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Bad for Democracy: How the Presidency Undermines the Power of the
People. By Dana D. Ne lson. Minne apolis: Unive rsity of  Minne sota
Pre ss, 2008; pp. 256. $24.95 cloth.

At  a moment  in which a majorit y of  Americans have found a renewed fait h
in t he o ice of  t he president , Dana Nelson’s Bad for Democracy is
somet hing of  a downer. Don’t  get  me wrong; t he book is beaut ifully
writ t en, and t he argument  is cryst al clear. It  is not  a downer because it  is
a bad book. It ’s a downer because Nelson exposes one cent ral pillar of
our democrat ic fait h, which she calls presidentialism, t o be a false idol
killing our democracy, an idol t hat  she believes must  die.

President ialism is t he logic by which t he president  of  t he Unit ed
St at es just if ies put t ing himself  above t he demos, above t he ot her
forms of government , and in t he case of  President  George W. Bush,
above t he Const it ut ion it self. Whereas democracy means rule by t he
people, and whereas t he Const it ut ion is clear t hat  polit ical power f lows
from t he people t o t heir represent at ives (including t he president ),
president ialism t eaches t hat  t he president  is t he apot heosis of
democracy and t hat  “t he president ’s power (i.e., his sovereignt y) is what
const it ut es and defines our power as a nat ion” (70). In president ialism,
t here is a deact ivat ion of  cit izen agency and a depolit icizat ion of
democracy, for president ialism t eaches t hat  t he ult imat e democrat ic
act  for cit izens is vot ing for a president  who will t hen t ake charge and
make t hings right . What  is t roubling t o Nelson is not  merely t hat
president ialism exist s but  t hat  it  has become part  of  our “democrat ic
common sense” (10). Our vision of  t he president  as f irst  among equals, as
avenging superhero, as nat ional fat her is part  of  t he habit us in which
Americans are raised. Thus we f ind ourselves at  a crit ical junct ure in U.S.
hist ory. Will we accept  a model of  t he unit ary, corporat e execut ive who
st ands above, and is no longer account able t o, t he people? Or will we
reclaim t he power t hat  t he Const it ut ion guarant ees us?

Nelson’s argument  will be int erest ing and provocat ive for rhet orical
scholars who st udy president ial rhet oric or democrat ic cult ure more



generally because she claims t hat  t he problem wit h our democracy is not
who occupies t he presidency, Democrat  or Republican, but  inst ead t he
fact  t hat  t he o ice of  t he presidency has assumed such a prominent  role
in our democracy. Accordingly, t he majorit y of  Bad for Democracy focuses
on narrat ing t he hist ory of  president ial power. She argues t hat  t he need
for president ial leadership has been carefully cult ivat ed from t he
founding period forward, and t o prove her point , she describes several
key moment s in t he evolut ion of  president ial power in four hist orically
rich chapt ers—moving from t he debat es over whet her t here should even
be a president  at  t he Const it ut ional Convent ion, t o Mason Locke
Weems’s famous biography of  Washingt on, t o Jackson’s invent ion of  t he
[End Page 4 78] president ial mandat e, t o Lincoln’s definit ion of  war
powers during t he Civil War, t o FDR’s expansion of  t he presidency during
World War II, t o Reagan’s decision t o ret urn t he court esy salut e t o
Marines, t o Bush’s corporat e, and unit ary, presidency. This eye-popping
hist orical t our de force will be a source of  int erest , discussion, and
perhaps out rage, for Nelson is not  part isan in her anger. She t akes aim at
president s beloved and disparaged. Every president  is t o blame because
t he o ice of  t he presidency it self  is t o blame.

Nelson employs several met aphors t o capt ure t he dynamics of
president ialism. Two met aphors—t he president  as t he Great  and
Powerful Wizard behind t he curt ain in The Wizard of Oz, and t he president
as t he monarch Americans fought  a revolut ion against , ret urned—su er
from t he same problem, for t hey concept ualize president ial power as
unilat eral, as t hough power could ever really f low downward from a
president  t o t he people (107, 70, 176). Alt hough president s wield
t remendous amount s of  polit ical and symbolic capit al t o shape realit y,
t heir power is not  wit hout  bound. Power is necessarily consensual, and
t hus t he quest ion is how president s nurt ure consent . Here, a t hird
met aphor Nelson deploys, t he president  as symbolic superhero fat her-
figure, is best . Nelson not es, “We appeal...
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