fury, rebuilding can begin (unless there is more bombing). One atomic bomb ensures that people don’t recover, land and water are ruined, survivors get horrible diseases, children grow up ostracized out of fear and never have families. Atomic bombs were used twice in history on civilians, and never again—yet. That is a meaningful, telling fact. But to repeat, we live in a world full of nuclear weapons, their threat hanging over us all, always.
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Hiroshima after the atomic bomb, photo signed by Enola Gay pilot Paul Tibbets Jr. 
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Our difficult task as historians of leadership is not just to look back at events from the comfort and superiority of our own day but to try to place ourselves in the shoes of those who made hard decisions in the past. It can be too easy to proclaim, in 2023, that using atomic bombs was beyond the pale no matter the circumstances, or that this was simply a strategic decision, nothing personal, meant to end a war—two opposing arguments I hear often. Things look different when you are living through events. People in the past did not know what we know now, just as we do not know things that people in the future will know.

By the summer of 1945, the war in Europe was over. Hitler had shot himself in his Berlin bunker as the Soviets closed in; the Nazi army had surrendered; the Americans, the British, and the Soviets were divvying up postwar Europe; the Cold War was already underway. But in the Pacific, the ugly war with Japan dragged on. Although the Japanese appeared beaten, overcome by the American war machine, they continued to hunker down and attack US ships with kamikaze (suicide) pilots, vowing to fight to the last man. Atrocities continued, on both sides. American military and political leaders, mixing war-making with personalized hatred for the Japanese, were desperate to win the war and bring Japan to its knees. An invasion of Japan’s islands would cost untold additional casualties. The war could go on for years, and the piles of bodies would only grow.

There have been extensive debates over the American decision to use atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and whether they were necessary to win the war.9 Why not one bomb but two? Were they about defeating Japan or about intimidating the Soviet Union, which was poised to invade Japan and possibly enjoin it to the Communist bloc? Even in real time, US leaders and policymakers grappled with some of these questions and considered alternatives, such as exploding the bomb in some empty place as a terrifying show of strength, but one cannot help but come to the grim conclusion that the decision to use the atomic bombs on Japanese cities was a foregone conclusion. Years and ungodly amounts of money had been spent producing these new weapons, and there were plenty of US officials who were eager to see them in action—and not only to finally make those stubborn Japanese surrender but also to demonstrate ultimate US military and technological superiority over any adversaries, present and future. One thing is clear, however: this is a case in which the winners of a war determine both how its history is written and also who gets judged as criminals against humanity and who escapes scot-free from any accountability and emerges instead as the world’s superpower.

For us, there are even more difficult questions at stake: Where is the leadership in all of this? Who was the leader? The truth is that it is hard to say. This case confounds us because neither Machiavelli nor Marx is able to explain it. We have the momentum of history creating these awesome weapons and a machine of death, and we have leaders deciding to use them and changing the course of history. But it is not obvious who is responsible for these decisions to firebomb children and drop atomic bombs. To assign leadership in the case of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, given the cute name “Little Boy,” should we look at commanding officer Curtis LeMay, who had already ordered the firebombing of Tokyo, which killed over 100,000 civilians in one night? There were many such commanders in World War II. Should we look at the scientists of the Manhattan Project, such as J. Robert Oppenheimer, who developed it? The Nazis also had their best scientists working on an atomic bomb; they just didn’t make it in time. Should we look at the pilot, Paul Tibbets Jr., who dropped the bomb from the B-29 bomber, the Enola Gay, that he had named so sweetly after his mother? There were countless pilots in the war, belonging to many air forces, who bombed and killed civilians, and any number of them would have followed this order.

Should we look at President Harry S. Truman? He was the US commander in chief and had to give the order to drop the bombs—first on Hiroshima, then Nagasaki—and did so. But Truman had taken office barely three months beforehand, after Roosevelt’s death, long after the development of these weapons had begun, years after the war started, decades after the tensions in East Asia mounted, nearly a century after the American black ships forced Japan to open its borders, triggering everything that came afterward. Truman was a smart politician from Missouri who came up in the Democratic Party, Roosevelt’s last vice president. He was a man few observers took very seriously as a leader, whose knowledge of the world was that of the average American (i.e., extremely limited), suddenly handed the power to instantaneously kill hundreds of thousands of people and told that it was the best way to hasten the end of a brutal war that had already killed millions, including hundreds of thousands of American troops. He hadn’t been privy to serious war discussions before he took office, or even to the existence of the bomb, and nothing prepared him for the magnitude of decisions he now faced. But no one else was prepared, either. In this respect, there was nothing special about Truman. He gave the green light, and his decision was consequential, but it feels like a formality. He could not truly fathom the meaning of such power—he had gone into politics to serve the public, not to “become death, the destroyer of worlds” (to quote Oppenheimer, who quoted Hindu scripture). We have no reason to believe that Roosevelt would have declined to use the bombs that he had ordered to be developed, or that Japanese or German or British leaders would have refused to use atomic bombs if they had had them. This is not to absolve anyone of responsibility for the decision to use atomic bombs, but it is difficult to envision a scenario in which Truman decided anything else. This was the direction things had been going for a long time, long before he took office, long before he went into politics, long before he was born. As president, he simply inherited the machine of death, which no leader could even begin to understand how to control.

This leads us to one of the most difficult and painful aspects of this horror story: racism. One question that always divides my students is, would the United States have used the bombs on Germany had the Nazis not already surrendered? We know that World War II was racist from beginning to end. Hitler started the war because of his racist ideology, and the extermination of the Jewish people and enslavement of Slavic peoples were the central features of his vision for the future. The war in East Asia started with Japan’s racist conception of its neighbors. In both the German and Japanese cases, the racist ideological foundations of the regimes grew more frenzied and murderous the longer the war went on. Meanwhile, the United States in the 1940s was only three generations removed from slavery and was still mired in Jim Crow and the brutalization of its Black citizens. With its doors closed shut to immigration, including Jewish refugees desperate to flee Europe, the US fought its war against the racism of the Nazis—and in the name of democracy and freedom—with a segregated military. African American troops could have either Black or white commanders, but white troops could only have white commanders. The American war against Germany and Japan was an antiracist war fought with a racist army.

Can we know whether US leaders would have used the atomic bombs on a German city? When I run polls on this question in class, the result is almost always fifty-fifty yes or no (in a class in which Americans are a minority of the students). On the one hand, the war against the Germans was just as ruthless as the war against the Japanese, and emotions ran just as high. Roosevelt had pushed for the development of an atomic weapon in the first place as a response to the news, which had come early in the war, that Hitler ordered German scientists (at least those he hadn’t murdered for being Jews) to work on developing such a weapon as well, so the Manhattan Project was born out of this context. The firebombing of Hamburg and Dresden showed that the Americans, and the British, were just as likely to burn alive German children as Japanese children. But the question is to what extent using an atomic bomb entails a fundamentally different conception of the people you are dropping atomic bombs on.

In his classic book War Without Mercy, the historian John Dower showed how integral “race-hatred,” as he called it, was to the war with Japan, sweeping up leaders along with ordinary people, and how war propaganda in the United States depicted the Japanese in a distinctively different way from the way it targeted the Germans. The German enemy was seen as Nazism itself, an ideological conflict, not necessarily with the Germans as a people, whereas Japan’s atrocities and war conduct were seen as rooted in Japanese culture. In this mindset, which swept through American society as the entire national economy and home front mobilized to build a giant war machine, all Japanese people—the Japanese “race,” as such—became the enemy. The war with Japan was wrapped up with existing racism and xenophobia in the United States. There is no clearer example of this than when the government sent Japanese American US citizens to internment camps as national security threats but not German Americans. (In that regard, things had changed since World War I, when German Americans were targets of violence and the German language was widely banned.)10

One of the most unpleasant moments in my class comes when I show (after a content warning) a stream of wartime propaganda posters and other materials from the US authorities (including the military), filled with repellant images of the Japanese enemy as bugs, snakes, and rats, accompanied by racist tropes and language. The rhetoric suggests sexual deviance, inherent violence, and brutality, leaving no doubt about the need to exterminate these supposed vicious, dangerous creatures. This was all part of the government’s campaign to encourage ordinary Americans to contribute to the war effort in any way possible. These images are especially disturbing to students who are only familiar with patriotic, empowering fodder like the “We Can Do It!” poster featuring the mythical Rosie the Riveter, symbolizing the contribution of women to the war effort, taking over assembly line production after the working men had been sent to the army to fight the war. That is what total war means: everything and everybody, including women, children, and the elderly, do their part, and every part of society is channeled into the need to defeat and destroy the enemy. Racist propaganda worked in the same way. Along with the mundane civic requests to preserve scrap metal and avoid car or work accidents, the vicious racism was seamlessly integrated into the civic-minded war effort. Racism was at the heart of World War II, and the United States was no exception. This, too, was part of the machine of death.

The story of how American leaders built a war machine, one the United States still possesses in even larger form today, goes hand in hand with the gradual dehumanization of the Japanese enemy. Even at my most cynical, I doubt that any leader could decide to use atomic bombs on civilians without first casting them (psychically) out of humanity. I doubt that leaders are capable of using atomic bombs on people in whom they can recognize themselves. And I further doubt that, in this regard, there is anything special about Americans as a people, or about their leaders, that pushed them to go as far as they did in the pursuit of military triumph. We must be wary of cultural, or essentialist, arguments about peoples and their leaders. What made (and still makes) American leaders unique is the destructive power at their disposal, and the political dynamic this amount of power has created.

It is important to remember these things whenever we encounter some celebration of a World War II general like Patton or MacArthur or books about the war that explain its outcome from strategic or tactical vantage points, as if it was some sporting event decided by individual greatness. We must also avoid ahistorical statements about the superiority of a particular political system or ideology as the reason for the war’s outcome. Winners of wars always award themselves the prerogative to make judgments on the justness or evil of the fighting sides. Josef Stalin was one of the biggest political killers the world has known, but without the Soviet Union under his dictatorship, and the millions of soldiers of the Red Army, there would be no victory over the Nazis. The Americans and the Soviets did not enter and fight the war for ideological reasons but geopolitical ones, and their alliance was temporary, based on necessity. The “Greatest Generation” of US soldiers, the heroes of so many Hollywood blockbusters, were fine soldiers indeed, but the German and Japanese soldiers were brave, too, and just as committed to their countries and comrades in arms. American and Soviet generals were good, but Germany and Japan also had excellent generals. It was not superior strategy that decided the outcome of the war between the United States and Japan, nor was it moral superiority, nor was it the qualities of individuals. It was geopolitical and material advantages, and a war machine, a machine of death, that Japan could not hope to match. In World War II it was, in the end, not the leaders who made history but history that made the leaders.

There is an assumption behind the American use of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki that “the war needed to be won,” that whatever decision American leaders made needed to address this imperative. But here is where leaders needed to be able to step outside their circumstances, question their most basic assumptions, free themselves from the mental chains that the momentum of history put them in. Because if indeed “the war needed to be won” at any price, that meant that leaders were allowed to do basically anything in pursuit of victory. If winning a war is the most important thing, it follows that leaders can kill an endless number of people, perhaps every single person on the other side. It means there are no lines that cannot be crossed.

In this regard, American leaders who were deciding to drop atomic bombs on Japanese cities in the summer of 1945 were in a situation parallel to the one the Japanese leaders had been in four years earlier, when they calmly discussed their crazy plans before their silent emperor and decided to attack Pearl Harbor. The same emperor finally broke his silence in August 1945 and instructed his government to surrender to the United States after he understood what the American atomic bombs could do to his country. In both cases, the momentum of history felt overwhelming. The machine seemed to be making decisions on its own. Leaders (like Truman) seemed almost an afterthought. One difference between the Americans in 1945 and the Japanese in 1941 is that the Japanese decision brought disaster on themselves, whereas the American decision brought about disaster for others.

There is a somewhat more optimistic way of seeing the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki than the one I have described: as a preemptive event, a terrifying spectacle that not only ended the worst war in history faster than it otherwise would have ended, but also shut the door on the possibility of using such weapons again. Seeing and understanding what nuclear weapons could do, as an international community we have worked to keep them under control. This all might be true, but I am skeptical. The machine of death, of which nuclear weapons are a part, was never dismantled. The weapons available to the leaders of nuclear powers today make the Little Boy and Fat Man that obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki look like sticks of dynamite. We know (and we will see) how close the world came to nuclear destruction, on more than one occasion, during the Cold War.

World War II was not the end of an era, as many postwar elites believed, but the dawn of the era in which we are living. We have not truly renounced its heritage or learned its lessons. The machine of death is today bigger and stronger than ever. But it does not simply keep itself going. It is sustained and propped up by people in power who have an interest in doing so, from nationalist politicians to weapons merchants to those who simply profit and prosper from its size and growth. This is a global and not simply American phenomenon, as we live in a world that is generally armed to the teeth, but one cannot help but gasp just at the annual defense budget of the United States—$816.7 billion in 2023, a sum that increases every year in beautifully bipartisan fashion (despite the complaints of commentators about the death of political bipartisanship in the United States, it is alive and well when it comes to funding the machine). Americans, like others in the world, have not found the leaders who can master the machine, stand up to it, limit its power, try to dismantle it, or even question it. Aside from the violence this unleashes, the examples of leadership in World War II on both the Japanese and American sides teach us that the inability of leaders to make good decisions that go against the sometimes murderous momentum of history can lead to personal and not just public tragedy. Leaders can be warriors—in the direct sense of fighting a real war, by every means available—but if they fail to be rebels, against the history that produced them and the system in which they operate, they do not make history as much as they are swept up in history’s momentum. We will see in the next chapter the cautionary tale of how even seemingly masterful leaders succumbed to the machine of death, using it to destroy others before being destroyed by it themselves.
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CHAPTER 6

Leadership When the Lights Fail

Imagine a leader, at the national level or at an institution or anywhere else, stepping into a leadership situation with huge advantages: Talent. Drive. Intelligence. Motivation. Skills. Support. Funding. In much of the literature on leaders, including those bestsellers you find in airport bookstores, these are the people who feature on the covers. But what do we learn from these cases? It should not come as a huge surprise when people with great advantages in life achieve financial or professional success. Nor for that matter should it shock us when incompetent people in difficult situations fail abjectly. But what about instances in which a leader with considerable abilities, in a seemingly good situation, fails terribly? What if that leadership failure leads to disaster—not just for others but also for the leader? These might be some of the most illuminating leadership cases to examine, even if they are the least inspiring. As always, we must go beyond the individual leader and examine the history in which that leader operated—the “circumstances given and transmitted from the past” that Marx referred to.

The American war in Vietnam, we can state upfront, was an unmitigated disaster. It was criminally executed, badly conceived, and rooted in psychologically twisted thinking about the world and a grotesque misreading (or ignoring) of history. It is important to posit this at the outset, before getting into the war itself, because there is an unfortunate and insidious tendency in our public life to deliberately forget disasters from the past, to fail to hold accountable the powerful people who caused them, to whitewash history and let the passage of time obfuscate its awfulness. This opens space for revisionist attempts to portray dark episodes as brighter than they were. We should not, must not, accede to this tendency.

Why, then, focus on an abysmal leadership example with almost no redeeming qualities? Because we want to learn truthfully from history. We learn from hard cases, and the Vietnam War is one of the hardest. We learn from leadership failure because failure often teaches us more than success does. It is said that success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan. The Vietnam War was a failure with many fathers, some of whom eventually confessed their paternity. Like other major events we discuss, the Vietnam War was the product of powerful historical forces. The leaders who took the American machine of death to Southeast Asia in the 1960s were caught midway between Machiavelli’s notion of making their own destiny and Marx’s emphasis on the power of historical circumstances. They could not change the headwinds of decolonization and third world revolution, and they inherited an unquestioned Cold War paradigm for foreign and military policy. Still, these leaders had a measure of individual control. They could have avoided disaster. They were not incompetent. They had smarts, talent, and vision. Things did not have to turn out as they did. These leaders should have succeeded. Instead, they are now cautionary tales for us—because they could have been leaders we should aspire to be or have. They could have been the leaders we look for in crisis. But they were not simply foiled or defeated by the momentum of history. They failed because of their own decisions.

At the height of US military involvement in Vietnam, antiwar protesters in the United States angrily demanded to know, Why are we in Vietnam? The answer, as is the case for anything we want to understand about the present, can only be found in history, and the best place to start, from the American (not Vietnamese) perspective, is the end of World War II. I lay out this history not just for the sake of providing background. I do it so we can understand the world that produced the leaders who then produced the war in Vietnam. I do it so that we can see the world through the eyes of these leaders. A leadership disaster such as this needs to be understood, not merely criticized.

To set the stage for the American disaster in Vietnam, we must go back at least to the end of World War II. The United States emerged from that war a military and economic superpower, but it was not quite alone: it would soon be locked in a geopolitical struggle with the other principal victor in the war, the USSR. Meanwhile, the two major European empires, the British and the French, were not at all accepting of what many observers saw as an imminent transition to a postcolonial era, and they often held on as best (and as violently) as they could to their colonial “possessions.” The two decades after the war saw a massive wave of decolonization and independence for new nations in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. The United States, which just a few years prior had been mired in economic crisis, now had nuclear power, an economic boom, and boundless self-assurance regarding the righteousness of the nation’s global priorities, ideological belief system, and ability to influence what the rest of the world should look like.

From the moment World War II ended, negotiations between the war’s “winners” over what the postwar world would look like in East Asia and especially Europe proved difficult. The famous photos of the so-called Big Three (Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin) at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 are simultaneously revealing and misleading. The war was still going on, but its eventual outcome—the defeat of Germany and Japan—seemed clear. Despite a few smiles for the cameras, it was not a friendly meeting, and the mood was not good. The three leaders agreed on the creation of the United Nations but little else.1 Roosevelt was in poor health; twelve years of leading his country through the Great Depression followed by the war had taken a toll on the man. In the pictures, the former political force of nature, only sixty-three years old, looks haggard and worn, near death, which he was—he died nine weeks later. Churchill, seventy-one years old when he arrived at Yalta, a man known for his great bluster and energy, had seen his country bombed relentlessly for five years. Britain, ostensibly victorious, was weakened by the war, and its empire was sundowning. So was Churchill, though he would do his best to escape that reality, and he remained in political life for another decade. And we have already seen what the war was like in the Soviet Union; Stalin bore much responsibility for the early Soviet struggles in the war, having killed or imprisoned his generals in the mass purges of the 1930s and suffering a breakdown when Hitler betrayed their Nonaggression Pact by launching Operation Barbarossa and invading Russia in June 1941. Stalin arrived at Yalta more rigid and hostile than ever.

It is worth pausing on this image, and on this moment, which is the sort we take for granted. We are taught to see such leaders as omnipotent titans, for good or bad. We sometimes forget, or don’t realize, that they were human beings with strengths and weaknesses, and in early 1945 they were men with deep psychological trauma and emotional scarring. They had all done, seen, and heard abominable, unspeakable things and experienced unimaginable pressure. They were all responsible for mass death in the pursuit of triumph over an evil enemy, Hitler, who had murdered millions of people before putting a bullet through his own head. They had faced humanity’s ultimate darkness, been immersed in it, and contributed to it. And now, these damaged men were to decide what the world would look like after the war.2

By 1947, Europe was effectively divided between east and west by what would come to be symbolically known as the Iron Curtain. Germany was split into two adversarial states, as was Berlin, in East Germany (the notorious Berlin Wall would be constructed in 1961, only coming down in 1989). From the American perspective, the crucial step in the escalation of hostility with the Soviet bloc was the so-called Truman Doctrine. President Truman, in response to communist insurgencies in both Greece and Turkey, announced to Congress that the United States would support nations or peoples threatened (as US leaders saw it) by Soviet forces or communists within. That principle, such as it was, would be the foundation of US foreign and military policy for the next four decades or so, as the United States supported almost any “anticommunist” government or movement in the world, no matter how authoritarian and violent it was—sometimes the more it was those things, the more enthusiastically the United States supported it.
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Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Josef Stalin at the Yalta Conference, Crimea, February 1945 
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During the Cold War, the terms “communist” and “anticommunist” became stretched beyond recognition. The Cold War also entrenched the longtime politics of linking US foreign policy and global influence with American economic and business interests. In 1948, the US government authorized the Marshall Plan, a landmark $13 billion program for devastated postwar Europe (this would be $161 billion in 2023 money) that was meant to rebuild those societies along liberal and democratic lines (in principle at least), stabilize the new governments in the Western bloc (communist governments in the Eastern bloc were offered support but refused), extend free trade and business-friendly policies, and—perhaps most important of all—stamp out any communist influences.

The subsequent years were marked by a return to violence and growing mutual fear. On the American side, there was no more frightening year than 1949, when the Chinese Communists, led by Mao Zedong, came to power after the long civil war in that country, which had been a long-standing US ally. This “loss of China” (as Americans called it) was compounded that year by the Soviets stunningly detonating an atomic bomb, much sooner than American policymakers had expected, ushering in the era of “mutually assured destruction” (MAD) and causing American leaders to focus their attention on Soviet espionage in America. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, a Jewish married couple from New York City with small children, were convicted (dubiously) in 1951 by a federal court for passing atomic secrets to the Soviet Union and executed in 1953 in Sing-Sing Prison. Their case was the most prominent example of a phenomenon that swept through American society, spearheaded by (and named for) a senator from Wisconsin, Joe McCarthy.

Although the United States did have national security issues, and there were spies in the country, McCarthyism was primarily an internal neurotic American manifestation of the Cold War. It was a period of cynicism and opportunism during which both major parties competed over who was more anticommunist, whipping the country into a frenzy of hunting down and purging educators, Hollywood actors, and public servants who may have been former communists, or were just imagined to be communists. Many Americans lost their livelihoods, reputations, and sometimes more than that as punishment for having some real or imagined connection to “communism.”3 From that point forward, even after the alcoholic Senator McCarthy himself fell from grace and out of public life, fear of communism continued to play a major role in national politics, not only regarding world affairs but also in response to domestic political and social activism, particularly those who protested social and economic injustice or racism. And many of those who would be major figures in national politics in the coming years, including future Republican president Richard M. Nixon and future Democratic presidential hopeful Robert F. Kennedy, got their starts hunting for real or imagined communists in this period.

From the other side of this increasingly hostile Cold War, things looked perhaps even more frightening. In April 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was created, allying twelve nations, including the United States, in a strategic and military bloc against Soviet influence and reach, and the government began moving to a much more aggressive global anticommunist stance. In April 1950, Truman commissioned and signed National Security Report 68, a policy paper prepared jointly by the State Department and the Defense Department, signaling a shift from “containment” of communism in the world to “rollback”: concretely, this meant a massive expansion of US military power, the development of a hydrogen bomb (because the atomic bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki were apparently not destructive enough), and increased military support to US allies. This explosion of the defense budget and the growth of the weapons industry became central features of American political life throughout the Cold War and beyond.4

But the major event during that bleak year of 1950, and the one most significant in the long run-up to the Vietnam War, was the start of the Korean War. This bloody conflict, chronologically sandwiched between World War II and the Vietnam War, tends to be overlooked in grand narratives of the twentieth century. Its origins were rooted in World War II, when both the US and the USSR fought Japan on the Korean Peninsula. After the Japanese surrendered, the Soviets and the Americans agreed to divide the country into northern and southern parts, each side setting up an authoritarian regime subservient to its master.

After years of growing tension between north and south, both of which refused to accept the legitimacy of the other, the far stronger northern side, a communist stronghold, decided it was time to unify the country under its rule and invaded the south. The US government (officially, the United Nations) mobilized to fight back. As UN forces moved north toward the border with China, Mao Zedong’s new government, in a show of strength and regional ambition, sent its military to support North Korea, eventually pushing the US-led forces to the so-called Thirty-Eighth Parallel, where the fighting ended in a stalemate (officially, a ceasefire) and where the border that divides the Korean Peninsula into two unmeetable parts still stands.5

The fighting lasted three brutal years. The Korean War is often seen through the prism of the great geopolitical clash between the United States and the Communist world and as a forerunner to the more globally famous Vietnam War. But above all, it was a tragedy for the Korean people, one that is still ongoing and whose wounds never healed. Approximately 3 million Koreans, the overwhelming majority of them civilians, were killed. The US Air Force bombed North Korea to near complete destruction, using every sort of awful weaponry (short of the atomic bomb) used in World War II many times over, including incendiary bombing and the indiscriminate targeting of cities. It foreshadowed much of what would later happen in Vietnam and helped to entrench and embolden the North Korean dictatorship that would become perhaps the most notoriously sinister and reclusive in the world. Korea remains a dangerous flashpoint today; except for possibly Ukraine, no place on the planet is a more likely candidate for nuclear war. The Korean people remain divided by a militarized border. The aftermath of this hostility and proxy fighting, and the development of nuclear arms on both sides of the Cold War, was MAD—mutually assured destruction. All over the world, and especially on either side of the Cold War demarcation line, people lived in constant and realistic fear of nuclear annihilation.

The main lesson US leaders seemed to draw from the Korean War was that no additional countries in the world should be allowed to become communist, or even seem to become communist. The targets of this policy were seldom real communists, however. Rather, they were leaders in the third world who promoted policies based on the concept of national self-determination. In the context of the Cold War, the US government was staunchly opposed to this sort of politics. The list of countries in which the US and its allies intervened in one way or another in the name of fighting communism, between the 1950s and the 1980s, is a long one.6

The most important American station on the way to the Vietnam War was very close to home—Cuba. In 1959 a young left-wing nationalist, Fidel Castro, led his guerrilla army down from the mountains after years of fighting to the capital city of Havana and toppled the regime of the US-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista. It is impossible to overstate the consternation that this event caused the American political class, or its importance since then. Arguably no other country has experienced the proprietary reach of the United States to the same extent as Cuba, which is a mere 103 miles (165 km) from the coast of Florida.7 The US government has long considered Cuba to be its dominion, and it always intervened in that country—it still does so today with sanctions, travel restrictions, and a trade embargo that mostly hurt the Cuban people that American leaders purport to worry about.

Before Castro’s revolution, Cuba had a prosperous economic market, with rich natural resources controlled almost exclusively by American corporations, in particular the lucrative sugar crop. But only an elite, wealthy few Cubans benefited from this bounty. Havana was notoriously controlled in the 1950s by American organized crime families that owned the city’s famed beachfront casinos and nightclubs, paying off whatever law enforcement existed and treating the city like their own personal brothel, while most of the people struggled to survive (in 1974, the American film director Francis Ford Coppola wittily captured this situation when he set a key part of his great crime drama The Godfather Part II in Havana in the final days of Batista’s corrupt rule).

Although the stark dynamics of the Cold War turned Cuba into a major part of the struggle between the US and the USSR, and at one point—the Cuban Missile Crisis of late 1962—the potential spark for the end of the world, the Castro revolution had its roots in the nationalist impulse to assume popular control of resources and sectors that foreign governments and wealthy corporations considered to be theirs. American leaders were not immediately hostile to Castro, who pretended at first that he was not a communist. Initially they viewed him as just the next strongman in a succession of strongmen who ruled the country. But he soon began to commit the major Cold War crime of nationalizing American-controlled companies and businesses. As relations between the two countries quickly deteriorated, Castro then committed the ultimate Cold War crime: he turned to the Soviet Union for economic assistance and trade, and in 1961 the US cut off diplomatic relations with Cuba, after which Castro cemented an alliance with the Soviet Union.

This is how the dynamic worked, and it is important today to understand it, since policy-wise not much has changed. What was Castro’s original goal as the leader? It was not to make Cuba part of the Soviet bloc. It was to make Cuba truly independent, perhaps for the first time, along socialist lines. But it was not Castro’s leftist views that made Cuba a Cold War hotspot. It was the Cold War dynamic that eventually made Castro into a Soviet-backed leader. Once again, individual leaders on both sides got caught up in the powerful momentum of history. Contrary to the image of him that developed (and that he cultivated) over time, and despite his appeal to radicals and activists around the world (especially in Africa, where he was seen by many as a great ally of independence movements), Castro was not thinking, at first, about politics beyond his own country. That changed once Cuba became the focal point of a broader, deadly struggle. Cuba is a small island country. It had some power, but the much larger power was held by the US and the USSR, both of whom saw Cuba (with Castro’s assent) as part of their geopolitical chessboard.

We can go from Cuba straight to Vietnam. Indochina, as the French dubbed the region after they colonized it in 1877, had been their most prized “possession” (along with Algeria, which France formally annexed). The Vietnamese independence movement combined nationalism with Marxism, as was common in much of the colonial world. When the defeated Japanese left in 1945, the French refused to accept Vietnam’s declaration of independence and moved to reestablish colonial control. The Vietminh, led by Ho Chi Minh, revolted, eventually defeating their colonial masters in May 1954 at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. With the French gone, Vietnam was divided, like Korea, into a communist North and a noncommunist South; from 1955, the South had a dictator, Ngo Dinh Diem, an aristocratic Catholic in a country whose population was about 80 percent Buddhist. The Viet Cong, a guerrilla movement aligned with North Vietnam, waged a bitter fight against Diem.

All this coincided with the height of the Cold War, when newly independent nations in the decolonized world became the battlegrounds of the bitter global struggle between the United States and the Communist bloc. Fearing what would happen once Vietnam became independent, US leaders had first tried to help the French keep control of Indochina—thus linking themselves, in the eyes of many Vietnamese, with colonial oppression. As soon as the French were defeated, the United States made Vietnam, and the fight against a potential communist takeover, its priority.8

The idea behind this was the so-called domino theory, according to which the fall of one country to communism would lead to the fall of every other country in the region to communism, one domino after another. The extremely bright and highly educated men who came up with this theory—which failed to realize that national societies are not, in fact, dominos—would soon make Vietnam their top concern. In 1956, the Eisenhower administration supported Diem’s refusal to hold general elections in Vietnam, fearing that the communists would win easily. Given this context—the Cold War, the domino theory, the will and preferences of the Vietnamese people, the momentum of anticolonial nationalism, and the nature and power of the American war machine—Vietnam appeared, essentially, doomed to suffer through a horrific war. But leaders still had to make that choice.

In January 1961, newly elected President John F. Kennedy addressed the nation (and the world) in his famous inaugural speech, promising the support and friendship of the United States while also extolling the nation’s values and desire for peace and exhorting his fellow citizens to “ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” American liberals believed that JFK had the potential to transform the country’s engagement with the world: less aggressive, warlike, and lethal.

But while to many Americans Kennedy’s ascendancy may have felt like the start of an idealistic new era, the rest of the world (and most Americans) could be forgiven for seeing more continuity than change. In the brief time JFK was in office (less than three years), he dealt with several foreign policy crises; his approach to the world was a mix of soft power and hard power (the former only works if you have the possibility of using the latter). As president, JFK could take credit for launching the Peace Corps, through which idealistic, educated young Americans volunteered to go out in the world and help in economic development, education, and other domains; he also promoted the so-called Green Berets, special military forces designed to fight insurgencies that were taking place in some of the same places where the smiling members of the Peace Corps were spreading goodwill.
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President John F. Kennedy greets Peace Corps volunteers, August 28, 1961. 
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John F. Kennedy visiting US Army Special Forces at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, October 12, 1961 
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Despite the many myths and fantasies about the man that have prospered over time, Kennedy was not the messiah, and he too was strongly caught up in the logic of the Cold War. As a young senator, he had sensibly concluded that the French were doomed to fail in Indochina and that there was no plausible way to deny the Vietnamese people their determination to gain independence under the Vietminh; he had been against US involvement there. Unlike most of his peers and many leaders, Kennedy had a keen sense of history and tried to learn from it. He even had an in-house professional historian, Harvard’s Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a close longtime friend, advising him. But Schlesinger—like many of the other scholars Kennedy read and liked—shared his way of thinking about the world and could not challenge him to step outside his comfort zone. As a Cold War president, Kennedy inherited and accepted the American commitment to a noncommunist Vietnam, and he did not waver from it. For all his liberal energy and voracious history reading, he was a man of his times, operating within the preexisting Cold War mindset and showing no sign of exiting it.

There have been vigorous debates among historians over whether Kennedy, had he lived out his presidency, would have ended the US military involvement in Vietnam before any escalation. These debates have even provided fodder for the array of conspiracy theories about his assassination, including the ones blaming unseen, unspecified actors from within the so-called national security state of killing him out of fear that he was just about to put an end to their happy days of war-making, regime-changing, and arms-producing.

It is true that Kennedy saw very well how corrupt, incompetent, and brutal Diem was: his repression of Buddhists in 1963 led to the awful spectacle of the Buddhist monk Quang Duc protesting the regime by setting himself on fire in a Saigon street (the horrifying image was broadcast all over the world). Diem lost legitimacy and support among his own people, with the Viet Cong and North Vietnam closing in. And JFK was a wiser man in the fall of 1963 than he had been in April 1961, when he had authorized an invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs, a foolish plan concocted during Eisenhower’s presidency, and one of the clumsiest American attempts to destroy Castro and his regime. The plan was based on the delusional idea that when American troops and Cuban exiles landed on the island, the masses of Cuban people would rise up in revolt against Castro—because what people in their right mind wouldn’t revolt en masse against socialism and in favor of American dominion? Predictably, this did not happen; the invaders were quickly captured, and the exiles were despised by most of the people, who had good reasons for wanting the Americans to stay out of their country and Castro to be in power.

One year after that debacle, JFK did much better during the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962. Countless words have been written (and films made) about this thirteen-day episode, which is considered one of the richest providers of leadership lessons in modern history. So it is worth taking a look at it. American leaders were thrown into terror when the Cubans invited the Soviets to station nuclear missiles in Cuba, closer to the United States than anyone in American leadership could possibly accept. What few Americans knew then (or know today) is that the United States had its own nuclear missiles stationed in Turkey, a country directly bordering the Soviet Union. Despite having generals and advisers urging him to attack Cuba, an action that would trigger an atomic war (and we now know that the two sides were far closer to military conflict than most observers realized at the time), and with much of the media and the political class howling for war, Kennedy kept his cool, working with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev to defuse the situation.9

Successive scholars and journalists have been fascinated by the idea that Kennedy and Khrushchev showed great responsibility and sensitivity in successfully bringing the world back from the brink of mutual destruction and have been applauding them ever since. I suppose that is partly true, but I have always found it more useful—and important—to wonder how these leaders found themselves in such a grotesque and dangerous situation in the first place. The main takeaway from the Cuban Missile Crisis, for us, is that powerful people in the United States, the USSR, and Cuba were quite prepared, out of some combination of zealotry, incompetence, stupidity, jingoism, paranoia, and machismo, to let possibly millions of people die in a nuclear war, but that luckily, Kennedy—the most powerful person of them all—was not one of them. Of course, Kennedy’s own previous actions in trying to get rid of Castro helped create the crisis in the first place, since the Cuban leader was understandably miffed that the American leader was regularly attempting to kill him. But at least Kennedy helped make sure the crisis ended without a nuclear holocaust, showing that even in the face of powerful momentum, and under tremendous pressure to use force, a leader can still make sensible decisions that prioritize saving human lives. This stands in stark contrast with what would happen later on in Vietnam.

Kennedy still stars in the fantasies of many people, especially liberals of a certain age, but the truth is that we simply do not know what he would have done in Vietnam had he lived. Counterfactuals of this sort can be fun (to the extent that anything about the Vietnam War can be fun), but to understand what happened, we must examine what happened, not what didn’t, or what we wish had. To learn lessons about leadership, we must deal with reality, not escape to an alternate universe. We know that, swayed by his hawkish advisers, Kennedy increased the number of US military advisers in Vietnam from 900 to about 16,000. But we also know that by the fall of 1963, he had had enough of Diem; in the beginning of November there was a CIA-run coup against Diem that the Kennedy administration authorized. We know that JFK was weighing the idea of pulling all the military advisers out of Vietnam, though we don’t know if he would have followed through.

Just a few weeks after the coup against Diem, on November 22, 1963, Kennedy, only forty-six, was assassinated in Dallas. His vice president, Lyndon B. Johnson, was sworn in as president in a dramatic scene on Air Force One, movingly telling the shocked American people, “I will do my best. That is all I can do. I ask for your help—and God’s.” Historic changes were about to take place in American society. Simultaneously, the disaster in Vietnam would soon begin.

When Lyndon Johnson entered the White House, he was a grizzled fifty-five-year-old veteran of American and Democratic Party politics, a tough, rough, smart politician from a poor background in rural Texas. Given Kennedy’s popularity and youth, most people had assumed that the vice presidency was the highest that LBJ might ever climb. In many ways he was Kennedy’s opposite: no privileged wealthy background, no well-connected father opening doors and funding campaigns, no Harvard degree, no dazzling smile, no dalliances with Marilyn Monroe, no hobnobbing with intellectuals. In private, and sometimes in public, Johnson was a vulgar, rustic man. He was a doer, not a speaker; no one had ever come away from his speeches particularly inspired. But he knew the system inside out and how to work it: he knew every member of Congress, their families, their strong suits, their weak points. His biographer, Robert A. Caro, would call him “Master of the Senate.”10 Elites, including the Kennedys, did not much like him. But when he took office he kept most of the people JFK had brought into his administration, including the man we will take a close look at—Robert S. McNamara, the secretary of defense.

Johnson’s great advantage coming into office was his unparalleled wealth of domestic policy expertise. Riding a wave of popularity and goodwill, as he was following in the footsteps of a martyred leader, he got a major piece of legislation pushed through Congress in his first year in office: the Civil Rights Act. This would be followed by the Voting Rights Act the next year. Building on earlier Kennedy initiatives, these were brave achievements in many ways: working with civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr.—people who would never compromise on anything essential when it came to justice and equality—and cajoling congressmen from southern states that still practiced racist segregation, Johnson, arguably, began to create a genuine democracy in America for the first time. Knowing full well that his civil rights legislation would hurt his party in the South, where it had long reigned supreme, Johnson—who had been mentored by Texas segregationists, including his own uncle, and used racist language in private—nonetheless acted in the public interest, using the immense power vested in him to do good.
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President Lyndon B. Johnson meeting with civil rights leaders Martin Luther King Jr., Whitney Young, and James Farmer in the Oval Office, January 18, 1964 
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Johnson soon made clear his ambitions as a leader when he declared a “war on poverty” as part of the creation of what he soon called the Great Society—a series of large spending programs that would tackle education, urban development, rural poverty, infrastructure, transportation, and medical care, and make the United States an advanced, fair, developed country for all its people. The idea behind this initiative, the most important presidential domestic action since FDR’s New Deal, was that in the wealthiest country in the world, enjoying an economic boom and claiming moral and ideological superiority over the rest of the world, a 19 percent poverty rate was unacceptable, as was the treatment of Black Americans, who continued to face constant brutality and discrimination. In the November 1964 election he stood against a fearmongering, bespectacled Republican candidate, Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, who tried to portray Johnson and the Democrats as soft on communists and gave voters the impression he was itching to go to nuclear war with the Soviet Union. LBJ won the election by the largest landslide seen since the heyday of FDR decades before. Swaggering, ambitious, popular, given a broad mandate, surrounded by smart advisers, with the winds of progress and change at his back, at the end of 1964 Johnson stood poised to become one of the most important leaders in American history, perhaps the greatest president since Roosevelt, and maybe even since Lincoln.

And yet only thirty-nine months later, in March 1968, which is around the time that a first-term president would routinely announce a run for a second term, Johnson gave a bleak televised speech to the nation. It was the same man, but everything about him was different. He looked like he had aged thirteen years and not three as he spoke these somber words: “With America’s sons in the fields far away, with America’s future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world’s hopes for peace in the balance every day, I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of this office, the presidency of your country. Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your president.”

Johnson remained president for another ten months, but his career—and leadership—ended the moment he finished that speech. As soon as his term was over, in January 1969, he retired to his ranch in Stonewall, Texas. Those who met the man were often shocked by his physical deterioration, disheveled, long-haired appearance, and nervous demeanor. He took up chain-smoking again. He died just four short years after leaving office, in January 1973, at age sixty-four. Although the official cause of death was heart attack, he did not really die of natural causes. He was killed. He was one more victim of the American war in Vietnam—and of his own decisions as a leader. And so we must ask: Where did it all go wrong for Lyndon Johnson? How did this political force, this leader standing at the edge of greatness, fall so hard?

As an entering president in the Cold War, when anticommunism was seen as a necessary credential for political success, Johnson was anxious to establish himself as a real Cold Warrior. He had opportunities to show that he too could throw the weight of America around the world. One such case we have already seen: the Dominican Republic, to which Johnson sent tens of thousands of troops to intervene in the strife that followed the assassination of Rafael Trujillo, specifically to prevent the return of Juan Bosch to the presidency and ensure the election of Joaquin Balaguer. That mission was accomplished, but Johnson’s biggest concern from the time he took office was Southeast Asia. He soon showed himself to be more bellicose than Kennedy, even if he did not quite understand (or perhaps did not care to understand) what was happening in Vietnam.

In the first week of August 1964, exactly one month after Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law, he got his opening: the American naval destroyer USS Maddox, sailing off Vietnam, reported being hit with North Vietnamese torpedoes. This reported attack served as the pretext for a strong military response. LBJ, brimming with confidence, determined to show how tough he was on communism, and itching to establish himself as his own man, went to Congress and demanded to be given authorization to “take all necessary measures” to protect American forces and “prevent further aggression” in Southeast Asia. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution easily passed in the House of Representatives and in the Senate; for Johnson, it became an open-ended legal authorization for escalating the Vietnam conflict. It also set a precedent for the way presidents would wage wars, since Congress ceded its constitutional responsibility to declare war and instead gave Johnson permission to do as he saw fit. This meant that the president could fight a war in Vietnam (or anywhere in the world) without formally going to the American people or their representatives and explaining the need for it. From the beginning, the Vietnam War had a secretive, and criminal, quality that would only get worse.

Let us pause to take a closer look at this congressional vote. It might have something to teach us about leadership. One of the most commonplace notions in American life is that national politics are hopelessly “partisan,” divided between two political parties that cannot see eye to eye on anything. This, however, is patently false. On some of the most fundamental issues the two parties work, historically, in perfect harmony. One such issue is military (or “defense”) spending—which is how the Pentagon arrived at the astronomical levels of funding it has today.

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution is a quintessential, even moving, display of harmonious bipartisanship. In the House of Representatives, the vote to authorize the president to use force was 416 to 0. Zero representatives of the people thought there might be a problem. In the Senate, there were two dissenters. One was Wayne Morse, Democrat from Oregon (known to his colleagues as “Typhoid Mary” because he annoyed them by refusing to get drunk with them at social events), who stated, “I believe this resolution to be a historic mistake.” The other was Ernest Gruening, Democrat from Alaska, who stated that the resolution would mean “sending our boys into combat in a war in which we have no business, which is not our war, into which we have been misguidedly drawn, which is steadily being escalated.”11 The seventy-seven-year-old senator later said something (in a congressional discussion with Johnson’s national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy) that should have been common sense to his colleagues and the nation’s leaders but apparently wasn’t: “After you have been bombing villagers with napalm, it’s going to be very difficult to persuade them that you are their friend.”12

Why dwell here on the lonely voices of two obscure congressmen who failed to change anything, and who were outnumbered? Because it is our responsibility to identify those who were correct in real time, not just after the fact or when it was too late to matter—and give them, for the record, the credit they deserve. These sorts of people are usually forgotten, their names unknown to future generations. Wayne Morse and Ernest Gruening do not stand out in the annals of American history. That says more about us, and our popular conceptions of leadership, than it does about them. But because they showed foresight, withstood popular sentiment and political pressure, understood the significance of what they were being asked to vote on, and faced derision for going against the flow, and also because they turned out to be presciently right while everybody else around them was horribly wrong, they displayed a sort of leadership that should be emulated and commemorated, not ignored or written out of history. They were, in their own way, rebels. Given what we know now, they should be taught in schools. They should be household names.
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Senator Wayne Morse (right), Democrat of Oregon, with Senator William Fulbright of Arkansas, at a Senate hearing with Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, May 11, 1966 
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Senator Ernest Gruening, Democrat of Alaska, 1959 
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And—incidentally—on what basis was the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed? What precisely was this major event that led to the so-called Americanization of the war in Vietnam, to the horrific decade of devastation, disaster, and disillusionment? Nothing. There was no incident, at least not the one initially reported. The North Vietnamese torpedo attack had not happened. They didn’t simply invent it from nothing. Something happened—they heard something, and convinced themselves that it was a torpedo. There seems to have been so much desire for war, from the top leadership of the country down to the men of the USS Maddox, that a fake attack became, in their minds, utterly real. (There might have been a separate attack two days earlier, but that remains unclear.) Based on what we know now, McNamara seems to have misled Johnson about the attack, who seems to have been fine with being misled because he so badly wanted the attack to be real and to show that he could be a leader in a crisis. Congress voted 514–2 to give the president a green light to escalate a war on the other side of the world based on bogus info. (This would not be the last time the United States went off to fight a foreign war based on bogus information and deception.) But that was not enough. Johnson still had to decide to make the Vietnam War his war.

There is a vivid scene in John Frankenheimer’s excellent 2002 film Path to War (his last film) in which Johnson meets with his advisers at the presidential retreat at Camp David. It is the early summer of 1965. LBJ is still basking in the passage of the Civil Rights Act and close to seeing the Voting Rights Act pass. On the domestic front, his presidency is going swimmingly. He is highly popular with the public. But the news from Vietnam is worrying. He has already begun to increase US military involvement; he must now decide how to proceed. He sits privately with two people he trusts: Clark Clifford, a lawyer and Democratic Party insider who had previously advised Presidents Truman and Kennedy and is opposed to the escalating the war, and his defense secretary, McNamara, who is in favor of escalation. Clifford (Donald Sutherland) speaks first; he has prepared as best he could and tries for several minutes to convince the president to turn away from a bigger war in Vietnam, urges him to think of the important things he is doing at home, reminds him of the earlier French failure at Dien Bien Phu, pleads with him to focus on helping people and not killing them, and ends with an ominous warning: an escalation of war in Vietnam will destroy Johnson’s presidency—and Johnson himself. It is an eerie monologue because we know that every word Clifford says will come true; we even see Johnson’s face up close, seemingly spooked by the adviser’s words.

As Clifford is speaking, the camera occasionally cuts to McNamara (Alec Baldwin), looking over with skepticism and listening to Clifford with what seems like contempt. When Clifford is done, and after a dramatic pause during which Johnson (Michael Gambon) utters an obscenity and takes a drink but gives no response, he asks McNamara to speak. The film only gives us a truncated view of McNamara’s words to Johnson, which is a repetition of points we know so well: the stakes of the war against communism, the domino theory, and the rational, data-based employment of military power. McNamara also cautions the president that his personal credibility as a leader is on the line. McNamara’s confidence is palpable, overwhelming. As he speaks, there is no doubt which way the president will go.

The film then shows McNamara and Clifford outside after the discussion, when both men know McNamara has won. Clifford presses McNamara for assurance that he believes what he said to Johnson, that the United States can win in Vietnam, that it is the best course of action for the president. McNamara responds, “I’ve run the numbers, seen the charts… everything else is just soft, speculation,” before heading off with a cheery “see you at dinner, Clark.” The last thing we see in that scene, before the fade-out, is a close-up of Clifford’s worried face, with a swooshing sound in the background—a foreboding of what we know will come.

This is a dramatized scene, but Clifford and McNamara were real, and we know that this was indeed how they presented the choices available to the president. The scene makes clear that at this stage, Johnson heard the two opposing arguments—but it also seems obvious that he was bound to take McNamara’s advice. The defense secretary was consistently telling the president what he wanted to hear. Johnson was not only a Cold War hawk, but he also seemed to believe that backing down in Vietnam, cutting his losses, would make him look weak and unmanly. This was not a rational line of thinking for a national leader to take when making such a consequential decision, especially one involving life and death. Machismo isn’t necessarily a bad thing in life, but leaders should never confuse it with toughness, as Johnson did here.

Beyond that, in the scene, the two men are presenting very different approaches to the problem. Clifford asks the president to look at history; McNamara demands that the president look at “data.” The first approach demands that the leader view issues holistically, understand their causes, and reflect on one’s limitations. The second approach lets the leader hide behind statistics and numbers while avoiding deeper problems and nagging doubts. Not surprisingly, many leaders prefer the second approach when making decisions. We regularly see world leaders surrounded by economic advisers; historical advisers haven’t caught on. As we will see, “data” was McNamara’s calling card, the reason for his prestige. But even there it was no good: his data was wrong. It was based on faulty assumptions about Vietnam, the region, and the world. It did not matter: his argument fit and strengthened Johnson’s conception of himself, his presidency, and the world. In Path to War, LBJ pretends to be torn between his two advisers and their alternate points of view. But there is no real choice to be made. He has made it his personal mission to not lose Vietnam to “the communists,” and this takes precedence over all else.

Once he made his decision to escalate the war, Johnson began to send growing numbers of troops to Vietnam. The die was cast. By spring 1965 there were 100,000 US servicemen in Vietnam; by December 1965, there were 180,000. In July 1966, the number was up to 360,000; by the end of 1967, which marked the height of US military involvement in Vietnam, there were 550,000 troops.

The war became increasingly vicious. It became clear that South Vietnam was unable to fight for its own survival. American military casualties began to mount (though these numbers paled in comparison to the number of Vietnamese deaths in the war, both military and civilian—two categories that, in the Vietnamese context, were hard to separate). From a US military perspective, the war turned into an unmitigated disaster. Like the French had before them, LBJ and his advisers underestimated the popular resistance in Vietnam to the American presence. The US could not win this war the way they won in World War II, through the full power of their war machine; they were at war (ostensibly) to save Vietnam, not defeat Vietnam. They claimed that they were in Vietnam as part of a global war against tyranny, but they had merely taken the losing, doomed side in a civil war. The United States never committed quite enough military power to win such a war, but what they did commit caused terrible devastation. They had engaged in the impossible mission of killing Vietnamese people and destroying their country while also trying to win their “hearts and minds,” as Johnson incredibly put it. To put all this in perspective: the tonnage of bombs dropped by the US military during the entirety of the Vietnam War was more than triple the tonnage of bombs dropped by the US military in all of World War II (7,662,000 tons of explosives in Southeast Asia versus 2,150,000 tons in World War II).

In the United States, the impact of the war was profound, and the public support for Johnson’s escalation dissipated after just a few months. To provide enough men to send to fight in Vietnam, while trying to avoid a complete disruption to American life and the economy, the Johnson administration relied on the draft. But this merely brought the inequalities in America, the ones Johnson had supposedly set out to combat, into stark relief. More economically privileged youth, who could attend college, and most of whom were white, could get exempted from the draft, while those sent to the jungles of Vietnam to kill or die or become maimed or traumatized for life were overwhelmingly poor and/or Black.

The social problems that Johnson had declared war on at home were thus made worse by the war he was fighting abroad. Many civil rights leaders, especially Martin Luther King Jr., grew ardently opposed to the Vietnam War as it went on, and became furious with the Johnson administration for betraying the civil rights ethos. In 1967, the champion boxer Muhammad Ali was drafted but refused to be inducted into the US Army, citing his religious beliefs and bluntly explaining, “No Viet Cong ever called me Ni**er.” The gall of sending Black men to kill people of color and victims of colonial oppression on the other side of the world in the name of freedom while their brothers and sisters experienced poverty, racism, and violence at home was too much for Ali—who, for his principled stance, was punished with a five-year prison sentence and banned from professional boxing for three years, at the peak of his athletic career.
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Muhammad Ali leaving Federal Court after being found guilty (by an all-white jury) on charges of refusing to be inducted into the US Army, June 20, 1967 
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Also, for the first time, ordinary Americans could see images from their country’s war abroad on their television screens. Conscientious reporters brought the horrors of the Vietnam War into people’s living rooms and showed them horrific images that they had never seen before (and have not seen since, as the media have since been careful not to show the American public the violent results of American warfare).

The combination of military failure and reports of atrocities brought about the growth of an enormous, multifaceted antiwar movement in the United States. There had been opposition to the war from its start, often motivated by pacifism. In November 1965, Norman Morrison, a thirty-one-year-old Quaker from Pennsylvania and a married father of three small children, inspired by the Buddhist monks who self-immolated on the streets of Saigon, died after setting himself on fire outside the Pentagon, below McNamara’s window, to protest the killing of children in Vietnam. By 1967, there were major protests throughout the country, usually peaceful but sometimes confrontational. Most of the protesters were young people, often women, and it was easy for insiders and those in power to dismiss them as clueless long-haired hippies who couldn’t understand the workings of the real world. It was true that a lot of these protesters could be annoying, and obnoxious toward their elders, and many of them over-glorified the Viet Cong and any violence against the United States. But it became hard to avoid the realization that the long-haired hippies with little power were broadly right and the very serious men in suits running the war were dreadfully wrong. Starting in 1967, polls showed most Americans considered the US involvement in Vietnam a mistake. Around the world, anti-Americanism soared, with violent riots in London, Paris, and many other cities; the United States had no major allies in the war, the French and British governments both refused to support it, and it was largely seen internationally as a lawless, obscene, and exclusively American endeavor.13

Things truly started to go south for Johnson when even the economy, the bedrock of any president’s support, began to suffer as a result of the war. Inflation rose—a nasty little shock for a public that had experienced a long post–World War II boom. Johnson finally had to ask Congress for a tax increase to fund the war—in that era, war was still paid for out of the budget, and not on credit or by taking out loans from China. Congressional conservatives, who had never liked LBJ’s Great Society (just as their antecedents hated FDR’s New Deal), saw their chance to hurt it and took advantage of Johnson’s political weakness to demand a $6 billion reduction in funding for the programs that he most cherished, and he agreed. This was Johnson’s lowest, saddest moment. He was so committed to the doomed war in Vietnam that he was willing to sacrifice his life’s work—and the well-being of the neediest Americans.

From there, things went from bad to worse—for the US military, for the Vietnamese people, and for Johnson himself, just as Clark Clifford had prophesized. Johnson’s popularity tumbled. The former Master of the Senate was no longer the master of his own presidency. The North Vietnamese Tet Offensive of early 1968 put the last nail in the coffin of his hope for military victory. Johnson sank into depression and faced a reelection campaign with no energy, and he soon made his stunning announcement. He spent the rest of 1968 in a downward spiral. The war took almost all his time. American society seemed to be unraveling. But no matter what happened around him, Johnson could not, would not, relent on Vietnam.

The idealism of the civil rights era gave way to rage and backlash, and the main reason was the Vietnam War. The violence that the United States was committing in Southeast Asia spilled over into the home front. Johnson followed up the war on poverty with the war on crime, which targeted mostly Black communities. His government’s heavy-handed response to antiwar protest, which had merged with civil rights protest, only made the protests larger and angrier. While the main victims of the war were the people of Southeast Asia, the fabric of American society was a victim as well.

When a white racist murdered King in Memphis in April 1968, African Americans across the nation, who were made to believe that their government was committed to helping them, took to the streets in grief and rage. When, in June 1968, Robert Kennedy, John Kennedy’s younger brother and a Democratic presidential hopeful, was slain in Los Angeles, it felt to many young people that their idealism and aspirations for peace were murdered, too. As Johnson did not seek reelection, the stage was then left to his vice president, Hubert Humphrey, another pathetic figure in this history who suffered the consequences of his own timidity and lack of leadership.

Humphrey was an early supporter of civil rights, a liberal who had been against the Vietnam War at its start, and he even tried to dissuade LBJ, to no avail. Johnson eventually cast him out of his inner circle, but in public the loyal Humphrey continued to support the war, to the bitter end, even undertaking an ill-fated visit to Europe in 1967 to try (in vain) to convince European allies—who were angry that the US had pivoted, at the height of the Cold War, from Europe to Asia—that the war was justified. Humphrey’s loyalty was misplaced—it should have been to the truth (which he knew), and to the public, and not to the president. In almost every city he visited in Europe, Humphrey was greeted by protesters who pelted him with eggs and tomatoes. He stood as the Democratic candidate in the November 1968 election (after he was nominated in a chaotic convention in Chicago) and lost to the Republican candidate Richard Nixon, a smart but unscrupulous man who campaigned on winning “peace with honor” in Vietnam while secretly sabotaging negotiations between the Johnson administration and the North Vietnamese so that he would have a better chance of winning.14

By January 1969, Johnson was gone. But the war in Vietnam grew more malevolent, as Nixon, taking the gruesome advice of his national security adviser Henry Kissinger, increased the firepower and expanded it to neighboring Cambodia and Laos, where Viet Cong fighters were hiding in the jungle. The antiwar movement in America grew more extreme (and more young people went into underground groups) when it became clear that “peace with honor” meant that Nixon had no intention of ending the war until he got what he considered a satisfactory ending, while the killing and dying went on and on. The government’s response to protests became more violent: in one of the most shocking incidents, on May 4, 1970, Ohio National Guardsmen fired at protesters at Kent State University, killing four students and wounding nine, one of whom was left permanently paralyzed.

But it was in those dark days that some Americans, often unknown until then to the wider public, showed inspiring leadership, in stark contrast with the nation’s actual leaders, who did not. They were, in many ways, rebels. In 1971, Daniel Ellsberg, an analyst at the RAND Corporation, leaked the Pentagon Papers (the Defense Department’s secret study of US involvement in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967) to New York Times reporter Neil Sheehan, revealing the illegal actions the US government committed during the war but had kept hidden from the public and Congress. As a reward for this heroic act of whistleblowing, Nixon’s administration did everything it could to destroy Ellsberg (including a break-in at his psychiatrist’s office, which was the beginning of the Watergate scandal that would bring Nixon down). But his place in the annals of public service was secured.

Yet more courageous leadership was on display when army veterans who made it out of Vietnam alive, many with considerable physical and emotional damage, began to play a larger role in the antiwar movement. In April 1971, thousands of veterans gathered in Washington, DC, many of them throwing their medals and decorations on the steps of the Capitol and testifying about what they had seen and done in Vietnam. Leaders who send young people to war typically expect them to remain silent upon their return (if they return), to participate in ceremonies or serve as political props when called on, but certainly not to intervene politically by criticizing the war. These veterans would not go along with that charade.

One of their most visible spokesmen was a twenty-seven-year-old former naval officer, John Kerry, who had won two purple hearts during his time in Vietnam as the commander of a Swift Boat (he had volunteered for service). In April and May 1971, Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas held hearings on the war. On April 22, Kerry became the first Vietnam veteran to testify before Congress in opposition to the war. He argued for the immediate, unilateral withdrawal of all US forces and spoke about the atrocities and war crimes that he had witnessed or learned about from other troops. It was a moment of moral clarity and leadership that shone brightly in a dismal era, and one that Kerry himself never quite recaptured in the next fifty years of his public career as a respectable establishment figure. His youthful honesty would come back to haunt him when he was the Democratic presidential candidate in the 2004 election, running as a patriotic war veteran, and Republican operatives, some of them holding a major grudge against him dating from his time as a leader of Vietnam Veterans Against the War, “swiftboated” him (i.e., lied about his military record) and attacked his 1971 congressional testimony as a smearing of American troops.
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John Kerry speaking at a veterans’ demonstration in Washington, DC, April 21, 1971 
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The American war in Vietnam came to its ignominious end in 1973, with the departure of the last American troops. The US government tried to spin the war’s outcome as positive, using Orwellian terms like “peace with honor,” but everyone really knew it was a humiliating defeat for the United States, and it came at a terrible cost, mostly for the people of Southeast Asia, who are still recovering to this day. Vietnam became a unified communist nation, precisely what the war was supposed to prevent. Hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese fled the country, creating one of the worst refugee crises in history; millions more would need to be resettled over the next twenty years. The war killed upwards of 3 million Vietnamese people. The devastation of Cambodia created the conditions for the emergence of the Khmer Rouge, who killed over 1 million people, starting with anyone wearing glasses, in the notorious Killing Fields between 1975 and 1979.

All the deaths and lasting suffering had been for nothing. Fifty-eight thousand US troops were killed. In the US, the war—along with the Watergate scandal, which grew out of the conflict and revealed to the American people that their president (Nixon) was a liar and a criminal—gravely hurt public trust in government, which has never really recovered.15 Nixon’s successor as president, his vice president Gerald Ford, made matters worse by pardoning Nixon, who should have gone to prison like any other convicted criminal (and like the other convicted officials involved in Watergate). At his inauguration, Ford promised the American people that “our long national nightmare is over”; in fact, thanks partly to him, it was just beginning. Ford’s misbegotten idea was that the pardon would help “heal” the American people. Instead, the pardon set the terrible precedent and entrenched the dangerous norm that there is no real accountability in the United States for criminality at the very top, a message received loud and clear by subsequent presidents and ordinary Americans alike. In the long term, one major problem with the American public’s mistrust in government (a healthy impulse in principle) is that it can be (and has been) exploited by bad-faith actors who thrive in a corrupt, cynical political system, and who do not act in the best interests of the public, including those who try to persuade the people that they are better off with little or no government in their lives. The people need a good government, and they deserve a truthful one.

There is a stunning series of photos taken over the course of the Vietnam War of President Johnson and Defense Secretary McNamara. The photos show two men—leaders—in clear distress; the pictures get grimmer as the war goes on. In perhaps the most disturbing one, Johnson’s head is turned up and his eyes face the heavens, as if appealing to a higher power (McNamara looks like someone nursing a bad migraine). These images suggest, first, just how badly the war was going. But they also show something that we don’t see much anymore and that my students find striking: leaders appearing to care—if not about the many victims of their decisions and actions, in this case, at least about their own personal failure. We live in a world in which many of our most powerful leaders seem incapable of showing shame or remorse. Just in that sense, these pictures of an unhappy president and defense secretary presiding over a disaster that they are responsible for feel like they are not only from another era, but from another world.
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President Lyndon Johnson and Defense Secretary Robert McNamara in a Cabinet Room meeting, February 7, 1968 
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When, in the 1990s, McNamara began to publicly express regret for his role in the Vietnam War, it came as a shock to many. It is extremely rare to hear senior public officials at that level give a mea culpa for terrible mistakes they made in the past, especially when there seems to be no other motive other than setting the record straight and learning from those mistakes. It was not clear if McNamara was asking for forgiveness or for pity, or both. In any case, not everyone was willing to forgive. His many critics pointed out that he left his position as defense secretary in 1968, having privately decided that the war was a failure and believing that Johnson was wrong for wanting to continue to pursue it; but to the end of his tenure, he continued to justify the war publicly, and for years he had unceasingly lied to the American people, telling them that the war was going well when he knew very well (and they increasingly knew very well) that it was not. After that, McNamara slipped away to become president of the World Bank, a sinecure he held for thirteen years, and he never said a word publicly about the war, which raged on for several more years.

Still, it is important to focus on McNamara and his account of things, and not be quick to dismiss it. In his 1995 memoir In Retrospect, and in Errol Morris’s 2003 documentary The Fog of War, McNamara spoke—often emotionally, sometimes cagily, not always reliably—about how he came to be the so-called architect of the Vietnam War.16 Perhaps what is most frightening about McNamara’s story is not only what he helped bring about but how he got to his position in the first place. In a better world, in a universe that made sense, we would be rooting for McNamara, looking up to him. Instead, he is a cautionary tale, one we can only look at with horror.

When Kennedy offered McNamara the position of secretary of defense in December 1960, it was seen as a bold, innovative hire, part of the liberal president’s notion that the modern government should be run by the smartest men in the country (and they were all men), a group that the journalist David Halberstam would later (sardonically) call “the best and the brightest.”17 McNamara, the child of a modest California family of Irish origin, was not part of an old boys’ network. He had many social advantages, of course, and neither his ethnicity nor his gender were obstacles to advancement as they were for many others, but he came up “meritocratically,” in the context of the times: he worked hard, did well at (public) school, attended the University of California at Berkeley because he couldn’t afford to go to Stanford, where he had been accepted, and got a fine public higher education for the grand sum, incomprehensible today, of $53 per year.

The early parts of The Fog of War provide a fascinating portrait of McNamara as a whiz kid, a precocious genius who dazzles everyone around him, who as a young man practically invents a field (systems analysis) that is still the foundation for how public policy and business are taught at the most elite universities in the United States and the world. In World War II, McNamara’s brainpower and talent for numbers-crunching became tethered to the building of the American war machine. He was part of the elite group that applied cutting-edge data analysis to air power, the horrific results of which could be seen in the wholesale firebombing and burning of Japan’s cities. In reference to this atrocity, McNamara openly says in The Fog of War (citing his pitiless commanding officer in the war, Curtis LeMay) that if the United States had lost the war, they’d have all been tried as war criminals.

After this experience, now as a young man starting a family, McNamara returned from the war triumphant. Instead of taking up a secure position as a Harvard business professor, he entered the corporate world, joining the Ford Motor Company and rising quickly in the ranks. He rescued Ford from its long decline, did wildly innovative things like put seat belts in all cars, and eventually was appointed president of the company—as he proudly says in The Fog of War, the first ever who wasn’t from the Ford family. And then, shortly after that, when McNamara was forty-four, Kennedy (who was forty-three) asked him to join his new cabinet. In The Fog of War, McNamara amusedly recounts how Robert Kennedy, on behalf of his brother, first asked him to be secretary of the treasury, and when McNamara says he doesn’t think he’s qualified (this was likely false modesty on his part), Kennedy then offers him the position of secretary of defense. It didn’t even particularly matter which cabinet post McNamara took—the important thing, to JFK, was to get this man in the room.

It is then that McNamara made a startling decision. He did not come from wealth; he could have continued for the rest of his life on a corporate path that would have made him incredibly rich and comfortable, but apparently that was not quite what he was looking for. Instead, he chose a job that gave him great access to power and influence; his family would not starve, but he would make a fraction of what he could have earned in the private sector.

McNamara belongs to the group of people that we encounter elsewhere in this book, who feel a public calling of some sort and seek to lead in service to power. They do not necessarily cut off their connection to the lucrative trappings of the business world, and they are not above monetizing those connections later—this, too, is a remarkable (yet under-discussed) staple of elite political life in the United States and many other countries. In McNamara’s case, we need not suspect his motives. He did not accept the job of defense secretary so he could ultimately help kill millions of people, or to get richer. He certainly liked the power and the influence that came with it, perhaps too much, but he took the position because it is a compelling proposition to have the ear of the most powerful man in the world, a man whom you find impressive and who is around your age. In my experience, this is the way many smart young people envision working for the public good—by serving the powers that be in the most important institutions.

McNamara, in principle, is a model for such public service. Well-educated, a hard worker, confident in his abilities, he was going to make the Department of Defense rational, efficient, and unbiased. Things wouldn’t be run through hunches, connections, or feelings. Everything would be statistically analyzed, and policy would be rationally determined. Wars would not be waged emotionally or irrationally, driven by hatreds and fears. A detail-oriented civilian, not a blustery military type, would supervise American warfare. What could possibly go wrong by giving the keys to the nation’s military machine to such a man?

A lot could and did go wrong. After JFK’s death, McNamara was the wrong man working for the wrong man at the wrong time. He and Johnson were not a good combination. McNamara intuitively knew what Johnson wanted to hear and kept telling him that, despite (apparently) privately harboring doubts that only grew but that he never explicitly shared. For all his talent, McNamara had a fundamental (and quite common) misconception of what public service is. Contrary to what the Robert McNamaras of the world seem to believe, the good public servant does not serve the powerful, or even at the whim of the powerful. The good public servant serves the public, always. The good public servant does not seek influence for its own sake. The influence of the public servant must be for the benefit of the public, otherwise it is worthless. That is how a public servant can be a good leader. True public service is leadership. And good leadership is public service.
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Robert McNamara at a press conference about Vietnam, April 26, 1965 

(Marion S. Trikosko/Library of Congress)





McNamara did not serve the public, to whom he kept lying throughout his tenure. But the irony is that, in the end, he didn’t serve Johnson either. All the technical expertise in the world cannot overcome a lack of truthfulness about political and historical reality, and a lack of empathy for the victims of your influence. When it came to the Vietnam disaster, McNamara, in his memoir and in The Fog of War, kept pleading ignorance, explaining that he and others in leadership positions were so wrapped up in the Cold War that they failed to realize that the Vietnam War was never about the United States, or the USSR, or China, or even communism; it was about Vietnamese liberation from Western imperialism and control.

This, however, seems like a poor excuse for poor leadership. McNamara was quite knowledgeable about history generally, and the history of Vietnam specifically. But he preferred to shunt that history aside and treat it as something not important, “soft” stuff that could not possibly compete with the hard data and statistical analysis that he was imposing on the military campaign. And then, when the “data” turned out to be grossly misleading, McNamara shunted that aside, in favor of continuing to propagate a fantasy about a coming victory. There are disturbing moments in The Fog of War that show McNamara, as secretary of defense, telling the media things about the war that he knows (and we know) are false. It is not clear what motivated him to lie in this way. I do not believe he entered public life to lie to the public. But having all your assumptions blow up in such a spectacular way cannot be an easy thing, especially for someone as confident as McNamara, a man who had been told all his life that he was a genius who could do no wrong. He could not handle being wrong—and could not admit that he was wrong to the public that he was supposed to be serving. Perhaps he lied to save face, to protect the president’s reputation and his own, and to defend the prestige of the system that had produced him and elevated him to such heights of power and influence. Perhaps he believed that it was his duty to lie to the public. If so, he was abjectly wrong. In the end, the most criminal thing was continuing the war when he knew it could not be won. All that meant was more deaths in vain, both American and especially Vietnamese. But the war in Vietnam was based on lies and deception and would have been criminal even if the US had “won.”

When all is said and done, however, we cannot settle for pinning blame on advisers or underlings. We need to look at the leader at the top, the one who made the most fateful decisions. It was President Johnson who ignored the warnings about probable failure in Vietnam—and his own pessimism about the war. It was Johnson who weighed the importance of his domestic achievements versus the imperative of fighting “communism” around the world, and in the moment of truth chose the latter—to the detriment of the people he had set out to help. It was Johnson who, for a doomed war that even he knew could not be won, was willing to sacrifice his own presidency, which had given hope to so many people in America, who previously had none, that their lives would be made better. It was Johnson who made the Vietnam War about himself, forgetting that it was supposed to be about the Vietnamese people. And as Clark Clifford tells him in a devastating scene near the end of Path to War, after a furious Johnson rants about McNamara and his other advisers and how they led him astray, “They only advised you, Mister President. You decided.”

As the historian Fredrik Logevall showed in his classic study of the choice to escalate—or “Americanize”—the war, Johnson was increasingly obsessed with his “credibility,” turning that vague concept into the most important factor in his decision-making.18 It is extremely difficult for leaders to extricate themselves from the emotional impact of the world around them, and emotions can and should be a good thing for leaders if they create deeper empathy, a sense of the public good, and the ability to make the right choice. This was not the case with Johnson and Vietnam. As a leader secure in himself (not arrogant or egocentric) in one domain, domestic policy, he did historic things—he was perhaps the last US president who significantly improved the material and social well-being of the American people. But as a leader insecure in himself (and thus arrogant and egocentric) in another domain, foreign policy, he did enormous damage. By excluding the voices that were skeptical of his personalized approach to the war in Vietnam, including his own vice president’s, he created a bubble of uniform groupthink. When you combine those things with unmatched military power and the unchecked license to use it, you get disaster.

But of course all this would have been of far less interest to us had the leaders who created the disaster in Vietnam been cynical and dishonest types, like their successors who came after 1968 and took the war in an even more sinister direction. Or if they had been venal and incompetent types—the sort who took the United States to war in the Middle East two generations later on the basis of lies, bad faith, greed, a gullible profit-driven media, a feckless political opposition, and the exploitation of many people’s genuine belief in democracy, women’s rights, and human rights. Those are more straightforward cases. From the perspective of leadership, the Vietnam War is more complicated, and thus more disturbing, and we learn more from it. There were people in the United States who emerged from that disastrous episode as admirable leaders: in different ways, Muhammad Ali, John Kerry, Daniel Ellsberg, Ernest Gruening, Wayne Morse, and the women and men who demanded better from their country, sometimes bravely and at great (and sometimes horrible) sacrifice, showed themselves to be warriors, rebels, and even saints. But when it came to the American war in Vietnam, those leaders who were warriors, rebels, and saints were not the ones with the decisive power, while those leaders with decisive power were neither warriors nor rebels nor saints. Let us hope that the day arrives when they are one and the same.
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CHAPTER 7

How Leaders Identify Their Enemies

Some of the most iconic world leaders with the greatest name recognition today, from Nelson Mandela to Mao Zedong to Aung San Suu Kyi, came out of a specific and relatively recent moment in world history: the decline of colonialism and the great wave of national independence. India’s Mahatma Gandhi is perhaps the best example of all, easily one of the most famous names around the globe, even if few people outside India could tell you exactly what it was that he did that made him so famous. One challenge in teaching about historic leaders is highlighting the importance of unsung or even anonymous figures, as in the case of, say, the French Resistance in World War II; another is discussing leadership when there does not seem to be any identifiable leader, as in the example of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor or the US atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. But perhaps the biggest challenge of all is teaching about a famous leader: specifically, why that leader was important, and why the things we are taught about the most famous figures are often manipulated, selective, or wrong. In the case of Gandhi, the main association most people all over the world might have of him is “nonviolence”; it is fascinating to speculate why education systems everywhere are so excited to teach about that aspect of the man’s leadership. It is important to note that Gandhi’s goal was not to be “nonviolent.” Nonviolence (which does not even mean what most people are taught to think it means) was a method, not a vocation. It was not the point of Gandhi’s life. Violence in general was not the enemy he identified. His enemy was colonialism—specifically, British colonialism in India. Gandhi’s primary cause was not nonviolence; it was Indian national independence.

We might like to think of leadership positively, as representing a cause, aiming for change or transformation by “bringing people together.” But this is a cliché. It glosses over a harsh and permanent reality: the reason for the emergence of admirable causes, for desiring transformation, for wanting to make the world better, is that things are bad, or getting worse. Our biggest problems are almost always human-made, the results of choices made by those in power. That means that these powerful forces—people, institutions, interests—are the obstacles to a better world. But what is it precisely that a leader must fight against in order to make the world better? If you want to lead but think things are terrific, why does the world need your leadership? If the world is indeed in great shape, it does not need you as a leader, and if it is not (and, spoiler alert, it is not), you are not the sort of person it needs as a leader. Indeed, if you think the status quo is fine, you might be the obstacle that transformative leaders must overcome in order to make the world a better place.

The reality is that significant leaders in history always have—and identify—powerful enemies. If they do not, their leadership never faces significant opposition, and they have no reason to become, well, significant. “Bringing people together” is a meaningless concept without an adversary to overcome. In the absolute worst cases, the supposed leader invents mythical enemies, even singling them out for destruction—as, for example, Hitler did with the Jewish people. Here, however, I want to focus on leaders who identified enemies in reality, who were concerned with the public good and not with national glory or dominion or genocide. Unlike “race,” Hitler’s homicidal and made-up obsession, colonialism was both real and powerful. And as activists and theorists from Albert Memmi to Frantz Fanon explained, when a people were colonized, it was not only their land that was taken, not only their resources stolen, and not only their bodies subjugated; their minds were brutalized.1 All anticolonial leaders who wanted self-determination for their people knew that part of becoming free was not only military, political, or economic, but also psychological. The difference between the most significant anticolonial leaders was not only over what political path to take, but also in how to identify the main enemy that they faced, and what they would need to do to defeat that enemy. Identifying one’s enemy—the enemy of the people one is leading—is an essential part of leadership in history. “I ask you to judge me by the enemies I have made,” Franklin Roosevelt had said. He knew why it mattered.

There has been a lot of nonsensical revisionism around the topic of colonialism in recent years, so it is important to reiterate and make clear: colonialism was a sinister institution, tied at the hip to other institutions that few today would defend, such as the slave trade and slave-based economies. It was inherently violent and oppressive. The peoples who were colonized, including the estimated tens of millions who perished, were not given a choice or asked if they thought imperialism was justified. If and when they resisted and fought back—and many did—they were brutalized and killed en masse. It is impossible to know exactly how many people died in colonial wars of conquest, or just as a matter of course during the era of colonialism. If genocide has been one of the worst features of the twentieth century, we need to recall that it was a basic feature of the colonial era. The United States has its origins in the genocide and ethnic cleansing of its indigenous population, and the same is true for many other countries in the Western Hemisphere.

It was World War II that eventually brought about the end of the major European empires, the British and the French. Early on in the war, even before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the American entry into the war, the United States and Great Britain produced the Atlantic Charter, an eight-principle agreement between Roosevelt and Churchill that laid out what the world might look like should the Allies win the war. According to Principle 3 of the Atlantic Charter, the United States and Britain pledged to “respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them.”2 In other words, all peoples had a right to self-determination.

Churchill, a committed imperialist, had no intention of relinquishing British colonial holdings in Africa and Asia, and the charter was referring to people in places (in Europe, mainly) that the Germans, the Japanese, and the Soviets occupied during the war. While Britain was fighting Hitler and the Nazis in the name of freedom and liberal democracy, the British continued their imperial chokehold over their colonies from India to Kenya.3 For Churchill, the British Empire was natural and virtuous and exempt from his own principle of self-determination. But peoples in the colonial world, including those who were major contributors to the Allied war effort (colonial India, for example, sent 2.5 million troops to fight in Asia and Africa, and 87,000 of them perished), took the Atlantic Charter’s words seriously and saw them as the foundation for a postcolonial world.

This would play out in dramatic and violent fashion once Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan were defeated in 1945 and the world entered the Cold War era. A remarkable generation of leaders emerged from this colonial world in transition, a cohort that the historian Odd Arne Westad called “the Revolutionaries.” These were usually local elites, young men and women from the upper crust (relatively speaking) of the colonized population, who studied and worked in the metropole, the capital of the empire that colonized them. From Africa to the Middle East to South and East Asia, these young people became committed to the idea of national freedom for their peoples. They diverged over the paths to get there, and usually combined nationalism with one of the two major ideologies of the era, Marxism or capitalism. But irrespective of which side of this ideological divide they chose, these revolutionaries were originally servants of empire who turned into strategic, and sometimes militant, opponents of empire. Many of these future leaders spent time in Europe and understood how underdeveloped things were back home; they realized that the wealth of the Europeans was built on colonial exploitation and extraction, and they concluded (though they probably already suspected) that despite the colonizers’ classic justification for colonization—a promise to enrich and develop the colonized world—that was not the case at all. The gap was too wide for them to stomach.4

Many of these young colonial subjects wanted the same things that people in the metropole took for granted. They wanted to enter the modern world. But they were not buying the premise that the empire would get them there, and they no longer believed that was ever the intention of their rulers. They became determined to fight for independence. But how were they going to do that? And what would they do if the colonizers refused? These were the questions that young leaders in the colonial world, from Africa to Asia to the Middle East, had to answer—and, in doing so, they identified their enemy.

Gillo Pontecorvo’s 1966 film The Battle of Algiers is not only one of the most impressive political films of its era but perhaps one of the greatest films ever made. It is nonfictional, even in how it was made; it depicts the start of the Algerian War of Independence (1957–1962) but aside from one professional actor (in a key role), most of the people on the screen were real-life participants in the historical events, along with actual residents of Algiers, who only a few years prior had experienced the events shown in the film. The Mediterranean city is the star of the movie.

The Battle of Algiers is not a romantic film. It is realistic. It portrays both sides in the war—the Algerian rebels (Le Front de Libération Nationale, the FLN) and the French colonists. Almost midway through the film, the focus turns to the French military paratroopers led by the simultaneously ruthless and thoughtful Colonel Mathieu (an amalgam of several real French commanders), who arrive to crush the revolt. The newsreel-style black-and-white cinematography, the evocative soundtrack by the great composer Ennio Morricone, the refusal to downplay the savagery of the events, the highlighting of moral ambiguity, and the naturalistic acting by protagonists often playing themselves all make for explosive discussions. Many countries have had both experiences, fighting for national freedom at one point and against other people’s freedom at a later point. The Battle of Algiers has the effect of making people from such countries (the United States, China, India, and Israel are all examples, but there are many more) identify with or take pride in the first and feel sheepish (or in denial) about the second. A mirror image can be harsh.

The film poses a question that is central to the art of leadership: When is it legitimate for leaders to authorize or engage in violence against others? This is a question that political leaders face all the time, in scales large and small. In this way, The Battle of Algiers is one of the most remarkable documents we have on the meaning of leadership. Balancing moral weight with the goals we have is a universal leadership concern (assuming that morality plays some role in our decision-making). And if violence is legitimate, who or what is a legitimate target? The film shows a variety of victims of violence: rebels, criminals, prisoners, policemen, civilians, even children. Creating a hierarchy of human lives and their worth proves quite difficult: in all the cases we see of violence, the movie effectively shows the moral uncertainty involved. There are no gratuitous deaths. Every killing matters.
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Scene from The Battle of Algiers, directed by Gillo Pontecorvo, 1966 
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The movie can be appreciated on its own terms, but knowing its historical background makes it more legible. Algeria was France’s early and most treasured colonial possession (as it were), first forcibly taken in 1830. Hundreds of thousands of French settlers (colons) arrived over the years in the country and lived a sheltered existence as French citizens, with economic and political supremacy over the natives, the overwhelming majority in the country. This lopsided existence of the two groups in the population makes many scenes in The Battle of Algiers more potent. Among all French colonies, Algeria had a special status because it was incorporated into the French nation as a department in 1848, meaning it was officially made part of France, even though only the French settlers in Algeria enjoyed the benefits of French citizenship. The Algerians were subjects of France, and French law required that each Algerian must apply as an individual for French citizenship and formally renounce Islam and its laws. Even as citizens, they remained second-class.5

The film’s early scenes vividly depict the colonial relationship in Algeria, especially the hierarchy, the lordliness of the colons, their casual or overt racism. The European section of the city, facing the sea, is white, posh, and gleaming. The Algerian casbah—where the Muslim majority residents lived—is overcrowded and poor. The Battle of Algiers depicts events that took place after more than 120 years of colonization. When they first occupied the land, the French military brutalized the Algerians into submission. Later colonial propaganda depicted happy Algerians grateful for the arrival of the French, who saw themselves as being engaged in what their statesmen arrogantly called la mission civilisatrice (“the civilizing mission”), France’s self-appointed role of bringing development, enlightenment, and culture to the unwashed, barbaric, un-Christian masses. (The British version of this imperialist self-regard was Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 poem “The White Man’s Burden,” which exhorted the United States to win the Philippine-American War and annex the Philippines.)6

But the Algerians had no wish to have their land stolen and colonized by foreigners and did not necessarily think—contrary to the Europeans—that colonization was the natural order of the universe. Thousands of Algerians were killed in so-called enfumades (“smoke-outs”) when the French army steered civilians into caves and started fires to suffocate them inside. The full conquest of Algeria took decades; by 1875, the French had killed hundreds of thousands of Algerians. The total number of people killed during the entire era of French colonialism in Algeria is probably impossible to know.

That era came to an end in 1962, with Algerian independence. The Algerians had to fight a lengthy, bloody war against the French to gain their freedom.7 It is difficult to estimate how many Algerians died during their war of independence: the numbers range from about 500,000 (according to French sources) to as many as 1.5 million (according to some Algerian sources). This incredible violence was not confined to Algeria but spilled over to France, where Algerian immigrants (and French citizens of Algerian origin) were routinely the victims of state violence, including the notorious Paris Massacre of October 17, 1961, when the National Police attacked a pro-FLN demonstration and killed hundreds of people by beating them or throwing them into the Seine. The police préfet at the time, Maurice Papon, happened to have been a Vichy collaborator during World War II, participating in the deportation of about 1,600 French Jews to Nazi camps. After decades of denying the 1961 Paris Massacre, the French state finally admitted wrongdoing in 1998; that same year, Papon, who had enjoyed a long and thriving career in the higher echelons of the state, and thirty-seven years after he received the Legion of Honor from de Gaulle (in 1961, when he ordered the attack on the Algerian demonstrators), was finally tried and convicted for his war crimes during the Vichy years.8

We cannot get into all the details of what the colonial experience was like for people all over the world; in this sense, The Battle of Algiers is a stand-in for the broader historical phenomenon and the leadership it produced. We learn from it how colonialism worked in practice, how it was challenged, and how, eventually, it was ended. We learn about the price that people paid for their freedom, how much they sacrificed, and how they fought their colonizers. We also learn what the colonists were willing to do to hold on to their power and supremacy, and how they saw themselves as victims of hateful terrorists. The film is particularly good at showing the process of rationalizing horrific violence. Students are often frustrated by the escalation of bloodshed in the movie, the bloody tit-for-tat between the FLN and the French military, finding it difficult to understand why the two sides did not “negotiate,” why the Algerians did not adopt “nonviolence,” and why the French tortured FLN members and even killed Algerians who were supposedly under their protection.

These sorts of reactions are to be expected when we watch this film and study this history. But as we have seen already, even the most basic freedoms were not (or almost never) simply handed over. People had to fight for them, and they usually did so violently—and often they had to die for them. Nonviolence worked in some anticolonial circumstances; it did not work (or was not an option) in others. The goal was freedom from colonialism, not establishing superior virtue and pleasing future generations of educated westerners.

That is why we have to accept that anticolonial wars, including the one in Algeria, involved the use of methods and tactics that are always denounced by the powers that be as terrorism—illegitimate, gratuitous violence. In 1956, when the FLN began assassinating French policemen in Algiers, France was only two years removed from the defeat at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu and the “loss” of Indochina, their other colonial treasure. The French subsequently doubled down in Algeria and were not going to go anywhere without a fight, which they fully expected to win. Indeed, relinquishing Algeria was as inconceivable to French leaders in the 1950s as relinquishing Marseilles or Lyon would have been. Algeria was a part of France for them, even if they did not consider everyone there French.

The Algerian independence struggle was not merely about violence, however. On the global stage, especially at the United Nations (a far more exciting and consequential institution then than it is today), the FLN successfully leveraged Cold War pressures and the anti-imperialist currents of the era to their advantage; numerous scholars have shown the diplomatic effort that the Algerians engaged in to put pressure on the French through their allies, especially the United States, and how the Algerian struggle electrified anticolonial movements and sympathies across the globe.9

But it was clear from the start of their struggle that this soft power, as one might call it nowadays, was not enough. The FLN was never going to defeat the French merely by appealing to the international community. Nor would they defeat them militarily. Instead, they had to show a commitment to their cause, a willingness for both lethality and self-sacrifice, that would overcome the power and influence of the (declining but still dominant) French empire. They had to outlast their oppressors—by being warriors, rebels, and (sometimes) saints. But here we must acknowledge another factor that goes against our intuition, or wishful thinking, that what happens in history is all about leaders and their choices. The entire world was going through decolonization. Algeria was France’s rearguard battle, classical colonialism’s last gasp, and their war against the FLN came near the end of that global process. In the end, the momentum of that history, the pressure of the change happening everywhere, also proved too much for the French. In the end, the colonial presence in Algeria and the war against the FLN lost the support of the majority of the French public. Sometimes leaders are caught up in the winds of change, and there is little they can do except try to survive.

And yet the people in The Battle of Algiers did not know the end of the story, as we do, and the leaders shown in the film make choices that have stark life-and-death consequences. The film is at its best when it asks difficult questions—sometimes directly out of the mouths of the protagonists. At a press conference held upon the capture of an FLN leader, Ben M’hidi, the arrested insurgent is asked whether it is “cowardly” to send women and children to kill French civilians in Algiers with makeshift explosives hidden in baskets, and he retorts, “Doesn’t it seem to you even more cowardly to drop napalm bombs on defenseless villages? Of course, if we had your airplanes, it would be a lot easier for us. Give us your bombers, and you can have our baskets.”10

Later on, M’hidi apparently hangs himself in his jail cell (offscreen) rather than be further subjected to the torture (of the sort shown in a dramatic montage late in the movie) that the French military used to get information from the captured rebels (but also, it seems, to sadistically punish them for their intransigence). Asked at a press conference about the use of torture, Colonel Mathieu snappily reminds his audience that he is a soldier, and that he and his men were sent to Algiers by the French civilian authorities with the demand that they put down the Algerian insurgency, no matter the cost. He is forthright about what is the heart of the matter: “The FLN wants us to leave Algeria and we wish to stay. Should we stay in Algeria, yes or no? If you answer ‘yes,’ then you must accept all the consequences.”11 The implication here is clear: if you support your country’s right to hold another people in occupation or to defend itself from an uprising (or “terrorism,” depending on how one views the issue), or even if you would rather not think about the whole thing and just live your normal life, you will always be implicated in everything that your country is doing in your name.

Like Melville’s Army of Shadows, Pontecorvo’s film is less interested in the big-name leaders that most people have heard of, but rather in leaders on the ground, under unimaginable pressure, determined to prevail, willing to die. In this case, there is a double irony: the biggest name on the French side in the stories of both the French Résistance and the decolonization of Algeria is Charles de Gaulle. He had been the formal leader of the Résistance during World War II, and he dramatically reentered political life in 1958–1959 after the collapse of the French Fourth Republic (itself a result of the Algerian War). In the end was de Gaulle, who as French president formally brought an end to the French colonial presence in Algeria, effectively conceding defeat. But although de Gaulle is not the star of these movies, he is represented in them by the ironic fact that (as the French officer Mathieu points out in the film) some of the same people who had once fought the Nazis and the Vichy regime were, just a decade later, fighting against the Algerians’ attempt to gain their national liberation. But for the French leadership in the Algerian War, there was no contradiction: in both cases, in 1944 and 1957, they were fighting, in their eyes, in defense of their nation. For these French leaders, the FLN rebels were the enemy, in the same way that the Germans were the enemy in World War II. And at the end of the Battle of Algiers, they thought they had succeeded. Their counterinsurgency techniques (as today’s military jargon would phrase it) were so effective that the US Pentagon, during the tensest moments of the occupation of Iraq in August 2003, screened the film to its staff as a teaching tool.12

But treating the film as just a dry depiction of a conflict between insurgents and counterinsurgents misses its point. Winning the Battle of Algiers—a single confrontation and the opening round of a larger war—was, for the French, a Pyrrhic victory. They thought the Algerian uprising was killed. They were wrong. There was no military solution to what was a political, and moral, problem. Without giving too much of the film away, one of its main lessons for us is that leaders can win the battle but still lose the war. What mattered most was the ability of the Algerian rebels to identify their enemy and ultimately defeat it, even if victory came at a high cost and the authoritarian rule of the French in Algeria was eventually replaced by the authoritarian rule of the FLN. But that is another story for another book.

Algerian rebel leaders in 1956 identified their enemy as the French colonial authorities—and by extension, colonialism writ large. But in doing so, they had to choose their targets. In The Battle of Algiers, they started with policemen and escalated to civilians, in retaliation for French killing of Algerians. In a shocking sequence, with Morricone’s music pulsating in the background, a young Algerian woman who is on a mission to plant a bomb in a café in the European Quarter looks around her, and through her eyes we see the faces of the soon-to-be victims in their most innocent moments—a toddler eating an ice cream, a younger woman having a drink, an older bartender laughing. We are forced to contemplate what it really meant to fight entrenched colonialism. These innocent civilians were living in Algiers because of the colonial occupation, and their presence was the reason Algerians could not have their freedom and independence. From the perspective of the FLN, no one who was part of the French colonial project was “innocent.”

But as the film also shows, even before they began explicitly targeting the colonists, the Algerian anticolonial rebels identified a more basic, but elusive, enemy. This was the perceived enemy within: the mindset of people living under colonialism, generation after generation, who had been conditioned to accept this situation as permanent and to see their own submission and inferiority as something as natural as the sun rising in the east and setting in the west.

Some of them may have been opportunistic; colonialism was beneficial to them personally. Others were completely apolitical. People generally just try to survive. All major anticolonial struggles included an element of identifying those within the population who did not want a change in the status quo, which suited them fine, or those who feared what would happen once the colonial power was gone, or just didn’t care. The rebel leaders recognized that colonialism’s influence was deep and pervasive and could last long after the colonists were gone. The main internal problems the leaders of the Algerian revolt faced at first were the indifference, resignation, cynicism, and depression among their own people. They had to first transform their own community—by whatever means, including coercion—before they could take on the mighty French empire.

Early scenes in The Battle of Algiers show the gambling, drug use, alcoholism, prostitution, and other social ills linked to poverty and racism, which helped keep people in misery and subjugation. In one scene, a group of little children in the casbah (the film shows how central children were in the uprising; they did not have the luxury of growing up innocently) harass and beat up an older drunkard. The scene is disturbing, but its implication is that all Algerians, including children, would have to stamp out alcoholism and other vices from their society before they could be ready to fight for independence from French colonialism. This part of the anticolonial struggle, freeing the mind and the spirit as well as the land, was universal, including in different places that achieved their independence differently, whether in brutality or in tranquility. Of course, this path could (and did) also lead to autocracy and bigotry: often with the pretext of cleaning up their communities of crime and vice, many postcolonial regimes imposed dictatorships that replaced colonial repression with a different sort of repression—this one homegrown and “sovereign.”

About 2,500 miles south of Algiers, in Lagos, Nigeria, Fela Kuti made a name for himself during the 1970s as a popular musician. He was born in 1938, when Nigeria was a British colony, and he was twenty-two years old when, in 1960, at the height of the war in Algeria, Nigeria gained its independence. It was a more peaceful transition than Algeria’s. At the time, Fela was a student in London, seemingly on his way to a life of respectability. His family expected him to become a lawyer or a doctor. But he soon took a different path, one that would eventually make him public enemy number one in the eyes of his own government.

Fela Ransome-Kuti was born to a family that fit Westad’s description of colonized elites who absorbed the manners and culture of the imperial power but then rebelled politically, demanding independence. Fela’s father was an Anglican minister; his mother, Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, was a political force, a major figure of the Nigerian independence movement and a founder of Nigerian feminism. Fela described her, along with the Ghanaian pan-African leader Kwame Nkrumah, as his major inspiration. Like his siblings, Fela was supposed to become an established member of the professional and political elite of the country, post independence. They did. He too remained elite, but in a different way: he became the most famous musician in Africa. And yet Fela’s music was not the only reason for his impact and fame.

In 1969, Fela traveled to Los Angeles with his band, which specialized in highlife, the popular music in West Africa at the time. During his brief, turbulent, and life-altering stay in Southern California, he discovered the Black American struggle, especially the legacy of Malcolm X and the activism of the Black Panthers, who viewed themselves as Black nationalists rebelling against Western imperialism. He brought that vision (and a lot of American music) back with him to Nigeria. Starting in the early 1970s, Fela combined his pioneering musical vision with an antiestablishment temperament, informed by his anticolonial view of African culture. The music, which Fela dubbed “Afrobeat,” started out as a fascinating combination of African highlife, jazz, and the soul and funk of the Black American singer James Brown, and it evolved into a flamboyant social and political statement. The combination of exciting and innovative music, an outlandish lifestyle, and a trenchant critique of the country’s leaders earned Fela a mass following and made him a leader, one of the most significant—and unusual—that the anticolonial movement ever produced.

By the time my students encounter Fela Kuti, they have covered and discussed all sorts of leaders; they are used to seeing leaders in power, in social movements, in wars, and in business, dressed in suits or traditional attire, even a loincloth. But Fela is the first leader they see whose principal activities were playing and recording music and chain-smoking marijuana blunts, who preferred to dress in underwear, who lived with an unconventional family and entourage in a ramshackle sprawling compound, who slept most of the day and worked through the night. To some, Fela gives the impression of a cult figure, surrounded by acolytes, “married” to multiple women whom he calls the Queens, presiding over esoteric religious rites, expressing his views on diverse topics from sex to capitalism. But if we are to take leadership seriously as an art, not just as a craft or a profession, we should take a serious look at an artist as a public leader. Fela Kuti’s story can be understood not only in the specific context of Nigeria, or in the broader context of Africa, but also in the universal context of unconventional leadership with unexplored sources in unexpected places.

One can read about Fela, but the only way to grasp his appeal is to listen to his music and see (and hear) how he was in the flesh. Nothing that I write here will be able to convey his effect on people who saw and heard him perform in his prime. It is better to go to the source. When the 1982 documentary film Music Is the Weapon was made, Fela was in his early forties. By then, he had been a star for more than a decade and had released dozens of records. He was probably past his artistic zenith. But more strikingly—and this was the principal reason for most of the outside attention he got, including this documentary—he was already a longtime veteran of battles with the Nigerian authorities—or rather, of being attacked by them.13

Fela lived, worked, and performed among the poorest people of Lagos, in a working-class neighborhood without running water—even at the height of his success. In the film, Fela makes rambling but ambitious political statements, including his goal of becoming president of the country and running in the next election (the film was shot during the window of electoral opportunity that Nigeria had between 1979 and 1983, in between military juntas; predictably, Fela was not permitted to run). There is something jarring, and discombobulating, about hearing such grandiose words (“I will be president of this country”) from a man in his underwear, smoking marijuana, covered in scars from prison beatings, sitting on a raggedy chair in a modest compound. Fela shows impressive determination and energy for a man who had received such brutal treatment over so many years, but the film is only comprehensible when one learns about the trajectory of postindependence Nigeria and how Fela’s career fits in that history. From the perspective of Fela and his followers, postcolonial Nigeria was a story of disappointment and disillusionment, representative of much of the former colonial world, where freedom from colonialism did not herald a golden age of people power and African solidarity, as many of the anticolonial rebels hoped and fought for, but rather civil wars, state violence, and corrupt, jingoistic, and selfish regimes, sometimes covering themselves in patriotism and idealism, sometimes not even bothering to do that.14

Many African anticolonial leaders of the previous generation, women and men like Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti (born 1900) and Kwame Nkrumah (born 1909), had dreamed of a pan-African solidarity that would free the continent of colonial domination, avoid the ills of nationalism, unleash the full potential of African peoples, and, from a geopolitical perspective, avoid the Cold War struggle between the United States and the USSR, in which the two superpowers saw the continent, like much of the rest of the world, mainly as a battlefield over their spheres of influence and a source of material exploitation. But the global Cold War ravaged Africa, forcing newly independent nations into a deadly global conflict—along with exploitative economic systems—that had nothing to do with African realities and did little to help non-wealthy African people. “Not Capitalism, not Marxism…Africanism,” Fela says in Music Is the Weapon about what he wants for his country.

As a newly independent country, Nigeria had gotten off to a rocky start. The large gap in development between the south and the north of the country, and religious and ethnic divisions, both legacies of British colonialism, exploded into violence and civil wars. The most devastating was the Biafran War (1967–1970), which killed as many as 2 million civilians, most of them children who died of starvation. The main legacy of this gruesome conflict was a military that showed it was ready to commit genocide against its own people to preserve its power. In the 1970s, Nigeria, thanks to its size and revenue from its nationalized oil industry, became the most economically and politically important African nation, but aside from the growth of an ultra-rich class, the country remained autocratic, corrupt, dominated by the army, and dangerously violent, especially for its poorest citizens, the many millions of Nigerians who lived in squalor and did not benefit from the spoils of the country’s oil.

Nigeria’s situation in that era (and in many ways, today) will be familiar to many people around the world. There are autocratic regimes that rule by brute force, but it helps them when the official leader is someone with charisma and some connection to the people, and around whom the state ideology can be molded. Their enemy will be anything and anyone that threatens the prestige of the leader. It helps such regimes even more when the country has oil or some other lucrative product and they can control the distribution of profits, rewarding friends and supporters, creating a grateful group of self-interested oligarchs and other beneficiaries who help sustain the system. Nigeria was an authoritarian state, and it had oil profits to distribute as corruptly as it wished. Yet the country never had a charismatic authoritarian leader, like Nkrumah in Ghana or Léopold Sédar Senghor in Senegal or Julius Nyerere in Tanzania or Jomo Kenyatta in Kenya or Félix Houphouët-Boigny in the Ivory Coast or Ahmed Sékou Touré in Guinea. In the 1970s and 1980s, Fela was far more beloved by far more Nigerians than the country’s dismal, flavorless despots. The government—and especially the military—watched with fear and envy as Fela declared that his compound was the “Republic of Kalakuta,” independent of the Nigerian state; changed his name from Fela Ransome-Kuti (“Ransome” was a slave’s name, he stated) to Fela Aníkúlápó Kuti (Aníkúlápó means “warrior who carries death in his pouch”); behaved like a combination of a king and a man of the people, not above the law but outside of it; and called himself “the Black President.” He took the country’s youth by storm, making them dance and think simultaneously. Eventually, the authorities decided they had had enough of Fela. His popularity made him too much of a threat. In the 1970s and 1980s, even while he was a star and ceaselessly recording music, he was in and out of prison on various charges, often having to do with his marijuana use, which was still taboo (and illegal) in the country. His compound and performance “Shrine” (as he called it) were repeatedly attacked and destroyed, and he and his family and friends were beaten and jailed.

In 1976, in response to this harassment, Fela released his song “Zombie,” which mocked Nigerian soldiers as thuggish machines mindlessly following orders. Probably in retaliation for this savage recording, and as if to prove Fela’s point, on February 18, 1977, thousands of soldiers surrounded the Kalakuta Republic and viciously attacked it. Fela’s mother, Funmilayo, was in the commune at the time; she was seventy-six years old. In solidarity with her son, she had also changed her name from Ransome-Kuti to Aníkúlápó Kuti. Soldiers took the great woman of Nigerian independence and threw her out of the second-story window. She eventually died of her injuries, an event that shocked much of the public and from which Fela never recovered. He believed the soldiers were following the orders of the country’s military dictator at the time, Olusegun Obasanjo. In April 1979, on the one-year anniversary of her death, Fela and his entourage got a coffin and went to Nigeria’s military headquarters in Lagos, leaving the coffin at the gate for thousands of people to see. He told the story of the military’s attack, his mother’s death, and the delivery of the coffin in his scathing 1979 song “Coffin for Head of State,” which infuriated the authorities even more.15
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Even given what we know about Fela’s fame and the sort of leadership Nigeria had, there is something mystifying about the government’s treatment of him. What made him such a big threat to them? Nigeria is the largest country in Africa in terms of population (221 million people in 2022, which is about 18 percent of the total African population). It had a lucrative oil industry and the continent’s strongest military, and a growing place in the world economy. Fela, on the other hand, was a man with a saxophone, unarmed, largely undressed, performing and making records. He lived in a commune where instead of army barracks there was a free medical clinic and a recording studio. Fela talked about becoming president, but given Nigeria’s system, that was never a realistic proposition. Why, then, did such a man frighten the country’s generals and despots so much? Why did he become their enemy?
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The reality is that Nigerian authorities feared Fela because he possessed a weapon that they, with all their arms and soldiers and oil money and violence, could not match. Maybe that was their real problem with him: his ability to gain followers not through intimidation or propaganda but something more valuable and lasting. Fela said it explicitly: “Music is the weapon.” That was how he waged his rebellion. These autocrats were not in a position to appreciate Fela’s artistry. But they saw the effect that it had, and they knew he could stir people up in ways that they never could, no matter how much force they used or oil they extracted. When harnessed to a compelling message that resonates with people for profound reasons, the power of music can be irresistible—it becomes a weapon like no other.

The Nigerian authorities instinctively understood something that autocrats anywhere are quite quick to recognize and greatly fear: that Fela spoke the truth, and no amount of armor or oil could cover that up. They could not compete with Fela on his turf, so they tried to destroy his turf. One key to Fela’s popularity was not simply that he made outstanding music and had personal charisma. It was that he identified an enemy too, in a way that resonated with millions of people inside and outside Nigeria. By singing and recording his songs in Pidgin English, a creole language that is widely understood across Nigeria and the rest of West Africa, Fela was able to reach a large audience across tribal and linguistic lines, making it harder for the government to stymie his influence. His message, carried by the music, came through clearly: that even though the British were gone, colonialism still had a hold on the mindset of the people, and that independence had not given Nigerians (or most other Africans) true freedom. They were, as Fela saw it, still in chains.

Watching interviews with Fela, it is easy to get caught up in his outward flamboyance and dated machismo and thus not pay enough attention to what he was actually saying. Beyond all the self-aggrandizement, his claims carried weight, otherwise he would not have had such a large and loyal following, including many people who were prepared to pay dearly for their loyalty to him. It is also clear that he benefited from his connection to the country’s elite, and his family got him out of trouble more than once. But he did put his money where his mouth was. One of his most provocative points, one that might be particularly difficult to appreciate in our own day, is that while many people in the liberal Western world (in 1982) denounced apartheid South Africa because it was practicing racist white-on-Black state oppression, Nigeria was worse, because there Black Africans oppressed and abused other Black Africans, which Fela found more offensive and tragic.

What was probably most threatening for the authorities was that Fela always connected his critique to the ways that capitalism was hurting the Nigerian people: they had a government that, whether it was a dictatorship or a supposed electoral democracy, primarily served the country’s wealthiest few and the interests of multinational corporations, at the expense of the poor. For him, that was no better—and may have been even worse—than the formal, direct colonialism of the British, because the British were foreigners who had subjugated Africans. Now, it was Africans subjugating their own, for the benefit of the Western capitalists who were still exploiting the continent and reaping the spoils.

As if this were not enough, Fela extended his criticism to the broader culture of the country, and the continent, demanding to reclaim a traditional culture based on the Yoruba religion, rejecting both Christianity and Islam, which he saw as foreign and oppressive impositions, legacies of imperialism. Fela’s performances at the Shrine—attended by government officials, intellectuals, politicians, and diplomats, along with many young people—combined music, dancing, speeches, and his highly sexualized version of Yoruba rituals.

Fela is also an example of leadership that comes from unusual places. Not sociologically, since Fela had what we might call social capital: his education and family background set him up for stature and influence in a hierarchical society. But what makes him interesting to us, aside from the way he identified his enemy as lingering colonialism in a postcolonial world, is the fact that he was an artist, a musician, who was also a significant popular leader, even if his leadership was entirely informal and noninstitutional. It is precisely because of this combination that he became such an enemy to the authorities in his country, and why they were determined to destroy him. In the end, they may have succeeded, but only partially and indirectly. The self-proclaimed Black President spent his later years in exile or on the road, in deteriorating mental and physical health, until he died of complications from AIDS in August 1997; his heyday was long over, but an astounding 1 million people attended his funeral. Nigeria never became the place Fela hoped for, and if his intention was to transform the country politically, he failed. But his music, and influence, did not diminish. Political office was not in the cards for Fela, and perhaps not what he was meant to do—he made his mark as a leader in a different, more meaningful way.

As a leader, Fela certainly had the heft and the appeal. But he did not have the armed force. That left him vulnerable. His conflict with Nigeria’s military resembles other cases, several of them contemporaneous with his, of dictatorships cracking down on artists, especially popular musicians. When Augusto Pinochet and his military junta, with the assistance of the US government, violently overthrew Chile’s socialist and democratically elected President Salvador Allende in September 1973, one of the first things they did was arrest and imprison the popular folk singer Victor Jara, first breaking his hands so that he could not play the guitar, and then—because he kept on singing his favorite songs even during torture—murdering him and dumping his bullet-filled body in the street, then displaying it at the entrance of Chile Stadium in Santiago for everyone to see.

On the other side of the Pacific, the American bombing campaign that destroyed Cambodia toward the end of the Vietnam War led to the ascendancy of the Khmer Rouge, a murderous Maoist-inspired group determined to return Cambodian society to “Year Zero”; one of the first things they did, when they entered the capital Phnom Penh, was murder the stars of the country’s small but wonderful pop music scene of the 1960s, artists such as Sinn Sisamouth and Ros Serey Sothea. The military junta that toppled Brazil’s democratic government in 1964 (and stayed in power until 1985) despised the country’s young pop stars of the late 1960s, especially the Tropicália group. Unable to understand the playful lyrics or the inventive music of such ethnically and sexually ambiguous artists as Caetano Veloso, Gal Costa, and Gilberto Gil, and disturbed by their psychedelic style, the grim Brazilian generals saw them as an enemy, eventually imprisoning Gil and Veloso before forcing them into exile. Likewise, the vicious junta that took power in Argentina in 1976 (and remained until 1983) did the same to the popular singer Mercedes Sosa, marking her as an enemy, banning her from performing, and forcing her to leave the country for several years—she could only return when the junta was gone. These artists were not targeted by these regimes as enemies just because of their political views. They were punished, less or more severely, for having far more appeal than their autocratic rulers could ever muster.

The rebel leaders in The Battle of Algiers identified the enemy as the French colonial presence in Algeria. Fela Kuti identified the enemy as ongoing political, cultural, and spiritual oppression after British colonialism had officially ended in Nigeria. But what if even the harshest colonial or postcolonial rule covered up deeper and more insidious forms of oppression? For many people in the postcolonial world, national independence made no difference—and maybe made things worse. I am not referring to the few elites who may have lost privileges they had under colonialism, but to those whose bleak situation under colonialism remained bleak, and maybe got bleaker, after colonialism. A leader in an anticolonial context could stand up and say, it is not enough to rid ourselves of the colonial master. It is not enough to have national self-determination. Those things do not even matter if we do not solve the more fundamental problem we have: a civilization built on a foundation of entrenched hierarchy, with those at the bottom unable to rise up.

In pre-independence India, another colony of the British Empire—indeed, the so-called Jewel in the Crown of the British Empire—a debate about this issue raged between two leaders. Both of these leaders believed they were representing an oppressed people and were determined to fight on their behalf.16 But they had different positions about who was oppressed, and by what. There is a direct correlation between their positions and how famous they are today. One of them, Mahatma Gandhi, is a global celebrity. Show a picture of him, smiling and bespectacled in his wraparound dhoti, and any child will tell you his name. The other, B. R. Ambedkar, is little known outside India, though, like Gandhi, he remains a popular figure in India, for different reasons and largely among a different public. The debate between them was not only important for the history of India. At its heart are timeless questions for leaders: What does liberation really mean? And what is one liberating from?

Mahatma Gandhi was a man—many see him as a saint—of many, often contradictory views, symbolizing many things to many people, but he was before all else an Indian anticolonial nationalist leader. He believed in—and eventually gave his life for—the idea that all people of the Indian subcontinent, of all religions and backgrounds, were part of the same nation. Gandhi was an extraordinary man with all sorts of ideas about how people should live, what a society should look like, what an economy should be based on, and what political struggle should consist of, but this was the one principle upon which the others stood.

B. R. Ambedkar, the doctor (of letters), was an “untouchable,” an outcaste, who did not see himself or his people as part of the Indian nation; he didn’t even believe that there was an Indian nation. Instead, he saw his people, the untouchables, as a distinctive group that was the victim of hideous oppression. He did not believe that Indian self-rule would liberate his people. It wasn’t enough. He insisted that the Hindu caste system must be “annihilated” completely. When India did eventually become independent, Ambedkar did his best to protect the untouchables by helping to write a national constitution that guaranteed democratic protections and shunned the practice of caste. But caste was never annihilated. While eradicated in law, the practice continued (and continues today), and Ambedkar, disillusioned, eventually converted to Buddhism, the one religion that, in his view, had not been tainted by caste and untouchability.

To understand the debate between Gandhi and Ambedkar, which took place in a colonial context but still reverberates today, we first need to understand caste. That is a difficult task: only people who live through it can truly comprehend it. We all understand pecking orders. We know, from empirical research (contrary to propaganda), that chances for professional and financial success are correlated with birth and family. But basic notions of hierarchy do not convey the experience of caste. Many may have heard the term “Brahmins” and know it refers to the priestly caste, the highest in the caste system. Fewer have probably heard of the next three main groups in the strict caste hierarchy: Kshatriyas (the soldier caste), Vaishyas (the merchant caste), and Shudras (the servant caste). In reality, these are four broad groupings of a few thousand rigidly defined castes that people informally belong to (at least nominally). Untouchables are a fifth broad category, outside (or rather, below) the four-tier system. They are literal outcastes. But what does it mean to be born into a caste (or outcaste) that is inherited and permanent, and even though it is not enshrined in any law, dictates whom you marry, what you do for work, how you live and die, and is then passed on to your descendants?

For many people, caste is inescapable. This is especially true for the Dalits, as the so-called untouchables have been referred to since the 1970s. For many of these people, life is still what Ambedkar, nearly a hundred years ago, called a “veritable chamber of horrors,” and it has been that way since time immemorial. For those who adhere to caste, Dalits are lesser humans whose physical presence literally pollutes the ground on which they walk, the air they breathe, the water they drink. This is perhaps the aspect of caste that is the most difficult for those outside the caste system to understand: for those who practice caste, untouchability is a commandment that must be physically enforced. Although the origins of the caste system are rooted in ancient history and mythology, the consequences for the Dalits today are very real. They have a special role in upholding the caste system: even though they are not quite part of it, or maybe because of that, they give meaning to those who are.17

A much more positive view of the caste system is that it is a genius structure that has given Indian society flexibility, resilience, and connectivity. According to this view, which Gandhi also expressed, caste is not supposed to be hierarchical at all, just harmonious and even beautiful. Not surprisingly, in India as elsewhere, it is those at the top (or at least not at the bottom) of the social hierarchy who tend to have a romantic view of the civilization that put and keeps them there, or who claim that they don’t see discrimination and can’t understand why anyone else would. The equivalent in the United States were white people who claimed that Jim Crow—a system based on hierarchy, separation, and discrimination—was orderly and harmonious.

Today, the Dalits in India (euphemistically known to the bureaucracy as the “scheduled castes”) are citizens. They are, in principle, protected by the country’s constitution. That, to a large extent, is the joint doing of Gandhi and Ambedkar. But it is not what Ambedkar originally wanted. He will always have a place in the national pantheon as the “Father of the Indian Constitution,” and that is the historical role assigned to him by the country’s education system. The Indian Constitution is a progressive and impressive document as these things go, enshrining democracy in a country historically marked by divisions and conflicts, mainly between Hindus (the majority), Muslims (the sizable minority), and other religious groups. Democracy in India has held so far, despite many low points in its checkered past.18 For several decades it was dominated by the dynastic Congress Party (the Nehru-Gandhi family), which occasionally veered into flat-out authoritarianism, as during the so-called emergency of the mid-1970s, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended civil liberties.19 More recently, India’s democracy has been made fragile, as elsewhere in the world, by wholesale privatization and the rise of a free-for-all market economy, dominated by a few large corporations and featuring astounding technological innovation and economic development on the one hand and unimaginable gaps between the wealthiest few and the masses of poor people on the other.20

The largest democracy in the world (as many Indians justifiably boast), a nuclear power neighbored by such hostile nuclear powers as Pakistan and China, has been under growing internal threat from a Hindu nationalism that, historically, rejects the ecumenical basis of India’s constitutional democracy, insisting on the primacy of Hinduism and the foreignness of Islam and other religions in the country’s history. India’s prime minister since 2014, Narendra Modi of the Bharatiya Janata Party, is originally a product of this right-wing, nationalistic ideological universe, generally known as Hindutva, which appears firmly in control of the country’s politics today.21 And there are parts of India where people might strongly doubt that they are living in a democracy at all—as in Kashmir, the state bordering Pakistan, where Muslims make up the overwhelming majority of the population and many of the people consider themselves to be under Indian military occupation.

The Indian state does not keep data on caste membership because caste is not a formally recognized category, but people know where they belong, and where everyone else does, too. An estimated 25 percent of the population—between 300 and 400 million people—are Dalits. The government and the Indian Civil Service have sections devoted to their interests and welfare. Affirmative action programs in India are designed to help the Dalits, with reserved spots in higher education, for example (these, predictably, often arouse the fury of upper-caste Indians who feel victimized by such measures). There are also social and institutional pipelines in the country that have given some Dalits access to influence and even power—the civil service and the military, most notably. India has even had a Dalit president (K. R. Narayanan, 1997–2002) and a Dalit chief justice (K. G. Balakrishnan, 2007–2010), though Dalits remain severely underrepresented in the judiciary, which means that justice is rarely served for crimes against them. Politicians of various stripes, especially the so-called populist parties, court Dalits, hoping to get their votes.

But individual success stories, and the vagaries of politics, do not negate the reality that caste in India still aligns neatly with professions, education, and, crucially, economic status. Dalits as a group are by far the poorest and least educated part of the population, doing the menial and degrading jobs no one else will, and subject to regular brutality, especially gender violence.22 As the Indian author Arundhati Roy bluntly tells us (drawing on India’s National Crime Records Bureau), “Every day, a crime is committed against a Dalit by a non-Dalit every sixteen minutes; every day, more than four Untouchable women are raped by Touchables; every week, thirteen Dalits are murdered.… In 2012 alone… 1,574 Dalit women were raped… and 651 Dalits were murdered.”23

Roy points out that unlike racism in the United States, or in former apartheid South Africa, “casteism” is not color-coded (“color” is how many Americans, for example, tend to understand social difference and diversity). Thus, while Indians themselves immediately intuit who belongs to what caste and usually treat each other accordingly, westerners are generally blind to these differences: to many of them, all Indians, no matter who they are or where they come from, including the most elite Brahmins, represent “diversity.”

Additionally, some upper-caste Indian scholars, and their Western friends in elite academia, have argued that caste as Indians know it today was practically a British colonial invention, entrenching a hierarchy, for administrative and divide-and-conquer purposes, that was hardly present in Indian society before the British colonizers showed up.24 Perhaps not surprisingly, that theory, which is flattering to upper-caste Hindus because it absolves them of responsibility for the worst parts of contemporary casteism, is especially pervasive on the Hindutva right, which both champions the upper castes and sees itself as continuing the anticolonial tradition. Ambedkar, who knew better, had no time for this narrative. He understood caste, and untouchability, as an Indian responsibility, with a history that predates the arrival of the white man and his burden.

Some leaders have to come a long way. As a young child in the 1890s, Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar had the typically bleak untouchable experience: He was prohibited from covering his upper body, forced to tie a broom to his waist so that it would sweep the “polluted” ground behind him as he walked to and from school, and made to sit on a gunny sack outside the classroom, ignored by the teachers. He was also prevented from drinking water like the other children—instead, a peon had to pour water from above directly into his mouth, and if the peon was not there, little Bhimrao Ramji, like the other untouchable children, just didn’t drink water—in a region, Madhya Pradesh in central India, where temperatures might reach 46 degrees Celsius (115 degrees Fahrenheit) in May. Yet Ambedkar was one of the lucky ones. One teacher recognized his brilliance, and his journey to learning—and leadership—began.

After graduating from high school and college in Bombay, Ambedkar was able to attend Columbia University in New York City and the London School of Economics as a scholarship student. He was one of only a few Indians (let alone untouchables) at the time to do so. He studied law, economics, and philosophy (at Columbia, he studied with the great pragmatist philosopher John Dewey), and earned a total of three master’s degrees and two doctorates—he was reportedly the first Indian to get a PhD in economics in the West. His rigorous research on the caste system formed the basis of a scathing critique that he would eventually develop in his 1936 book The Annihilation of Caste.25

Everywhere in the world, there are people who come from the most marginalized and brutalized parts of society yet achieve individual success. Maybe they were appointed to their nation’s supreme court or even elected president. Maybe they became the CEO of a profitable corporation. They see themselves as living proof that people, no matter where they come from, can always shape their own destinies. Some of them become cheerleaders or foot soldiers for the establishment that allowed a few, like them, through the cracks, and like to scold those left behind for not pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. Ambedkar was not such a person. He understood that he was an exception that confirmed the rule—and that even his success had limits. He devoted his public career not to the institutions that allowed him access to elite circles but to the community from which he came and that remained downtrodden. Given the persistence of caste in India, Ambedkar could never escape untouchability even as a senior academic and jurist, and he continued to undergo indignities from upper-caste colleagues (for instance, his fellow professors objected to his drinking from the same water jug). Ambedkar was a fierce foe of caste, but even as a leader of the untouchables his goal was broader, extending to women, workers, and other minorities: it was about freedom from subjugation and discrimination. It was to never accept, even in the name of nationalism or tradition, not just untouchability but the mere idea of an inherent inequality between different groups of people.

Gandhi’s priorities, prerogatives, and positions—and the enemy he identified—were different. As an anticolonial leader fighting for self-rule (swaraj) in an extremely complex environment, Gandhi faced a distinctive challenge, one that collided directly with Ambedkar’s position. The British empire had been settled deeply in India since the middle of the nineteenth century. It was far from obvious that there was even such a thing as one Indian nation. Gandhi’s quest was to get hundreds of millions of people, who for centuries and even millennia had rigidly divided themselves up into castes and religious groups and felt that they had nothing to do with each other, perhaps even despised and battled each other, to see themselves as one people who together should win independence. How does a leader extend a national identity to entire groups of people whose loyalty to the national community came long after their loyalty to their caste or religion? The subsuming of other loyalties and identities into loyalty to, and identification with, the nation is the central story of nationalism. It was Gandhi’s project—and it was not an easy one.

Born a Vaishya, that is, into the “merchant” caste, Gandhi was not from the top of the caste structure, but he did not face the same obstacles as Ambedkar. As Arundhati Roy shows in her work The Doctor and the Saint, Gandhi was ambiguous about caste. She provides various quotes in which he extolls the caste system as a glue holding society together while rejecting its hierarchy; this view of caste, as a lovely way for people to know their roles in life while pretending that, say, a tech billionaire and a sewage cleaner are equals, is still a popular view. Gandhi even came up with the term Harijan for the untouchables (“People of God,” often translated more condescendingly as “Children of God”) and always made a deliberate show of eating with untouchables, hugging and kissing them, attending their marriages, as his way of combating untouchability. Starting in 1921, the year he became the leader of the Indian National Congress, when he was fifty-two, he made a dramatic sartorial shift, trading his coat pant and hat (from his days as a lawyer in South Africa, where he spent twenty-one years) for traditional wraparound cloths (dhoti), to identify with the rural poor. These gestures were meaningful, given how powerfully people believed in and were attached to caste, and they served their political purpose—to demonstrate to all the Hindus that untouchables were an inalienable part of the nation. Ambedkar, for his part, wore British-style three-piece suits his whole adult life. A dhoti was not an option for him (though it was for other, less westernized untouchable leaders). He did not feel he had that privilege. Deliberately dressing like a poor person is usually something only a leader who is not poor can afford to do.

At the political level, the debate between Gandhi and Ambedkar over caste was not theoretical but over how to address it concretely as the Indian independence movement gained momentum. Ambedkar demanded that the “depressed classes” (as the British labeled the untouchables) be granted a sort of political autonomy, a separate constituency, so that they could have their own electorate. He argued that it would guarantee that the interests of the untouchables would be represented no matter what, by people that they as a group wanted to see representing them. As long as caste and untouchability existed, Ambedkar argued, untouchables should not be absorbed into the general electorate, where they would always remain a weak, divided, and vulnerable minority.
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Mahatma Gandhi in a gathering with untouchables, Mumbai, India, 1926 
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Gandhi had already accepted, grudgingly and sadly, a similar provision for Muslims, Sikhs, and other religious groups, knowing that having separate electorates was the only way (at the time) to keep them within the unified Indian independence movement (in the end, Gandhi was unable to prevent the violent partition that created two separate countries in 1947, India and Pakistan, and killed 1 to 2 million people). But when it came to the untouchables, Gandhi put his foot down. He would simply not accept that they be treated as a separate electorate. My own impression is that this did not stem from any strongly held belief on Gandhi’s part about the sanctity of caste, or even on the need for Hindus to change themselves and learn to reject untouchability, as Gandhi insisted. He claimed that if given their own electorate, the untouchables would remain mired in misery, unprotected, isolated further. But my sense is that Gandhi saw these matters through the lens of the independence struggle and believed that it could only succeed, with the entirety of the Indian people dragged into self-determination, if Hinduism and its principles were included. Without Hinduism, and thus also caste, the people would not be able to pull off what Gandhi hoped they could and believed they should. Gandhi believed that caste—along with the mere existence of the untouchables, which upheld the logic of the caste system—was central to that. The way Gandhi saw it, if the untouchables had a separate electorate, that would effectively mean the breakup of Hinduism, and consequently, the end of the national independence movement.

In 1932, when Gandhi was languishing in the Yerwada Jail in Poona, India (one of the many times the British authorities threw him in prison for his nonviolent resistance to their rule), British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald announced that his government would award the untouchables a separate electorate, as Ambedkar demanded. Gandhi announced that he would never accept this, and after a few weeks he began a hunger strike. In posterity, this was presented as a heroically inclusive act on Gandhi’s part, reflecting his deeply held view that the untouchables were equal to all other Hindus and all other Indians, a principle for which he was willing to starve himself. In reality, given the reverence with which so many Indian people held Gandhi, the fast was a form of blackmail on Ambedkar, putting him under unfathomable pressure. At that moment, Ambedkar faced a stark and cruel choice as a young leader of the most downtrodden people in India. He had to weigh the long-term political interest of his own public against Gandhi’s life, knowing full well that if Gandhi died, he, Ambedkar, would be held responsible, and that the untouchables would likely be blamed collectively for the demise of Gandhi and subjected to punitive violence. Ambedkar made the fateful, painful decision to step back from his demands, reluctantly agreeing to abandon the idea of the separate electorate. Instead, 148 seats were reserved for the depressed classes in the legislature of the British Indian government.

A lot of things happened between then and now, but there is a direct path all the way from the Poona Pact to the present. Both men’s legacies as leaders remain. Gandhi’s insistence on keeping the untouchables in the general electorate essentially bound them to the caste system and the Hindu religion and thus to the Indian national project. He rejected (forever) their attempt to define themselves as a separate political group, although he devoted his time thereafter to trying to eradicate untouchability and convince his fellow Indians that there should be no formal hierarchies or divisions among them. Gandhi’s gamble was that only by keeping the untouchables within Indian society, and the Hindu world, could untouchability be eradicated—by Hindus themselves.26 Ambedkar never accepted that gamble and wanted untouchables to determine their own fate—in essence, to leave Hindu society entirely. Eventually, Ambedkar left as an individual, and many untouchables followed him.

Some might say that Ambedkar’s surrender to Gandhi in 1932 meant the death of the untouchables’ last chance at true liberation. Everything that Ambedkar did for the untouchables thereafter, and that others have done for them since he has been gone, merely tweaked a system that condemned the Dalits to being locked forever at the bottom of humanity. The episode reveals that even the greatest leaders can only go so far. Ambedkar told the truth. But he was not ruthless enough to see Gandhi starve himself to death.

Beyond the political battle between Gandhi and Ambedkar in the anticolonial context, the debate over caste—and specifically, the clash over the Dalit electorate question that led to the Poona Pact—raises the question of how leaders identify their enemy. We tend not to think of Gandhi in such a “negative” sense because his image is so compelling and appealing to people who associate him with nonviolence and vegetarianism and modesty, but he was a significant leader because the list of his enemies was so daunting: Gandhi, from his perspective, was combating internal divisions, conflicts, and hierarchies as much as he was the British Empire. That is why his anticolonialism consisted of a wide array of propositions for a better society and why he engaged with so many thinkers around the world.27 It is why he was so widely admired—beyond the superficial reasons—by so many leaders all over the globe who considered him a role model.

But in his quest for national independence, Gandhi was essentially demanding that people at the bottom of the caste hierarchy accept their place there and even celebrate it as part of their role in upholding the civilizational pillars, as he saw it, of the entire Indian independence movement. He insisted that there would be no more caste hierarchy, but even he must have known that no one at the top of a social pyramid ever truly gives up their place there. To Gandhi’s insistence that Dalits are an essential part of the Indian national project and should join the national independence movement before untouchability was eradicated, Ambedkar’s answer was, “That’s absurd.” No one, Ambedkar strongly believed, should be made to accept their own oppression as a condition for the national liberation of a larger group. First accept us as your equals as human beings and as Indians. Then you can ask us to participate in your struggle against British colonialism.

Ambedkar was part of the Indian independence struggle by default because he was a leader of a large part of the colonized population, but it was a distinctive group subjected to the most horrific sort of internal oppression. As a leader of the untouchables, he was trying to negotiate what sort of condition they would have should India become independent. Without the annihilation of caste, Ambedkar concluded, there would be no liberation for the untouchables. Anticolonial nationalism was not his messiah and national independence was not the solution to his people’s oppression. Even worse, they were being asked—pressured, in fact—to sacrifice their aspiration for equality in the name of national self-determination. But for Ambedkar, colonialism was not the main enemy—oppression itself was.

One final issue that comes up when we examine Gandhi and Ambedkar, as well as other leaders we have seen in this book, has to do with fame and reputation. Gandhi’s name (like his appearance) is universally known, and he remains a global celebrity seventy-five years after he was murdered. Ambedkar, on the other hand, is nearly anonymous outside India. There are several reasons for this, but one is that we have been conditioned, especially in the postcolonial era, to think of leadership and freedom in the former colonial world almost exclusively in national terms, which is what Gandhi ultimately represents, whereas Ambedkar was the leader of a social group within a national context, which means that he will remain obscure to most people outside that nation, who might not even be aware of the oppression in question. When we look back at the leadership of Gandhi and Ambedkar, and revisit the debate between them, one lesson is not to necessarily avoid admiring iconic leaders but to always examine why we admire them, whether we should admire them, and if we admire them for the right reasons. Another lesson is that we should always ask why one leader gets fame and glory and the other leader does not. Gandhi and Ambedkar were both warriors, though they fought different wars against different enemies. They were both rebels, though the targets of their rebellions were not the same. They were both saints, in a way, willing to make huge personal sacrifices for the sake of what they considered the greater good. They are both hugely important, though not equally famous. We will find in the next chapter that there is a correlation between a leader’s fame, and legacy, and the enemy she identified and fought against.
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CHAPTER 8

The Leaders Who Made Our World—and the Leaders Our World Needs

We like to think of important leaders as leaving a legacy. Presumably, their legacies would be positive: A warrior who helped liberate her people. A rebel who fought a corrupt dictatorship. A saint who displayed selfless virtue. There are many such examples, and they are sometimes the subject of the sort of hero-worshipping biographies I picked on at the start of this book. But we ought to take legacy seriously. It means that a leader had an impact on people, made a difference, is remembered as meaningful, and—as we saw in the previous chapter—identified and then battled against important enemies. What we might disagree about is whether a leader’s legacy is positive or negative. (For some, it will be one or the other; for others, it will be a mix.) My students find the question especially significant when we consider leaders who helped make the world the way it is today, and when we decide which past leaders might serve as role models for how to make the world better.

We seem to always be in search of a transformational leader. In popular parlance, “transformational” is a good thing. When we speak of a “transformational leader,” we tend to mean a leader who created profound positive change. But the term is, in fact, neutral. It can mean either good or bad. Our definition will depend not simply on what the leader did, but on what we think about what the leader did. There is no better example of this than Margaret Thatcher.

The Iron Lady, as Thatcher was known in her heyday (it was a nickname she liked), was probably the most influential political leader of her generation—not just in Britain but in the world. She was also one of the most controversial and polarizing. No Western leader, perhaps since FDR, was prouder of the enemies she made. Those who lived through her era as British prime minister seem to either worship or loathe her, rarely anything in between. Thatcher won three national elections and left not only her country but much of the world in a completely different state than it was when she started out. The changes that she created became, in many ways, permanent. In Britain, her most immediate legacy was that even the Labour Party became Thatcherite, selecting as its leader Tony Blair, who dubbed the party “New Labour” and, after becoming prime minister in 1997, built on many of her policies, especially where it came to privatization of public companies and services. But Thatcher’s influence stretches further, and goes deeper, than just Britain. We live in a world she helped make, and that came straight out of her vision. She was nothing if not transformational.

“Thatcherism” is not just an ideology or a political path but an entire worldview. It is not just about how one views the economy or society or politics, but about what makes humans function. To this day, whether we are aware of it or not, on questions such as how we govern, how we run our economy, and how we see the relationship between business and governance, between the economy and society, between citizens and the state, and between people themselves, we still take positions in favor of or against what Thatcher stood for.

Americans often talk of the “Reagan Revolution,” in reference to Ronald Reagan, who was elected president in 1980, shortly after Thatcher began her tenure in Britain. Reagan governed with more or less the same priorities and political temperament as Thatcher and helped create sweeping change in American society and the wider world. There are many names for their overlapping political and economic project; one of them (which does not capture its full impact) is “neoliberalism.” In broad strokes, it included privatizing public services (so that the private sector increasingly took over the roles previously held by the state), crushing the power of labor unions, dismantling the remnants of socialism (in Britain) and the New Deal (in the United States), favoring the wealthy by treating them as “job creators” and claiming that their windfalls would “trickle down,” as neoliberal propagandists claimed, to the masses. These fantastical ideas about the economy were mixed with heightened nationalism and ramping up of the Cold War, with a renewed resolve to bring down the Soviet bloc and “defeat communism.” This meant increased militarization and spending on “defense,” with more proxy wars, and sometimes direct wars.

According to some scholars, Thatcherism was a combination of economic libertarianism and statist power. When it came to the material needs of people, especially the working poor and unemployed, the state was scarcely to be found, and people were expected to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. When it came to policing, surveillance, and political decision-making, the state became more authoritarian and powerful than ever.

An additional element of Thatcherism (and Reaganism) was a kind of social conservatism and return to so-called traditional family values, a backlash against many of the civil rights and women’s rights struggles of the 1960s and 1970s. Thatcher talked a lot about being a woman who could do things no man could, but these were just cute slogans: she did not seem to believe that any woman aside from her should be in a position of power and responsibility. The official group photo of her first cabinet, from 1979, is striking—she is in the center of the picture, with her blue dress, distinctive hairdo, and pearls, clearly the boss, surrounded exclusively by men who look nearly identical, with the same complexion (gray), hair color (gray), suit color (gray), educational background (gray), and submissive vibe. But perhaps even more striking is the photo of Thatcher’s final cabinet, from 1988, nine years later: Thatcher’s dress is now gold, but around her there are still only men, still gray and interchangeable. For her part, while Thatcher remained steadfast in her refusal to promote women, she was also given to performative displays of traditionally gendered domesticity, doing laundry, cooking, and unpacking her husband’s suitcase when they traveled.
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British prime minister Margaret Thatcher with her first cabinet, June 21, 1979 

(Keystone Press)





Thatcher was a Conservative, but (to paraphrase the late historian Tony Judt) she was not really conservative.1 Small c conservatives in Britain and Europe were among the leaders who, after World War II, put in place such things as the welfare state, universal health care, public spending on infrastructure, and a social safety net (in our day, some American elites compare asking for these things to wanting “a pony,” and sometimes the people who suggest that we do these things are described as far-left extremists). But these genuine conservatives did these things, in their various war-torn European countries, not because they wanted socialism or loved equality but because they wanted to conserve the social order. They knew, from harsh experience—and as FDR had understood in the 1930s—that societies can quickly descend into violence, hatred, and even war if the basic material needs of the people are not met and they feel that their lives are degraded for the sake of an undeserving few. Fascism thrived when the social fabric was weakened and solidarity disappeared. Even more frightening for these true conservatives was the prospect of a communist revolution. These were the same rationales European national leaders had for the creation of the European Common Market, which later developed into the European Union.

Thatcher, in her earlier days in British politics, was a supporter of the European project; she later became a so-called Euroskeptic, in a premonition of the Conservative Party’s eventual embrace of Brexit under the ineptitude of her political heirs. However, as Judt pointed out, in several important respects she was not a conservative but a radical—intent on getting rid of many of the things that her conservative predecessors had fought to implement. There were signs of her political proclivities early on—as the education secretary for Edward Heath’s Conservative government in the early 1970s she proposed eliminating the provision of free milk to schoolchildren ages seven to eleven in state-funded elementary schools. Her critics gave her the moniker “Maggie Thatcher, Milk Snatcher,” but this almost cartoonish, cruel bit of austerity politics on her part did not derail her career; rather, even though she pulled back this specific proposal, it gave people a taste of things to come.2
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Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher with her cabinet, January 26, 1988

(PA Images)





Thatcher’s death in 2013, at eighty-seven, elicited powerful emotional reactions, both positive and negative. As we have seen, after the assassination of Rafael Trujillo in 1961, film crews captured two simultaneous reactions in the streets of Santo Domingo (then called Ciudad Trujillo): joy and grief, people either dancing or weeping (sometimes the same people). These mixed feelings are to be expected when a dictator of thirty-one years is suddenly gone. But such a reaction is not typical for a leader who had not been in power for twenty-three years. The Economist, whose outlook on the world is unthinkable without Thatcher, mourned (on its cover) the death of a “Freedom Fighter.” By this, the editors meant that Thatcher fought for people’s freedom from the menace of socialism, the tyranny of state-run economies, and the pernicious idea that our world should be ruled by anything other than unfettered financial markets. The other way Thatcher was a freedom fighter, per the Economist (and similar voices), was as a Cold Warrior who (supposedly) helped bring down the Soviet Union and end its dominion in Eastern Europe.3 Thatcher’s admirers also credit her with ending the nasty military junta in Argentina by routing them in the 1982 Falklands War, in which she showed her willingness to fight to keep what was left of Britain’s overseas possessions (and rescued her political prospects at home after a lackluster economic performance). Thatcher otherwise was quite fond of Latin American military dictators; she was, for example, a warm friend to Chile’s Augusto Pinochet, who kept socialists at bay by disappearing and murdering them, and who imported her preferred neoliberal economic policies.4

But what the Economist and others like them loved most of all about Thatcher was what she did at home, to the beleaguered British people. As they saw it, she ended a long era of stagnation, laziness, unproductive industries, and social decay; she modernized the economy by putting almost all state assets up for sale, defeating pesky trade unions and putting an end to their outsize power, championing entrepreneurship and the financial sector, and creating the economic and social landscape Britain still has today. Still, perhaps Thatcher’s most significant accomplishment goes beyond politics and policy. It is psychic. Her ideas were not original, and she came to power on a wave of neoliberal enthusiasm. Even as she was forging her way and changing the world, in Machiavellian fashion, she was also a product of Marx’s “circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.” She helped popularize the so-called monetarist theories of the Austrian-British economist Friedrich von Hayek, a hero to economic libertarians but little known to most of the public. Thanks to Thatcher, these ideas reverberate in simplified form in today’s discourse more than that of any other leader I can think of. In a 1987 interview with Woman’s Own magazine, Thatcher made a statement whose essence was that there was “no such thing” as society—only individuals and families. This notion not only caught on; in many ways, it governs our world. Many people, even some who object to Thatcher’s politics, think of themselves primarily as individuals. They are hostile to the idea of solidarity and the notion of common good, believing such things will come at their expense and represent a potential form of totalitarianism. Their main motivator is competition with others, and they are persuaded that this is a function of human nature, not an ideological prerogative set from above. The ideas Thatcher pushed for that were seen as extreme in her day are taken today as articles of faith. And, perhaps most important for all who care about representation and diversity in leadership, she did these things as a woman in a man’s world.

But then there was another kind of reaction to Thatcher’s death. It was startling to see in real time. It was the polar opposite of the cover of the Economist. Throughout Britain, groups of people, mostly young, took to the streets in what can only be described as joyous celebration. They popped open champagne bottles, danced and partied, held up signs with words such as “pure evil,” and sprayed graffiti that said such things as “Iron Lady? Rust in Peace” and “The Lady Is NOT Returning.” They likened Thatcher’s demise to that of the Wicked Witch of the East early on in The Wizard of Oz (1939), after which the Munchkins sing “Ding Dong! The Witch Is Dead.” Famous people immediately told stories about how Thatcher’s policies had ravaged lives and communities. The legendary Scottish football manager Alex Ferguson angrily recounted the neglect he saw at the defunded public hospital where his mother died.5 The English filmmaker Ken Loach mockingly suggested that Thatcher’s state funeral be privatized, since “it’s what she would have wanted.”6

These sorts of reactions to Thatcher’s death elicit divided responses from students, irrespective of how well-acquainted they are with Thatcher or her politics. Some see misogyny, suspecting that a male leader, with equivalent politics, might not get such a vicious reaction. But it is also true that there was no male leader equivalent to Thatcher—not even Reagan, who never wielded quite the same influence, with the sense of world-historical importance, as she did. This was partly because he was less weighty as an intellectual influence (and, during his second term in office, in obvious cognitive decline). Others might not be troubled at all, but sympathetic: as they see it, these people are from communities that Thatcher’s policies targeted and hurt. Their joy, according to this view, is not ugly but understandable, even justified, the product of decades of hardship, anger, and sadness, and the feeling that a leader who condemned your people to misery is no longer alive.

Perhaps the biggest factor in how we will feel at the sight of young people jumping for joy at a former prime minister’s death has to do with the respect we afford our leaders. Imagine, for example, that you happened to meet, at some event, a leader that you despise politically but do not know personally (and who is not from the same social circle as yours). How would you behave? Most people (including me) would revert to respectability and protocol, shake hands at least, maybe even exchange pleasantries. Others might be impolite, maybe even say some choice words. That would be awkward, even rude. But would it be disrespectful? Should we always show deference to leaders? Should leaders get our automatic respect, or do they need to earn it? Should you respect your leaders even when they clearly do not respect you or the group you belong to? How you answer these questions is a good indication not just of how polite you are, but probably also of how much of an authoritarian you are—temperamentally, at least. With Thatcher, there is almost no middle ground. Those contradictory reactions were not just to a memory, or to the death of an important leader. They were reactions to the present. We live in Thatcher’s world. What we think of her, how we react to her death, says a lot about what we think of the world today. For the young people celebrating her demise, Thatcher is to blame for much of what they believe is currently wrong with the world. For the Economist and much of the establishment, Thatcher is responsible for most of what they consider good in the world today.

Every so often, popular culture conjures up a product that provides an intriguing view into the past; one example is the Netflix series The Crown. Ostensibly a (somewhat sensationalized and glamorizing) dramatization of the life and times of Queen Elizabeth II and her neurotic family, it takes a wider view of the social and political history of Britain, and it can occasionally be insightful regarding leadership. It is sad to contrast the Britain under such leaders as Winston Churchill, Clement Attlee, Harold Macmillan, and Harold Wilson—men with differing viewpoints who were nevertheless all capable of identifying and tackling genuine national problems—with today’s Britain of Brexit and its leaders, who are the products of the same few elite schools and seem incapable of telling simple truths to the British people. Their incompetence seems even more stunning when considering that the nation once possessed an empire so vast that it was said that the sun never set on it.

Britain’s imperial past haunts it to this day, in ways that will be familiar to the French, whose country possessed the only other global empire of comparable scope. The story of Britain after World War II is a mix of recovery and decline. Cities and industries were rebuilt after their wholesale wartime devastation, but the empire—with the exception of the Commonwealth—was largely gone. Immigration from former colonies transformed the country’s demographics and culture. The so-called special relationship with the United States was not an equal one; Britain was the largest beneficiary of the US post–World War II Marshall Plan. Like other former major European powers, it had to adapt to a new world dominated by the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. In 1976, after years of Conservative and Labour governments switching hands, Britain reached a reputational low point when James Callaghan’s Labour government was forced to borrow $3.9 billion ($20.6 billion in 2023) from the IMF—the sort of thing we would associate with undeveloped countries—to stabilize its currency during the Sterling Crisis of that year.

In the 1960s and 1970s, Britain’s most notable contribution to the world may well have been its youth culture, with the capital’s reputation as “Swinging London,” in film, fashion, and especially music; starting with the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, most of the world’s biggest pop and rock stars were English. James Bond films, a multidecade phenomenon, provided a lavish escapist fantasy, set in an imaginary world where Britain was still geopolitically Great, manifested in the ingenious gadgetry and sexual conquests of a suave, manly protagonist on Her Majesty’s Secret Service, with nine lives and a license to kill. Back in reality, aside from its aristocracy and landed gentry, most of Britain’s people counted on basic social and public needs, a safety net, and a full economy with subsidized industries and robust trade unions. Institutions like the National Health Service (still standing and popular today, despite years of government austerity and fantasies about privatizing it) were designed to help prevent the sort of societal collapse that had afflicted Europeans in the 1930s. For the working class, it meant that the sacrifices of World War II would be rewarded with steady employment and a stable way of life, handed down in communities throughout the country from parents to children, one generation after another.

To Thatcher, this so-called postwar consensus, which Conservative and Labour prime ministers had long accepted, was unacceptable—and intolerable. One of her most impactful actions as prime minister was her bitter battle, in 1984 and 1985, with the National Union of Mineworkers. Thatcher’s government decided that the mining sector, having ceased to be profitable, needed to be shuttered and the miners redirected to new occupations, mainly entrepreneurship, for which few people are suited. For her supporters, this policy made complete sense, and the miners were fighting a rearguard battle to preserve something that was no longer economically viable. For her critics, aside from having different ideas about what the economy should look like, it was not only the closing of the mines and the defeat of the miners’ union that mattered, but Thatcher’s obnoxious way of doing it—with open disdain toward unemployed and poor people, calling them things like “moaning minnies” and treating the miners’ leaders like dangerous revolutionaries when they were just fighting on behalf of hardworking people. It was as if she had no empathy for people who were not exactly like her own family (her father owned a grocery store and was a Conservative in a staid hamlet, Grantham), and seemed almost gleeful at their downfall. Thatcher won the battle, the miners’ strike was crushed, their “nonproductive” sector was closed, and an entire way of life was deemed obsolete—workers, their families, their communities, their sense of place and tradition, their pride in their work, and their historic contribution to the country were destroyed forever. There are parts of Britain, particularly in the poorer north of the country, that have never really recovered from the social devastation of those years.

In the episodes of The Crown that focus on her time in power, Thatcher (played by the British American actor Gillian Anderson) is evidently ill at ease in her encounters with Queen Elizabeth II; these scenes emphasize not only her discomfort with another senior woman and her class alienation but also real disagreements between them. In their first meeting, Thatcher tells the queen that she does not believe women are suited for high office because they tend to become “too emotional” (the queen has no response to this). On another occasion, as per tradition, the prime minister and her husband are invited to spend a weekend at the royal family’s odd Scottish retreat, Balmoral Castle, but she is made to feel pathetically out of place in the rustic setting, where the queen and the duke of Edinburgh like to go riding and shoot birds and talk about nothing when she just wants to go back to deregulating business and crushing unions. Politically, the queen was disturbed by Thatcher’s dismissal of Commonwealth nations, her longtime refusal to support sanctions on apartheid South Africa, her low esteem of the aristocrats the queen knew, and even her insensitivity to the poor and unemployed. Thatcher saw the queen mostly as a nuisance.

Even if the Netflix depiction of Thatcher is fictional, one of the things that makes her an interesting leadership case is her background. She grew up in middle-class comfort but not in any notable family. She attended Oxford University (where she studied chemistry), but coming up in the Conservative Party she was surrounded by posh, snobby men for whom the idea of a woman in politics, let alone in power, was outlandish—and who saw the young Thatcher as part ingenue, part arriviste. But Thatcher dominated and conquered that world, becoming the first woman to lead a major British political party and to become prime minister, and arguably the most powerful woman in the West since World War II (in contrast, the United States and France have still not had a female head of state). In the photos of Western leaders meeting and doing important things in the 1980s, Thatcher stands out, once again, as the only woman among the powerful men. Thatcher’s success had some of the hallmarks of the meritocratic ethos, but she was also lucky in several ways. She became a wealthy woman as an adult thanks to her marriage to a rich man. She had the privilege of pursuing a political career while not having to worry about money or childcare, which was not (and is still not) the case for women less fortunate than her, something she never seemed to care much about. She had the upper class above her, which matters a lot in British society, and she always had the working class beneath her, which matters even more.

Still, doors were not automatically opened to her, and her success as a female leader was highly unusual in a global context. There is no easy answer to the seemingly simple question—is the fact that she was a woman meaningful for her leadership? The question itself can be annoying, as Thatcher certainly would find it. We do not usually discuss male leaders in terms of their gender; we tend to take their sex, and leadership, for granted. Some would rather discuss Thatcher’s significance as a leader only in terms of what she did, not in terms of who she was. But there is no point in ignoring the elephant in the room. Thatcher herself made an issue of it, repeatedly talking about being a woman and how that endowed her with all sorts of powers and abilities that men lacked, but also denying that there was any discrimination against women, holding up her own trajectory as proof. It seems, then, that her statements about women’s superiority were not about the empowerment of women but rather about herself, her unique talents, and her attitude toward the male politicians that she dominated, bullied, and humiliated most days.

But it is also true that Thatcher’s rise stands out when compared to that of so many other female leaders of her generation and beyond, almost all of whom—including remarkable Asian leaders like Benazir Bhutto of Pakistan, Aung San Suu Kyi of Burma, Indira Gandhi of India, and Corazon Aquino of the Philippines—got their start by being the wives, or more often the daughters, of an important male leader, sometimes a founding father of the nation. In this respect, not much has changed for women seeking power since the great monarchies of centuries ago, when even the most famous queens (such as Elizabeth I of England) sat on the throne only because their fathers had sat on it before them.

Even today, things are not too different when we look at the Western Hemisphere—not only for women leaders but also for men. Latin America has had several important female leaders who succeeded their husbands or fathers. The United States recently had a two-term president, George W. Bush, who is the son of former president George H. W. Bush, while another son, Jeb Bush, tried (unsuccessfully) to follow in their footsteps. Their political careers—disastrous in one case, inconsequential in the other—were born from entitlement and inconceivable without the father’s. Hillary Clinton, who would have been the nation’s first female president had she been able to win the 2016 election, is the wife of a former two-term president, Bill Clinton. The Liberal prime minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau, is also the son of a prior Liberal prime minister of Canada, Pierre Trudeau. In a world of dynastic power, in both democratic and authoritarian contexts, Thatcher stands out. That says something about modern British society, but it also says something about her.

Feminists might be divided over whether Thatcher’s rise was a triumph for women, because that depends on the definition: Is it a feminist achievement for a woman to reach the summit of power, or does it matter what she does when in power?7 For Thatcher the question itself was moot. She reportedly once told one of her advisers, “The feminists hate me, don’t they? I don’t blame them. I hate feminism. It is poison.”8 Thatcher might appear to those focused primarily on identity and representation as a happy story of a woman who shattered a glass ceiling and showed girls that they could reach the top, irrespective of what she did, particularly for other women, once she got there. But it was also clear that this did not actually matter to her: she did not care about women’s issues and would have found repugnant the idea that her success had anything to do with other women, or should be an inspiration to women as a group, or might owe anything to the struggles of suffragists and feminists who had fought hard so that British women could have any political lives at all.9

Thatcher’s legacy is primarily political, substantive. But another part of it is, for lack of a better word, attitudinal: a pugnacious leadership style that many find appealing not necessarily for what she did but for how she did it. She kept underlings in check, sometimes by being ostentatiously maternal, sometimes by telling them off. She took pride in her unwillingness to compromise and became known as a “conviction politician.” When she attended the Conservative Party Conference in October 1980 she was under pressure because her policies not only failed to deliver the growth she had promised, but unemployment increased, and the economy entered a recession. It was then that she delivered a signature speech: “You turn if you want,” she said to the attendees. “The Lady’s not for turning.” Those present, and much of the media, applauded this display of confidence, demonstrating her refusal to either budge from her ideals or acknowledge reality.10

Like many leaders, Thatcher had a healthy ego, as is evident just from her speaking about herself in the third person, but her ego was not the point of her career. Nor was she in it for wealth. She was intent on change. She was thoroughly ideological. In her mind, the enemy she chose was Marxism (or socialism). The term “conviction politician” doesn’t quite capture her essence. She was a politician, and a good one (until, at the end, she wasn’t, and her own party ended her rule when her policies became unpopular), but she was not an opportunist like so many political leaders we see today.

In the end, her most fundamental legacy as a leader might be the way we think about the world, and ourselves. The so-called neoliberal order that Thatcher helped establish (and rumors of its death have been premature) is not just about policy. Everything she did came with a running commentary on her part, justifying her policies in absolutist terms, making clear that to be against what she wanted was not only to be against the national interest, or good sense, or morality, but human nature itself. In that infamous 1987 interview, when she was already in her eighth year as prime minister, she put things this way: “Too many children and people have been given to understand ‘I have a problem, it is the Government’s job to cope with it!’… and so they are casting their problems on society, and who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and women, and there are families, and no government can do anything except through people and people look to themselves first.”11

It is always strange to denigrate the government and its roles when you are the government, as Thatcher and Reagan did, and as their ideological successors have done since. It is also false: Thatcherites and Reaganites do not believe that government should not do anything “except through people,” as Thatcher awkwardly put it. What they mean is that the government should spend minimally, or not at all, on such necessary public goods as housing, health care, education, and social services. There is never a lack of extravagant funding for the military, the police, or even the private sector when it finds itself in self-inflicted dire straits. There also never seems to be a lack of appetite among Thatcher’s spiritual children for executive power, and as prime minister she was actually a centralizer of power, concentrating in her office a lot of authority that previously had been in the hands of cities, communities, and regions.

But Thatcher’s message goes beyond the debate over what a government should or should not do. It is about whether we exist in this world as “individual men and women,” or as members of society, connected to each other not just randomly, competitively, instrumentally, transactionally, or as adversaries, but by common interests that transcend our individual or family interests. Thatcher insisted on the former. She succeeded as a woman, but her success was individual, as she saw it, and it was thanks to her family, her pluckiness, and her politics. That was her sense of how the world works. She did not invent that idea, and she did not do it by herself, but her message won out, and it seems like the guiding principle of the world she left behind.

At the same time, the struggle and the pushback against Thatcher’s vision continue in countries with different histories, political systems, and economic arrangements. There was always opposition to it, but the 2008–2009 crash—caused, according to analysts, by a greedy and unchecked financial sector (and a political class that, in its perennial service of the ultra-rich, enabled it) that then escaped unscathed and wealthier than ever while the masses suffered the consequences—struck a blow in Thatcherism’s seeming infallibility.

More recent developments have brought this struggle into sharper relief. A deadly, debilitating global pandemic, featuring a virus that breezily ignored national borders and private interests and killed millions of people, further exposed the limitations of the Thatcherite worldview, with its double emphasis on individualism and jingoism, both of which took a bad situation and repeatedly made it worse. On the one hand, scientific know-how and technological innovation (often publicly funded and the product of collective work) meant that lifesaving vaccines and an understanding of the disease came faster than many expected or dared to hope. On the other hand, hyperindividualism and selfishness meant growing resistance to necessary restrictions and measures that could help curb the spread of the pandemic, and the wearing of masks came to be seen, in many quarters, as a form of tyranny. The Thatcherite economic model meant that vaccines—which, when first discovered by scientists, used to be released to the public with the idea of collectively helping the world—were now the domain of private American and European corporations that then expected to make wild profits in return for the much needed dissemination of the vaccines around the world. Public health care systems in many parts of the advanced world, starved by their governments for years by Thatcherite austerity, proved unable to handle the new and grave situation. The Thatcherite philosophy also meant that many governments, including, unsurprisingly, the British government, saw as their top priority the regular functioning of the economy (with a distinctly Thatcherite understanding of what “the economy” means) before all else, including keeping the people safe.

This Thatcherite outlook is still dominant, but that does not mean it is universally loved, or that it will last forever. As many young people increasingly understand that we are living in a climate catastrophe, and that no amount of technocratic expertise, technological innovation, individual responsibility, or business acumen will save us from it without drastic changes in how we collectively live, govern, organize our economy—and realize that there is, after all, something called society that we all live in together—the reckoning with Thatcher’s legacy will grow, even if many of our leaders continue to repeat Thatcherite pieties while ignoring the problems they cause or punting them down the road, concerned only with their short-term political and economic interests. We can continue to debate Thatcher’s legacy, but we will have to face the fact that it has left us all badly equipped to grapple with the biggest problems we face. For the kind of leadership our world needs, to be ready for what is fast headed our way, we need to look elsewhere in history.

In a black-and-white photo taken fifteen years before Margaret Thatcher’s ascent to power in Britain, two young American leaders, Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, stand side by side. There is something disarming about the image. Both men are dressed soberly; there is a warmth between them as they regard each other smilingly, but also a feeling of gravitas, as if they knew that the photos were for posterity. They seem intimately linked. In fact, this was the only time the two men ever met, and the unplanned meeting lasted less than a minute. It was March 26, 1964, at the Capitol Building in Washington, DC, where the US Senate had held a hearing on the Civil Rights Act. King was there as a leader of the civil rights movement who had pushed the Johnson administration on the issue. Malcolm X was there as a skeptical outsider.

Less than one year after this meeting, in February 1965, Malcolm X was murdered in New York City. Four short years after this meeting, on April 4, 1968, King was murdered in Memphis, Tennessee. When discussing the legacies of these two leaders, we are haunted by their violent, untimely deaths. We see them in countless beautiful photos, frozen in time, vibrant, in their prime. Both men were only thirty-nine years old when they died.
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Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, Washington, DC, March 26, 1964 

(Marion S. Trikosko/Library of Congress)





In a Thatcherite mode perhaps, we tend to think of leaders as individuals first and foremost. You can hear some version of this in every generic and melodramatic movie trailer voice-over: In a world of deceit and destruction, one man would find what it takes to become a hero. The individualist ethos is strong when we think hierarchically, or romantically, about leadership. One person at the top of government. At the head of a demonstration. On a throne. In a jail cell. At a precipice. But as we have seen throughout this book, leadership can come in different forms. There is group leadership, anonymous leadership, diffuse leadership. Can leadership come in the form of an unintentional duo? Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were not friends or allies, and they disagreed fundamentally on a host of issues.12 But as two of the most prominent and visible African American leaders at the height of the civil rights era, they are often taught and discussed as a sort of tandem, in ways that sometimes misrepresent what each of them stood for. I have heard variations on this theme countless times over the years. Children, teenagers, and even college students—if they are lucky enough to be exposed to this history at all—learn that there was racism and discrimination against Black people in the United States, and that there were two main forms of protest. One was inclusive and “nonviolent,” inspired by Gandhi, and called for brotherhood and sisterhood between whites and Blacks, that would lead to America living up to its creed that “all men were created equal.” That was (supposedly) the approach of Martin Luther King Jr. made famous in his “I Have a Dream” speech.

The other approach to protest, so kids are taught, was not as nice or pacific. It responded to racism against Blacks by being racist against whites, and instead of being nonviolent in response to violence and turning the other cheek like the Reverend King said, it called for Black people to arm themselves and be violent against white people. This outlook was insular and excluded white citizens who also wanted to join the fight against racism. This was (supposedly) the approach of Malcolm X, who said that Black people need to win their rights “by any means necessary.” And if they get that far, many young people will also learn that—coincidentally enough!—King was Christian, and Malcolm X was Muslim.

What I have described here is a caricatural, exaggerated version of a real phenomenon: the insistence on teaching the history of civil rights and the African American struggle not as the history of the tangible fight to achieve political equality and material progress for Black people and people of color, but as a morality tale that judges its leaders on the basis of how they made elite Americans feel about themselves and the country, then and since. It wildly distorts what both these leaders believed in and advocated for. The connection between these narratives and historical reality is tenuous.

At the time of MLK’s and Malcolm X’s public careers, from the late 1950s and into the 1960s, African Americans in the United States were still living in a mostly segregated country. Segregation is a technical term that does not convey the degree of racism and violence that Black people endured. Indeed, Americans have specialized in creating euphemisms to describe racism. Speaking of race when what is meant is racism or using the nonsensical adjective “racial” when what is meant is “racist” (as in “racial overtones”) makes racism a banal thing that can thrive in polite society, where it is supposed to be verboten.13 Segregation was not just separation. It meant that Black people were, in some ways, like untouchables in India: not allowed to drink from the same water fountains or swim at the same beaches, attend school with white children, or eat at the same places as white people. These obscene arrangements were enshrined by American institutions, in beautifully bipartisan fashion, including the reliably reactionary Supreme Court; “separate but equal” was one of their most absurd legal doctrines, and it lasted six decades, from the 1890s to the 1950s. (If people are equal, why should they be separated?) By the time Martin and Malcolm were adults, Jim Crow came to be treated by its practitioners not as a racist vestige of slavery but as an unquestioned way of life. It was enforced through violence. Demanding to change it was a violation of tradition and “states’ rights”—and justification for terrorism.14

Segregation was (and is) usually seen as a southern phenomenon, since in those parts of the United States it was formalized and enforced, but the situation in the rest of the United States, including the North and Midwest (where Malcolm was originally from) was not much better. Black people suffered from systemic, institutional, and explicit racism, and economically they were second-class citizens. In our own day there is still a clear overlap between African Americans and poverty (and mass incarceration). As in the instance of outcastes in India, individual cases of specific people who reach high positions in the United States cannot cover the general reality of the majority of the people in the social group.

MLK and Malcolm, in their different ways, responded as leaders and activists to the realities of their present. But their leadership was not merely a reaction to the present. It was rooted in the past. Part of what made them such important leaders was their effort to address historical injustice. They did not want just to change reality and create a better future (though they also wanted that), but also to teach people about the past and the roots of those injustices. They were educating their communities as well as the American people (and the people of the world) at large. To them, understanding history was the key to uplifting oppressed people and changing the world. They were two of the greatest teachers who ever lived. But what they taught about America, and Black Americans, was not the same.

Malcolm, born in 1925 in Omaha, Nebraska, and Martin, born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1929, both grew up at a time when many elderly Black people would have been former slaves or the children of former slaves. Our world today, not only in terms of demographics but also in terms of its financial structures and hierarchies, is in many ways a product of slavery and of the slave trade. It is not an exaggeration to say that the United States was built (literally) on the backs of slaves, just as European wealth was generated from the atrocities and exploitation of colonialism—and, in some cases, the slave trade itself. To give one example, the French city of Nantes, near the Atlantic coast, was for two centuries one of the largest European hubs of the Atlantic slave trade. Near the city’s center, on the banks of the Loire, there is a moving memorial to the victims; it is a stone’s throw from the city’s bourgeois riverfront buildings, built with fortunes made from that trade.15 That history still partly explains the overall disparities between the richer residents and the poorer immigrants and working-class people in this mostly Catholic and left-leaning city. Knowing this history helps one understand, where perhaps previously one could not, why Malcolm X considered Afro Americans in the United States the subjugated victims of Western imperialism and why, toward the end of his life, he adopted an international and anticolonial approach to the Black struggle.16

MLK and Malcolm X both knew that granting the slaves “freedom” at the end of the Civil War meant little without considering the effect that slavery had on American society. Former slaves and their descendants were not able to purchase any land and were left for the most part to fend for themselves in conditions of violent intimidation, poverty, and discrimination. After the brief experiment with true democratic empowerment under Reconstruction, and even though the Confederacy had been defeated in the Civil War and its slave-based economy shattered, the southern states, which on the whole were (and still are) the poorest in the nation, established the Jim Crow system that would remain for decades.17

MLK and Malcolm X came of age in an era marked by great hope and devastating disillusionment for African Americans. The participation of Black soldiers in World War I, which the United States fought in to make the world “safe for democracy,” as President Wilson had put it, returned home to proud parades in Harlem, New York, and other Black communities. But if they thought that this would gain them goodwill among most white Americans, they were sorely mistaken.18 The decade following World War I featured some of the worst racist brutality in American history. Often the victims were the most successful Black Americans, the ones who defied segregation and discrimination to create thriving communities where African Americans could lead economically independent lives, more or less free of white control and terror. The 1921 Tulsa, Oklahoma, “race riot” (another euphemism), in which white vigilantes burnt to the ground the so-called Black Wall Street, perhaps the most financially successful Black community in the southwestern United States, was a horrific low point.19 In the South, lynchings, the barbaric way that white mobs kept Black people terrorized and underfoot, continued.20

World War II was probably the most formative episode for this generation of African American leaders. It raised expectations for progress to their highest point but also led to increased demands. African Americans were once again drafted into a major American war effort overseas, and the irony of fighting Japanese militarism and German Nazism in an army that was “racially” segregated (racistly segregated) was not lost on them. Some Black soldiers adopted the “double V” symbol, signifying that they were fighting for democracy abroad and at home, in the United States.21

Many of the most remarkable civil rights leaders and activists of the 1940s and 1950s drew their inspiration from World War II, when the connection between fighting against segregation and for democracy became starker. How could the United States call itself a liberal democracy and celebrate its triumph over Nazism, these activists furiously asked, when it kept its own Black citizens in brutal discrimination at home? And yet, Black soldiers came home from helping defeat Hitler and the Japanese (and left thousands of their brothers-in-arms in graveyards in Europe and Asia) to the immediate realities of a segregated America: They were war heroes, but they were not allowed to stay at the same hotels or eat at the same restaurants as the white soldiers they had served with in the same army. White people still cursed at them, police still beat them, mobs still killed them. On Truman’s orders, the armed forces desegregated in 1946, but much of society lagged behind.22

This intolerable discrepancy between huge expectations of progress on the one hand and the persistence of racism and poverty on the other was the driver for the rise of the most famous and prominent civil rights leaders of the postwar era, such iconic figures as Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. These were not people who were going to wait for white Americans or American institutions to do the right thing, or settle for individual success or wealth. Rosa Parks was just as unlikely as Margaret Thatcher to compromise on her principles, but unlike the Iron Lady, her great principle was not privatization but justice.

The civil rights movement has a long history, and the 1950s and early 1960s were its zenith. The scope of activity was astonishing. It took place in the legal domain: in 1954, during the brief period that the Supreme Court was “liberal,” it finally invalidated the absurd separate but equal doctrine (in Brown v. Board of Education, which prohibited the segregation of public schools). But civil rights was first and foremost a political movement that aimed to pressure the government to change the laws of the land. It featured well-organized boycotts, “freedom rides” in southern states, voter registration drives, sit-ins, protests at segregated lunch counters and diners, marches, and massive demonstrations. It also showcased charismatic, morally compelling, truth-telling leaders, who aroused the fury of much of the country’s economic and political establishment, as truth-tellers usually do.

Heroic acts of civil disobedience were broadcast to the entire world by a new generation of activists who were media- and politically savvy in ways that befitted the times. Parks was an excellent example: Here was a dignified, bespectacled, hardworking Black lady who, one day and seemingly out of the blue, refused the degrading demand that she give up her seat to a white customer in the colored section of the bus, as she was expected to do. Taking a stand against Jim Crow rules, getting herself thrown off the bus and arrested by the Montgomery police, was the lead-in to the Black boycott of the city’s bus system, an impressive display of civic power. Parks’s supposedly spontaneous protest was actually a well-planned and choreographed event, designed to draw attention throughout the nation and around the world to the persistence of segregation and racism that the civil rights movement was fighting against. Parks was a veteran activist and organizer carefully chosen to be the protagonist that day. It was smart, effective, and courageous: Parks was arrested and jailed during the boycott, harassed by the authorities (as were other activists), received death threats, and eventually left the city.23

In a struggle over basic rights, everybody participates, including—sadly—children. Personal courage of children was maybe the central feature of the movement, captured in such iconic photos as the one, simultaneously heartbreaking and inspiring, of six-year-old Ruby Bridges, in a pretty dress, attending a forcibly desegregated New Orleans public school for her first day of first grade in November 1960, the only child on the school steps, surrounded by federal agents sent to protect her. And there is the 1957 photo of the Little Rock Nine entering their Arkansas high school accompanied by armed national guardsmen, sent by the Eisenhower administration to override the intransigence of the local and state authorities.
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Six-year-old Ruby Bridges, accompanied by federal marshals, attends her first day of first grade at William Frantz Elementary School in New Orleans, Louisiana, November 14, 1960. 

(Public domain)





Given how some civil rights leaders are commemorated today, one might think that their activism resulted in the end of racism and inequality. But that is not what happened, and if people like King and Parks are formally celebrated in 2023, it is because it is a convenient way for leaders and institutions to pay lip service to the real problems these figures highlighted while letting their underlying social and economic causes continue to fester and grow. Civil rights leaders were not naive; they knew that they were not going to bring racism to an end. What they wanted to do was force the issue into the open, bring things to a head, and quash the hypocritical games that American political leaders and institutions had been playing for decades. In this regard, they were wildly successful. Much of the white reaction to civil rights activism was furious and violent. We can see it in the endless stream of award-winning photos from those years, of police beating Black protesters, setting attack dogs on them, using fire hoses on them, and jailing their leaders.24

The photo I always use when teaching about MLK is his mug shot when he was booked and jailed in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1956. This eloquent, nonviolent young man, a Baptist minister with a PhD in theology, was thrown in prison for the crime of demanding equality (officially, for disobeying the law), and doing so while reminding Americans what their own Declaration of Independence stated, and what the scriptures they claimed to revere promised. It wasn’t just cartoonish police chiefs in the South doing the arresting, jailing, beating, and harassing, however. The director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, who was for five decades one of the most powerful (and nefarious and racist) men in the US government, made it his personal mission to destroy King, including trying to goad him into committing suicide after King won the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize. Hoover smeared the much better man as a dangerous subversive and sexual deviant and did all he could to link the demand for civil rights and equality to people’s exaggerated Cold War fears. Communism has always been a weak force in the United States, even compared to other Western countries, but it has functioned as a political bête noire, a stupid but effective way for cynical figures to discredit leaders’ serious attempts to improve people’s lives, especially those of the poorest Americans. In addition to such familiar measures of oppression as preventing Black people from voting or exercising other rights, intimidating and harassing them, and when possible, killing them, the authorities most intensely and maliciously targeted and tried to destroy Black leaders who were the most insistent that the country must change.
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1956 mug shot of Martin Luther King Jr., taken by the Montgomery, Alabama, police department 
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Some years ago, in what now looks like an age of innocence, teaching the history of the civil rights movement and its leaders felt like a straightforward proposition. The history led straight to a sort of latter-day happy end: after the election of Barack Obama as president in 2008, there was, in elite circles, a popular idea that the United States had become a “post-racial society”; according to this narrative, Obama’s presidency, given the country’s history of racism, represented the ultimate political triumph of the civil rights movement. This was the height of the era of representational politics, in which one person’s success in politics or business or sports is seen as a success for the entire social group, including for those whose lives don’t change one iota for the better. That’s part of what it means to live in a hyperindividualistic culture, and in a society in which people are actively discouraged from working for collective, as opposed to individual, rights. But like many notions from those innocent years, the notion of a post-racial society was a delusion. In the past forty years in the United States, under seven different presidents, three Democrats and four Republicans, and including a two-term Black president, the gap between the richest and the poorest Americans has grown exponentially, and African Americans remain among the poorest—and by far the most incarcerated—part of the population. Racism and economic inequality go together in the United States, as they do elsewhere.

It is crucial to teach about the civil rights–era leaders not because it is a story of progress leading to an enlightened present, with martyred heroes that we need to be thankful for, but because the problems that the civil rights movement addressed are still with us, even if today they may have somewhat different forms. This is an ongoing history, we are living through it, and Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, though they are long gone, are the sorts of leaders we still need.

At the time of their public careers, MLK and Malcolm X were both young, charismatic, and excellent orators. These are just a few of the many similarities between them. Both men were deeply spiritual, finding solace in their (different) religious beliefs, as well as foundations for their social principles, but neither man was a proselytizer for his faith or demanded that others adhere to it, and they both had equally ecumenical and secular approaches to their political struggle. The most important thing they had in common, however, was their attitude toward the unjust reality their people lived in. Both men were existentially opposed to the racism in society, willing to devote their lives (their actual lives) to fighting against it. They could not, would not, tolerate the status quo. Neither of them was a saint, even if they both became martyrs. But they were both warriors and rebels.

There were, of course, many differences between them, beginning with their class backgrounds, which (as is almost always the case) helps explain many of their political disagreements. These differences matter even within oppressed groups, as we have seen throughout this book. King came from the so-called Black bourgeoisie of Atlanta, Georgia, had good family support, was formally educated, and—just like his father, Martin Luther King Sr.—was a Baptist reverend. As the first president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, he was at the forefront of the civil rights struggle from a young age and its most visible leader. Malcolm, on the other hand, was born to a poor family that moved around, was orphaned from his father at age six, saw his mother institutionalized when he was a pre-teen, stopped attending school in the eighth grade, grew up to be a petty criminal in New York City and Boston, and ultimately spent a number of years in prison. While there, he joined the Nation of Islam (NOI), a sect started in Detroit in the 1930s by a mysterious man named Wallace Fard Muhammad. In prison, Malcolm turned his life around, becoming a voracious reader and ruining his eyesight as a result, requiring him to wear the glasses that would become part of his distinctive look. Like other so-called organic intellectuals who tend to be self-taught and come from modest backgrounds, Malcolm went through an intense political awakening in prison, leading him to understand his life of violence and poverty in historical perspective and pushing him to see the United States as a nation that Black people could never be a part of.

After he was released from prison, in 1954, the cleaned-up Malcolm became a minister in the NOI, where his public profile quickly grew. By the early 1960s he was one of the most prominent young Black leaders in the country, well-known not only nationally but also around the world. He easily overshadowed the leader of the NOI, Elijah Muhammad, and although Malcolm always prefaced his statements with “the Honorable Elijah Muhammad teaches us that…,” the two men eventually had a public falling out, after which Malcolm founded two new organizations and converted to Sunni Islam, making a pilgrimage to the Holy City of Mecca, Saudi Arabia, in March 1964, a trip that he dramatically recounted in The Autobiography of Malcolm X. The ugly split with the NOI would end with Malcolm’s murder, at the end of a public speech in Harlem, in February 1965.25

As for King, there is a long list of books on the man and his times, and how his worldview was shaped by his Christian theology and by Gandhi’s politics of nonviolent civil disobedience. MLK’s Christianity was inspired by Jesus Christ’s vision of brotherhood and justice and care for the poor. It had nothing to do with the version common in the United States today that, in the name of Christ, pushes cruelty, greed, and bigotry—things that made Jesus nauseous. We rightly identify MLK with a principled resistance to oppression, and his willingness to pay a high personal price in that struggle, including the ultimate price. We hear his call on fellow Americans to live up to Thomas Jefferson’s words in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal.” We know that MLK worked both outside and with formal institutions, including the most powerful institutions in the land, to promote his civil rights agenda. His work with the Johnson administration in pushing for the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 is a prime example.26

What we may not realize when watching recordings of King, confident, prophetic, is that he was not initially eager to become a leader in this struggle. Like many talented young people from oppressed groups, he lacked a certain confidence that comes more naturally to someone like Franklin Roosevelt, who coasted his way to early adulthood and somehow knew that he was going to be president even when he was a mediocre frat boy at Harvard. King’s abilities were recognized by others in his community early on, and he was pushed and prodded to become a leader for his people. But once he did, he became a transformative one.

Because he is such an iconic figure, MLK is also an excellent case study in how our perceptions of leaders change over time and why some legacies endure and others are overshadowed. How does a society go from repeatedly arresting a man and treating him like a common criminal to naming a national holiday after him, all in the space of a decade and a half? Racism hadn’t disappeared. Nor did the economic disparities between white and Black people. This sort of thing can happen when a leader’s message is laundered, or watered down, or distorted, for the purpose of mass consumption, in a political culture that values symbolic gestures far more than it does material realities. Just fifteen years after he was murdered for his political radicalism, Martin Luther King Jr. was turned into a safe, palatable, family-friendly icon for everybody, another reason for Americans to go shopping. Today, he commonly appears in American political life as a handy comparison with which to scold young activists and leaders who don’t measure up to King’s supposed respectability and civility. The people making such accusations are often the sort who, when King was alive, would have called him a criminal and demanded his imprisonment—or worse.

MLK’s 1963 “Letter from Birmingham Jail” is one of the great political texts in American history. King officially addressed it to eight white religious southern “leaders” who purported to be “supporters” of the civil rights movement but called King’s activism in Birmingham “unwise and untimely”; they seemed to object to King and others coming to Birmingham from elsewhere to participate in protests there. King’s response reveals that the problem he was most worried about was not the outright racists, the police chiefs throwing him and his friends in prison, or the agents of the state trying to destroy him, but rather his supposed allies who exhorted furious and determined Black activists to be patient, to avoid making drastic demands, and to settle for crumbs of progress whenever possible.

To the absurd claim that he and his allies were outsiders in Birmingham and therefore should not have protested in that city, King responded with words that are sometimes (partially) quoted but whose message is generally ignored: “I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly.”

There is a reason that the sentence that starts with “injustice anywhere” is widely quoted and the two sentences that follow are not. The former speaks of injustice, which most of us can easily denounce; the latter put the attention on us and our shared responsibility for the injustice. It presses upon us the uncomfortable truth that, contrary to Thatcher’s assertion that there is no such thing as society, we are, in fact, bound to each other in “an inescapable network of mutuality.” Could there be a sentence that is less descriptive of economic and social life in 2023 in the United States, a country that, with breathtaking hypocrisy, celebrates MLK Day every January?

To that other classic and smug argument, one we can still hear today whenever there are demands for change, that “now is not the time” or that young people terrified about the future need to be patient as their elders continue to hold the reins of power, King wrote that “history is the long and tragic story of the fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily.” His words targeted those who sit at the apex of society, demanding of those who suffer underneath them that they “wait,” display “civility” in their protest, “avoid breaking laws,” and in general, respect the institutions and systems that keep them in their lowly place while endlessly (and falsely) promising them better days. That, to King, was the meaning of the maxim “justice too long delayed is justice denied.”27

King also demolished one of the most common arguments one hears in response to demands for basic things that keep people safe and healthy: that to ask for such things—equality to other people, for example—is to be an “extremist.” King’s response to these sorts of criticisms was scathing: “I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is not the… Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted to order than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice.”

It is important to remember that MLK did not write these words from the comfort of an endowed faculty position on a leafy campus, or the boardroom of a profitable company, or a senior official’s chambers, or even at home on Facebook. He wrote those words while locked up in a jail. That was his perspective, even when he was not in a jail. We must remain aware of the gap between his condition when writing the letter and ours when reading it. His words were not academic or for sale. They were urgent. The point of quoting them here is not simply to present his views on civil rights and protest. Rather, it is to show what we choose to remember and forget, and celebrate and dismiss, about our most famous leaders. Many people, especially those with power, all over the world, love to quote King’s statement, “the arc of history is long, but it bends towards justice”; two recent presidential candidates in the United States, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, both did so in their campaigns. And why not? Detached from wider context, emptied of its deeper meaning, it is a mystical statement that pleases everyone and threatens no one. It promises a better future, reassures that the world is just, and implies that history will fix things. That is of course not what King believed in. He knew the reasons why there was no justice yet, and what needed to be done to achieve it. He understood, until the day he died, the sacrifice that such leadership demanded. Powerful figures seldom quote his statement that “a nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defense than on programs of social uplift is approaching spiritual death.” Those words are less pleasing. And like much of what King said, they are even more pertinent now than when he said them in 1967.28

Children in America and elsewhere in the world learn that MLK was murdered in 1968 by a white racist because he was fighting for civil rights. What they may not know is that he was in Memphis to help the city’s striking Black sanitation workers in their labor struggle. By this time, five years after standing on the mall in Washington, DC, and making his “I Have a Dream” speech, four years after winning the Nobel Prize for Peace, King’s positions made him much less acceptable to the political mainstream, and an absolute menace to the J. Edgar Hoovers of the world. The Vietnam War had ravaged many of King’s hopes, and he now saw racism, economic inequality, and militarism as inextricably linked—three scourges that needed to be defeated together because they reinforced one another, making life hellish for too many people, especially Black people. To the people who despised him the most, there could not have been a more terrifying prospect than King’s political vision at the time he was murdered. Today some leaders like to quote his words selectively to make it sound as if he was advocating nothing more than color-blindness, while others condemn one of the three scourges he identified and downplay, ignore, or accept the two others.

The best leaders are not only warriors, rebels, and saints. They are usually great teachers. They not only do things, but they explain to people how the world works, the reality they are living in, and where we come from, and they speak the truth: that is, they teach real, not fake, history. Malcolm X was not exactly an author—The Autobiography of Malcolm X was ghostwritten by the Black journalist Alex Haley, who had his own agenda, and published after Malcolm’s death. In his short lifetime, Malcolm was too busy with his activism, and survival, to sit and write, and he was never really in a position to do so, especially in the last year of his life, when he was literally running for his life from people who wanted to kill him—he knew, and said, that he was a dead man walking. But his most famous speeches, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” “Message to the Grassroots,” and “The House Negro and the Field Negro,” double as history lessons for people who, as he saw it, had lost their history, which had been forcibly taken from them through enslavement and colonialism.29

Some of his most illuminating interviews are ones in which he is asked basic questions, such as why he calls himself Malcolm “X.” Even today, not enough people realize that the “X” in his name has no ominous meaning, as some suspect, but is a placeholder, a stand-in for the real name that was taken from his African ancestor, along with everything else he had, when he was brought to the Americas in chains. (This is why I do not mention Malcolm’s “Christian” last name, which, as he pointed out, was put on his ancestor by his white slaveowner to mark him as his property, and which Malcolm refused to acknowledge.) He officially changed his name to Malik Shabazz, which is what appeared on his passport, and in the Muslim world he was known as El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, but he continued to identify as Malcolm X. In interviews, Malcolm showed the best traits of a teacher: patience and calm, usually smiling and keeping his cool even in the face of the most confrontational pundits. He needed to have an absurdist sense of humor, given what was happening around him: one of Malcolm’s most amusing moments was when he surreptitiously recorded and then transcribed verbatim a conversation with an FBI agent who visited him and tried to recruit him as an informant.30

Unlike MLK, Malcolm X was not interested in integration, which was a central demand of the civil rights movement. He did not really use the word equality. Instead, he talked about separation, and later about liberation. Malcolm had nothing but derision for the United States and did not wish to be a part of a nation that had colonized and enslaved his people; far more important for Black people, in his view, than obtaining integration in America, was to rediscover their history and to set on an independent, revolutionary path. If King’s vision was that Black people should enjoy the full promise of the American Dream, Malcolm’s view was that the only thing on offer to Afro Americans was “An American Nightmare.” Similarly, the March on Washington, perhaps the most celebrated event of the civil rights era, was, for Malcolm, “the Farce on Washington.” He seemed to respect MLK personally but found his views utterly wrong, starting with King’s Christianity, which Malcolm saw as a legacy of slavery and didn’t like because he believed it taught Black people to be passive, turn the other cheek, and sing instead of fight. Malcolm wanted “less singing, more swinging.”31 In his less charitable moments, he referred to mainstream civil rights leaders as “Uncle Toms,” an unfair characterization that probably also reflected his envy at being more marginal among African Americans and less influential than other leaders.

His noted speech on “The House Negro and the Field Negro” was vintage Malcolm: using a lesson from the history of slavery, when “there were two kinds of negros, the house negro and the field negro,” Malcolm spoke cuttingly of the slaves who lived inside the master’s house, helping him keep the rest of the slaves in check, and who were allowed to dress and eat well while the masses of field negroes toiled miserably in the field, suffering “the sting of the lash” and praying for the master to die. Malcolm ended the speech by declaring, “I’m a field negro!” implying that the Black figures championed by the establishment were modern-day house negroes, protecting the white master from the wrath of the Black masses—in effect, their role was to keep Black leaders like him in check and turn people away from his message.32

In the Autobiography, the pilgrimage to Mecca plays a crucial role in Malcolm X’s political as well as spiritual evolution. It was there that Malcolm first met “Caucasian” Muslims from European countries, whom he considered his brothers (and sisters), and he began to rethink the problem of racism, realizing that the way Americans think about “race” was detached from the realities of the wider world. Before Mecca, Malcolm was adamant that there could be no working with white people, who were, according to NOI theology, “blond-haired, blue-eyed devils.” Malcolm now concluded that there was nothing predetermined about racism: Black people were oppressed not by white people per se, but by white America—the problem was not individuals and what they believed or said but the society that was shaped and marked by racism, mixed with economic misery for so many. For Malcolm, this insight, which took the emphasis away from individuals and put it on the collective, opened up entirely new political possibilities. It brought him closer to the mainstream in one way but further away in another way. To Malcolm, what mattered was the truth of what he learned. He came back from Mecca a changed man, and he made clear that he would keep changing as long as he kept learning. But the core principle animating his leadership—the uplifting of his people and the fight against oppression—would never change.

Given that Malcolm was an intellectually curious and spiritually restless person who could hardly stay in one place, the rapid and dramatic shifts in his views should not be surprising. But they confounded his supporters, many of whom felt betrayed and angry, even if they remained loyal to him till the end. Malcolm’s ultimate and total devotion to the truth meant that he continued to denounce his former leader Elijah Muhammad even when he knew that it put him and his family in danger; one week before his murder, his home in Queens, New York, was bombed. Malcolm knew he was going to be killed, and said so. On the day of his murder, he ordered his guards not to check for weapons at the entrance to the Audubon Ballroom, where he made his final speech, and he asked his wife and daughters to attend, as if expecting a passion play. Malcolm X was one of the most famous men in the world, but he was nearly alone.
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Malcolm X at the courthouse in Queens, New York, January 1965, a few weeks before his murder 
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Three years later, in Memphis, Martin Luther King Jr. gave a moving speech known as “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” an allusion to the story of Moses: the Old Testament figure led the people of Israel through the desert for forty years after their liberation from slavery in Egypt, but he was forbidden by God to enter the promised land of Canaan—he was only allowed to see it from the top of Mount Nebo. At the end of his speech, King made clear that he knew what was going to happen to him, but he was not afraid:

Well, I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land. So I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!

He was shot and killed the next day.

It is difficult to grapple with the examples of two leaders who are paragons of physical and moral bravery (even many people who disagreed with them profoundly respected them) but who were both dead and buried at age thirty-nine. While both men inspire us, they also make us feel sheepish, even ashamed. There they were, standing up to evil and throwing all caution to the wind; here we are, reading this book in comfort, safe (presumably) from harm. Few of us are willing to die for what we believe in, even if we believe strongly in something—and how many of us can say we feel the fire inside us burning as hotly as it did for MLK and Malcolm X? Maybe, in the end, their leadership is too remote and irrelevant for most people. We are, after all, living in Thatcher’s world—taking care of number one, hustling, trying to survive in the modern jungle.

As we try to draw lessons on leadership from the examples of these two men, we find ourselves with a real dilemma. MLK and Malcolm lived in a world—we still live in that world—where their kind of commitment was the source of both extraordinary strength and terrible weakness. If I admire leaders, it is not just for their tactical acumen or strategic skills, à la Machiavelli’s children, but for their honesty (sadly, it is less lucrative, and more likely to get you killed). I admire the way both MLK and Malcolm allowed themselves to be angry but channeled that anger for the sake of public good. If we pay close attention to their words and their actions, and see past the misleading versions of them that have often been presented to us since they both died, they can provide us with a foundation for a world that would look much better than the one we have now, at least for most people. This book is unfortunately strewn with the bodies of leaders who did good in this world and died for it (whereas some of those who did the greatest harm also had the longest and most prosperous lives). I want both things: leaders who do good but also thrive—not just morally, but also personally. “Longevity has its place,” King said in that last speech before he was murdered, and it was not a throwaway line; he knew what he would be sacrificing by dying so young. It matters that he, like Malcolm, was a husband and a father of little children. It is surely better to live a long life and die of natural causes after a productive career in pursuit of the public good. Is it too much to ask that our best leaders not have to give their lives for justice?

Perhaps, to borrow a term made popular in the post-Thatcher era, there is a third way. Thatcher, King, and Malcolm X had in common their boldness and commitment to their convictions and principles. But what MLK and Malcolm X offer us, not necessarily in terms of their politics but in terms of their approach to leadership, is a willingness to allow new learning to change their views. Even many who found Malcolm politically terrifying appreciated his humor and humility and the sense he gave that he could learn something from anyone, whether it was a national leader—and he met with several of them—or the person sitting next to him on the bus or plane. And, to put it bluntly, no one doubted that anything he ever said was anything other than what he genuinely, and profoundly, believed.

But as with Thatcher, perhaps the main legacy of these two leaders, as much as they differed, has to do with how we think of ourselves and our place in the world. They had their personal qualities and egos, they were ambitious, and they expected to be taken seriously and have their words heeded. They were individual leaders. But the way they thought about people was the opposite of individualistic. Progress, to both of them, was not measured by anyone’s individual success, including their own, but by the general state of society—which does, in fact, exist. Their power was not based on the position they had or the money they made (not much), but on their moral cause and ability to speak on behalf of others.

I am momentarily taking MLK and Malcolm X out of the specific context of the African American struggle in the United States and putting them in the general context of our collective future. All over the world, we have seen the recurrence of a severe political problem: much of the public becomes convinced that their leaders are not working on their behalf, that the people have no control over their own destinies and are being denied prosperity and progress. Historically, that is an untenable, dangerous situation: when elites in different domains—economic, scientific, political, and cultural—appear removed from the concerns of most people and are then seen as not representing the preferences of the public, this usually produces results that many elites find perverse and grotesque.
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Epilogue

During the writing of this book, I frequently encountered a point of view, especially in elite spaces, that despite all the anger and agitation around us, the state of the world is only getting better. The implication is that people have no idea how good they have it. Indeed, at the top of society things look great. “The economy is hot,” they say, usually pointing to the stock market. If you press them on the situation for the rest of humanity, they might point to the astounding scientific and technological progress that the world is experiencing, or the overall decrease in violence and warfare. But these sorts of arguments fall flat once we leave the rarefied, wealthy spaces where I do most of my teaching. Technology and science, while making giant strides, are also generating unprecedented economic and political imbalances, between the few who profit from these innovations and the many who do not always understand it, or are persuaded, not without justification, that they enrich the already wealthy while increasing surveillance and control of the population. Younger people in particular doubt that the key to a better collective future lies solely in the genius of elite tech and the prerogatives of major multinational corporations. To them, this way of thinking is a form of escapism. It is highly doubtful that we are collectively set up to deal with the real problems (not fake problems) that we will face.

Here I take off my hat of historian and put on my hat of ordinary concerned citizen, who is simply looking for good leadership. This book has been written in the shadow of a global pandemic that cost millions of lives worldwide and caused enormous harm to our societies. As climate change ravages our ecological systems, more—perhaps worse—diseases will be coming down the pike. Extreme weather will create unmanageable environmental, humanitarian, and geopolitical catastrophes. The economic costs, for those outside the top 0.1 percent, are incalculable (while those few people stand to make more money than ever). These problems, already with us and only expected to get worse, have revealed how poorly many of us are led, how selfish so many of our leaders are, and how unprepared we are for what is coming. As if all that were not enough, our planet is burning up. In response to this calamity, we see children turned into global icons of protest, while the adults with actual power do little to nothing, and certainly not enough, preferring to focus on nonsense, or simply lie to the public. Too many of our world leaders refuse to worry about anything beyond their short-term self-interest, narrow national interest, and financial interest. They will not even govern. The world’s largest militaries—and the US military is the world’s largest, by far—are also the world’s biggest polluters, and yet their budgets grow exponentially. Owners of private jets are increasing the number of flights. The most powerful nations, instead of focusing on the problems their peoples have in common, are busy trying to accumulate power and insist on competing with each other. Getting our leaders to show concern for humanity as a whole looks like a fool’s errand. This, too, is untenable.

And yet even though we face seemingly intractable problems, there is room for optimism. As we have seen throughout this book, there have been leaders who were able to focus on the common good and could always tell the difference between right and wrong, even when surrounded by cynicism, viciousness, and short-sightedness, and they fought for those things with courage—not only moral, but physical. Our world needs good leaders; they are out there, and they need our support. They do not even need to be warriors, rebels, or saints. In our current condition, it may be enough that they simply want to help the public. In the end, that may be the truest definition of good leadership—at least, the leadership we need.
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PublicAffairs is a publishing house founded in 1997. It is a tribute to the standards, values, and flair of three persons who have served as mentors to countless reporters, writers, editors, and book people of all kinds, including me.

I.F. STONE, proprietor of I. F. Stone’s Weekly, combined a commitment to the First Amendment with entrepreneurial zeal and reporting skill and became one of the great independent journalists in American history. At the age of eighty, Izzy published The Trial of Socrates, which was a national bestseller. He wrote the book after he taught himself ancient Greek.

BENJAMIN C. BRADLEE was for nearly thirty years the charismatic editorial leader of The Washington Post. It was Ben who gave the Post the range and courage to pursue such historic issues as Watergate. He supported his reporters with a tenacity that made them fearless and it is no accident that so many became authors of influential, best-selling books.

ROBERT L. BERNSTEIN, the chief executive of Random House for more than a quarter century, guided one of the nation’s premier publishing houses. Bob was personally responsible for many books of political dissent and argument that challenged tyranny around the globe. He is also the founder and longtime chair of Human Rights Watch, one of the most respected human rights organizations in the world.
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For fifty years, the banner of Public Affairs Press was carried by its owner Morris B. Schnapper, who published Gandhi, Nasser, Toynbee, Truman, and about 1,500 other authors. In 1983, Schnapper was described by The Washington Post as “a redoubtable gadfly.” His legacy will endure in the books to come.
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