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It is a great honour to be invited to give this Bryant Lecture, which has brought so 
many distinguished people here before tonight, and to be part of this programme of 
the Eccles Centre, particularly in the presence of members of the Eccles family and 
the Bryant family. The British Library is a wonderful institution and it is a matter of 
great pride and pleasure to my wife and me to be here. 
 
I was asked to speak tonight about the path to leadership in the United States, and that 
is what I will attempt to do. 
 
A couple of disclaimers just at the beginning. 
 
In a society as large and complex as the United States, there are many positions of 
leadership and many ways to exert influence. Businessmen and women, scientists, 
scholars, lawyers and generals all provide leadership. Even the occasional journalist, 
but that is rare and becoming rarer. 
 
For my purposes, I am speaking about political leadership, and within that field, more 
narrowly, about elected officials and even more precisely presidential leadership. That 
means excluding people such as Alan Greenspan and Colin Powell in Washington 
today, as well as such important historical figures as George Marshall and Henry 
Kissinger. 
 
There is a risk in focusing so narrowly on presidents; there is a temptation to draw too 
much from the most recent example or examples.  
 
Next year, I will mark my 50th year as a Washington reporter and this is my 12th 
presidential campaign since I first packed up a portable typewriter back in 1960. So 
this evening I will try to draw on the range of observations of what constitutes most of 
the political history of my country since the end of World War II. 
 
First, a couple of comments about the distinguishing characteristics of the American 
system. 
 
First and foremost, its openness.  
 
There is no single path to power and no clear-cut set of experiences or qualifications 
for presidential leadership. The party system, and particularly the mechanism for 
qualifying and selecting someone for the presidency, is much weaker in the US than 
in Britain or most other parliamentary systems. It is much more open and flexible. So 
much so that individuals that set their caps on becoming president have a chance to do 
so, no matter how unlikely the odds. 
 
This was brought home to me perhaps most vividly one evening when I was in Plains, 
Ga., attending a mid-week Bible class taught by Jimmy Carter. There we were, sitting 
on folding steel chairs in the basement of the Plains Baptist church, and he was doing 
what he often does which is to lead the Bible class of adults. The people around us 
were those who had just come in from the fields having done their days’ work. And I 
thought to myself, it is extraordinary that someone who had spent their early life and 
then much of their adult life in a remote, tiny town in rural Georgia could have 



imagined themselves moving to the presidency of the United States. But he not only 
imagined it, he achieved it. And that is perhaps the glory of our system. 
 
In his great book The Making of the President 1960, Theodore White describes how 
each of the efforts to achieve the most powerful secular office on the face of the globe 
began that year with a group of people who fit comfortably into someone’s living 
room: family and friends of the candidate himself. The same thing was true of George 
Bush in 2000 and now it is true of John Kerry. Neither of them – nor most of the 
others that I’ve covered who have run for president – was chosen to run. They chose 
themselves. Indeed, the one thing that almost all of the presidents I’ve known have 
had in common was ambition. I have to say ‘almost all’ because Gerald Ford was 
ambitious, but never for the presidency. He had hoped one day to be Speaker of the 
House of Representatives, but, as you know, his party never achieved a majority in 
the House during the years he served there. And so he was frustrated in that hope and 
had to settle for being President.  
 
This does not mean that there are no qualifications that apply to the presidential 
competition.  
 
So far, every president and every serious contender for the presidency has been a 
male. With the single exception of John Kennedy, all those who professed a religion 
have been Protestants. America is becoming more diverse, but every president has 
been a Caucasian. Overt discrimination is declining, however. For example, John 
Kerry’s Catholicism has not really been discussed as an issue this year – except by 
certain members of the Catholic Church hierarchy who wish to deny him and others 
like him Communion because he does not adhere to the Church’s position on 
abortion. There are women and Hispanics on their way up in politics who I think may 
soon break those barriers of race and gender. And I believe that if Colin Powell had 
chosen to run in 2000, his race would have been an asset, not a liability. 
 
There are other “accidental” factors that can be an advantage or a disadvantage to 
seeking the presidency. Physical appearance is important, in a way. Having a face,  
head and hairline that photograph well and having regular features and normal 
proportions; these can be helpful. Any oddity will be caricatured by the cartoonists 
and can easily become a negative trademark. Currently, George Bush is always drawn 
as a creature with abnormally large ears. John Kerry has an endless jaw. Jimmy 
Carter, in his time, became a set of flashing teeth. 
 
Eloquence, I think, has lost much of its historic place in the catalogue of desirable 
attributes. Ronald Reagan’s warm voice was welcomed by the American people. But 
the two Bushes’ relative inarticulateness and Bill Clinton’s verbosity did not do them 
any serious damage. We are less and less a word-oriented culture and more and more 
picture-oriented. And someone who looks okay will do better than the most gifted 
orator who has an unfortunate mole somewhere on his face. 
 
What about wealth? For many offices below the presidency, personal wealth has  
become an ever more important attribute. The Senate is full of millionaires, many of 
whom financed their own campaigns, in whole or in part. We also have some 
millionaire governors, including the movie star Arnold Schwarzenegger.  
 



But no-one, as yet, has managed to convert personal wealth into the purchase of the 
presidency. John Kerry this year took out a mortgage on a very luxurious home that 
he and his heiress wife, Theresa Heinz Kerry, own in Boston. And this loan sustained 
his campaign for a few vital weeks, even a couple of months, last winter, until he 
could start raising money again on the basis of his early primary election successes.  
 
But access to money is much more important than personal wealth. The current 
President Bush inherited a national network of donors and fundraisers that had been 
assembled in five national campaigns by his father. It produced what were then record 
sums for his campaign. 
 
But Howard Dean had no such advantage when he started out last year on his quest 
for the presidency. He was a first-time candidate from the small and not very wealthy 
state of Vermont: a state with no great tradition of political giving and very few major 
donors. But the Internet proved to be a very fruitful mechanism for fund-raising for 
Governor Dean: and so it is proving to be for more and more politicians. In years to 
come, I think we will find that the number of serious contenders for the presidency 
will grow – and the race will become more competitive – thanks to Internet giving.  
 
Already “outsiders” – in the sense of people whose prior experience has been outside 
of Washington, D.C. and the national government – are certainly not disadvantaged, 
and may in fact find that they are favoured in these contests. 
 
Of the nine presidents whose campaigns I have covered, five had most of their 
political apprenticeship in Washington; four came from outside. But the tendency is 
increasingly to look outside. The first four were all Washington insiders: John 
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford. Of the last five, only the 
first President Bush was in that category. Four of the most recent five presidents came 
from outside: Carter, Reagan, Clinton and George W. Bush. 
 
Six of the nine presidents had spent decades in public office before reaching the 
presidency: the exceptions being Ronald Reagan, a broadcaster, movie star and 
television host who had eight years as governor of California; the current President 
Bush, an oil man and baseball executive, who had six years as governor of Texas; and 
Jimmy Carter, a Navy officer and peanut warehouse operator, who had an equally 
brief tenure as a legislator and governor of Georgia. 
 
It’s very difficult to make the argument that prior experience, particularly experience 
in Washington, correlates in any way with success in the presidency. Lyndon 
Johnson, Richard Nixon and Gerry Ford had the most extensive Washington 
backgrounds and had played the largest roles: Johnson and Ford as leaders of their 
parties in the Senate and House, respectively, and Nixon as a veteran of the House, 
the Senate and the vice-presidency. But Vietnam drove Lyndon Johnson from the 
White House. Nixon was forced out of office by the Watergate scandal. And Ford, our 
only appointed president, failed in a bid for election in his own right. The only two-
term presidents in this period were Reagan and Clinton, neither of whom had worked 
for a day in Washington before taking the oath as president. 
 
Let me turn now to a few comments about the nominating process by which we get to 
our candidates.  



 
Our system of nominating candidates is bizarre. It is irrational. It is close to being 
indefensible.  
 
It changed radically during the decade of the 1960s. In 1960, John Kennedy competed 
in only two primaries against a serious opponent:  Wisconsin and West Virginia, 
against Hubert Humphrey. He won both. But he gained the nomination only when the 
leaders of the Democratic party weighed his claims against other possibilities, 
including two other more senior senators – Lyndon Johnson and Stuart Symington – 
and the party’s two-time nominee, Adlai Stevenson. After making their comparison, 
the party leaders decided to throw their votes to Kennedy, making him the nominee at 
the end of the summer national convention.  
 
Nixon’s path to the Republican nomination in 1960 was similar. Both men were 
chosen by the consensus of the leaders of their parties in the fifty states. 
 
By 1972, a revolution had occurred – largely in the Democratic Party and largely as a 
result of the civil war within that party over the Vietnam War, which produced bloody 
fighting between the police and demonstrators outside the convention hall in Chicago 
in the summer of 1968, and a similarly bitter struggle within it before Hubert 
Humphrey was finally nominated.  
 
After Humphrey’s defeat by Nixon, the reform forces imposed new and stringent 
party rules and those rules in turn prompted more and more states to decide that the 
simplest way to choose their delegates to the nominating convention would be to 
conduct open primaries, rather than continuing with closed leadership processes. 
 
So the power to pick the nominees has now effectively been transferred to those 
voters who choose to participate in the primaries. They are relatively few, these 
voters, compared to the number that vote in the general election. In November, as you 
know, barely half of the Americans eligible to vote come to the polls to vote. In the 
primaries, the turnout is a fraction of that. 
 
But all primaries are not created equal. Those that occur early in the election year 
have a far greater influence in narrowing the field of contenders and boosting some at 
the expense of others. As a result, presidential hopefuls spend inordinate amounts of 
time cultivating supporters in Iowa, New Hampshire and South Carolina: states which 
have managed to elbow their way to the head of the line. And often by the time those 
states have voted, the die is cast for the nomination. 
 
Even though they are small in population, however, Iowa, New Hampshire and South 
Carolina do present a reasonable test of Republican sentiment. All three states more 
often than not elect Republicans in November. They mirror the regional sentiment 
among Republicans. They are conservative states. But these states are not at all 
representative of Democratic constituencies. Except for South Carolina, they have no 
significant minority populations and the whites who are Democrats in these states 
tend to be considerably more liberal than the states as a whole.  
 
Compounding the problem is the growing tendency to advance the dates of these and 
other primaries. The competition for attention from candidates and the press has 



caused more and more states to shift the dates of their primaries closer and closer to 
the start of the presidential year. The process used to begin in New Hampshire in early 
March. Now Iowa and New Hampshire vote in January and the nomination is 
essentially settled by early March. The result is that candidates in this current cycle 
began campaigning much earlier – all through 2003 – when few if any normal voters 
are at all eager to be drawn into presidential politics. The candidates therefore expend 
enormous amounts of energy and money when few voters know or care about what 
they are doing. And when the presidential year actually begins, they are so pressed for 
time and the contests in individual states come so fast and furious that they have few 
opportunities to introduce themselves or explain their views.  
 
The result is a system that ill serves the parties or the nation. Too much turns on small 
margins in the early states. This year, for example, John Kerry edged out John 
Edwards by a few thousand votes in Iowa, with Howard Dean third and Richard 
Gephardt a bit further behind. Gephardt immediately quit the race because had 
finished fourth in one contest. Howard Dean was never able to recover from his 
setback in Iowa. Edwards was never able to overtake Kerry, even though he tried 
again and again until the contest effectively ended in March. After the first three 
primaries, none of the candidates had more than two or three days to campaign in any 
state, and none but Kerry had the funds to put his ads on the air in all of them. 
 
In my view, unless some way is found to slow down and space out the primaries, this 
kind of rush to judgement will continue to distort our nominating process. 
 
The general election campaign works much better. Public financing is available to the 
major candidates and so far they have all taken it. Other money is raised and spent 
independently of their campaigns to influence the election, but the resources on both 
sides are relatively equal. There is sufficient time from Labor Day to the first Tuesday 
in November for the candidates to travel the country and explain themselves. The 
tradition of television debates is now quite well established – they have occurred in 
every cycle since 1976, and large audiences tune in to watch them. These debates, 
plus the acceptance speeches that the candidates make on the final night of the 
nominating conventions during the summer, provide basic information to voters. And 
the paid commercials, the emails, the direct mail, the phone calls and the door-to-door 
canvassing bring them more information. In my interviewing, I find that voters 
generally have a pretty clear focus on the candidates and their major stands by the 
time they vote in November: a very sharp contrast to the situation during all but the 
very early primaries. 
 
As you know, the process of electing a president is actually fifty-one separate 
elections: one in each of the fifty states, plus the District of Columbia. Virtually all of 
the states, with a couple of exceptions, award their electoral votes as a block to 
whichever candidate receives the plurality of the popular vote in that state.  
 
This winner take all system of electoral votes has twice in our history produced a 
presidential winner who received fewer popular votes than his opponent. In 2000, it 
took intervention by the Supreme Court to settle the dispute over counting votes in 
Florida. The controversy lasted thirty-six days, but, somewhat to my surprise, the 5-4 
ruling in the Supreme Court certifying Governor Bush as the winner in Florida was 



accepted rather more quickly and with rather less bitterness than I had expected from 
the losing side, including the losing candidate, Mr Gore himself. 
 
In the aftermath of that very close election, there has been a new focus on voting 
procedures: for example, the way in which the lists of eligible voters are maintained 
and the accuracy of the machines on which people vote. The administration of 
elections in the United States is a state responsibility, but Congress has allocated 
several billion dollars to purchase more modern and reliable equipment and to train 
workers at the polls to assist voters with language or physical limitations. One hopes 
there will be fewer controversies this year, but we have no guarantee that problems 
will not occur again. 
 
To summarize, what I have tried to suggest in this quick outline is that the 
shortcoming in the American system of choosing a president is that both the lack of 
any form of peer review or of any kind of system of evaluating people for the 
presidency on the basis of their past performance, and the over-reliance on individual 
ambition, makes it very possible for someone to reach the presidency of the United 
States without the qualities and the political skills needed to be an effective president. 
 
I would say that we had an example of this with President Jimmy Carter. An 
admirable human being, he has been exemplary in his humanitarian and civic work as 
a former president. But as President he quickly lost the confidence of his own party in 
Congress and had a frustrating four years in office before being defeated at the end of 
his first term by Ronald Reagan.  
 
The compensating advantage of the American system is that it does make it possible 
for people to emerge who would probably not have not have done so through any kind 
of systematic review of qualifications by other politicians. And it is possible for 
people of this sort to bring with them – if they happen to have political skills – a more 
rapid and sweeping change in American policy than would likely be the case if a 
cautious, incremental kind of peer review process were at work. I think of the 
examples of Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton: neither of whom was the choice of the 
politicians of their own parties at the time, and both of whom turned out to be highly 
skilled politicians and people with a fresh enough look at policy questions to make 
dramatic and fundamental changes. 
 
Today the path to the presidency is open to a wider spectrum of Americans than at 
any point in our history. The legal and social barriers have largely been removed. And 
as more women and minorities enter politics and gain public office we will see more 
of them competing for the presidency and the quality of White House occupants will 
likely improve. We now have nine women serving in the Senate and six in 
governorships, and African-Americans and Latinos make up more than ten percent of 
the membership of the House of Representatives. They are part of what I have 
observed as a general improvement in the quality of officeholders in the United 
States. 
 
For all the criticism of American politics – much of it deserved – we do not suffer 
from a lack of talent coming into the political system. To the contrary, I think the 
quality of state and federal elected officials below the presidency has increased during 
the forty-plus years I have been covering politics. Ethical standards are higher and 



there are fewer people in positions of power who visibly lack the ability to do their 
jobs. We have many problems in our political system, but the quality of the candidates 
is not one of them. And for that I am grateful. 
 
Finally, let me anticipate what I’m sure is on your minds as we turn to the question 
period, and comment briefly on the current presidential election.  
 
I think most of us who are covering this campaign believe that we are looking forward 
to a historically important election. It is very clear that there is high voter interest. The 
turnout in the primaries was high. The quality of questions at the candidate town 
meetings was serious. People are very aware of the significance of this election and 
are looking at it as both an opportunity and a challenge for the country. 
 
Why this high level of interest? 
 
First of all, we are at war in Iraq, and that is understandably concentrating people’s 
minds.  
 
More broadly, the issue of terrorism – which is a new issue for the United States – is 
one on which we have never had to vote before. We’d never had an attack on the 
continental United States before September 11, 2001. And so the question of which 
candidate will best protect the country is now an urgent one for most Americans. 
 
In addition, I would say that there is a growing public awareness in the U.S. of the 
way in which the two largest nations on the face of the Earth – China and India – have 
emerged with stunning rapidity as modern economies and the implications this has for 
the entire world economy. So issues that have not really been seriously debated 
before, such as managing the economy, managing trade relations and thinking about 
where we stand in the world economy, are becoming very vivid to the American 
people.  
 
In addition to that, this President Bush has turned out to be a very consequential 
president. I have to admit that I totally misjudged him as a candidate. I thought that he 
was a pleasant man who was running to restore the family franchise to the White 
House but who did not have any terribly large policy goals of his own. I could not 
have been more mistaken. He has changed more basic policy in three and a half years 
than could possibly have been imagined.  
 
He has taken us from a budgetary situation of large surpluses to record deficits. He 
has changed the way in which taxes are levied in the United States, both in terms of 
the people who pay these taxes and the amount of taxes that they pay. He has 
rewritten the role of the federal government in local public schools. He has pushed 
through Congress the largest expansion of the Medicare programme since Lyndon 
Johnson. He has re-written environmental policy and regulatory policy, to say nothing 
of the dramatic changes which you are all very well aware that he has made both to 
American foreign policy and our national security policy. 
 
All of this is on the table because the public in America is deeply divided about the 
wisdom and the acceptability of these policies. Many welcome them, yet many decry 
them. 



 
And this is taking place against a backdrop of a nation at a rare moment of parity 
between its two great parties. However you measure it – whether by the identification 
of the voters themselves, or by the number of Republicans and Democrats in public 
office at all levels from the state legislatures on up – we are a 50:50 nation.  
 
We are looking at an election in which there will be unprecedented efforts to mobilise 
the supporters on both sides. Both parties have not only committed themselves to 
wildly expensive television campaigns, but also to the greatest recruitment effort for 
volunteers who will go from door-to-door to talk to their neighbours about why they 
should vote for Bush or for Kerry that we have seen in a very long time in our 
country.  
 
The degree to which the country is polarised can be summarised by a couple of 
figures. The Los Angeles Times had a recent poll that found that self-identified 
Democrats were supporting Senator Kerry by a margin of 86% to 7%, with 2% 
supporting Ralph Nader. Republicans were even more unanimous: 92% of the self-
identified Republicans were supporting Bush, 4% supporting Kerry, and 1% Nader. 
Among the Independents the figures were 41%, 43% and 10%. And that is why we 
are looking at a very close election.  
 
Polling in my paper on Tuesday morning had a trial heat that had Kerry in front with 
48%, Bush 44%, and Nader 6%. Those numbers have been fluctuating back and forth 
and they will continue to fluctuate. We are looking, I think, at a very intense and very 
competitive election. 
 
So, I’d like to stop this filibuster now and listen to what you have on your minds!  
 
Thank you so much. 
 
 
Question: First, could you tell us about the impact of “super-delegates” in the 
nomination of presidential candidates. And second, regarding your claim that the 
standard of candidates is going up, I wanted to ask you about the impact of the 
celebrity candidate in American politics that we’ve seen recently with the election of 
Arnold Schwarzenegger. Do you think that this is something that we are likely to see 
more of? 
 
Answer:  “Super-delegates”, just so we are clear, are a category of delegates created 
by the Democrats about three cycles ago when they found that the reforms that came 
in after the 1968 convention were largely eliminating even a token role at their 
convention for their party’s senators, representatives, governors and mayors. And so 
they created this new category of “super-delegates”: people who would be accredited 
by virtue of their jobs rather than having the wisdom to back the candidate who won 
the primary in their state.  
 
The classic statement about the old problem came in 1972 from Speaker Tip O’Neill 
of Massachusetts. O’Neill backed Ed Muskie, the establishment candidate for the 
Democratic nomination that year, only to see his state choose the McGovern 
delegation. And when he came back to Washington after that convention he told his 



friends: “I got beat by the cast of Hair!” And so they created this “counter-weight”, if 
you will, of people who were ex-officio delegates. But it’s had no effect. The 
primary’s effect is so dominant that the “super-delegates” have no courage, wisdom, 
or tendency to challenge what their constituents have done. So, if a candidate wins the 
Iowa caucuses, the Iowa Democratic officials will support that candidate: they don’t 
even think of second-guessing their own voters.  
 
With regard to celebrity candidates, we have had a number of them. Schwarzenegger 
is the most recent example. But some athletes and entertainers have also had some 
success. However, I think the tendency is for them not to outnumber the businessmen 
and women who have been successful in their careers and have decided to engage in a 
period of public service. These people are more numerous, and I think they are 
tending to be more successful as a group, than those who are pure celebrities. 
Schwarzenegger is a great exception. He has turned out to be a very skilful politician 
who is governing effectively in a state capital, Sacramento, that had been as paralysed 
by partisanship as Washington, DC in recent years. He has managed to break the 
stalemate there. How long it will last I don’t know, but it has been a very impressive 
start to his governorship.  
 
 
Question: You spoke of peer review as the method that used to prevail, and it is the 
method that others describe as “decision by pols in smoke-filled rooms”. It brought us 
people of such distinction as Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Dwight 
Eisenhower and, as you yourself mentioned, John F. Kennedy. Since the primaries 
have become the way to become nominated, we have had, among others, Jimmy 
Carter, whom you correctly describe as a fine person but a negligible president, and 
the two Bushes, the latter of whom you describe in ways not everyone in this room 
would agree with. So I wonder whether the primary system has in fact brought better 
people than the system that involved pols who knew their people and chose them 
through a series of bargains.  
 
And my second question, sir, is that you spoke of the superior men now serving in 
Congress, yet can you really argue that the Senate of Senator Barkley and of Senator 
Truman, and even of Senators Bradley and Moynihan was inferior to the Senate that 
sits today? And if so, who are the new Senators who accepted with scarcely any 
complaint a series of foreign policy measures that were extraordinarily ill-advised and 
that you yourself in your columns have criticised. What is this glorious new Senate 
that we have? I speak not of the House. But I do have some faint recollection in my 
own lifetime of what Senator Barkley was, and I knew Senator Truman. I see no-one 
of their qualities today; and by qualities I speak of courage and foresight. And if I 
may say so, the tragic President of the twentieth century undoubtedly is the man who 
was a glorious Senate figure: Lyndon B. Johnson. He is tragic because of the mistake 
he made in keeping the foreign policy group that had served Kennedy. But his 
domestic policies are the glory of the United States and they compare very favourably 
with anything that has happened since. Thank you. 
 
Answer: Thank you. And well said! Let me attempt to answer your second question. I 
think all of us have a tendency to single out the individuals that we have known or 
whom we admire from the past and to project their excellent qualities onto their 
contemporaries. I certainly share your admiration for Senators Barkley and Truman 



and that generation of senators. But there are serious people in the US Senate today. 
The Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Lugar from 
Indiana, is a serious person. He is not much listened to by this Administration, which 
is a mistake on the part of the Administration and a tragedy for the country. But he 
and his counterpart on the Democratic side, Senator Jo Biden of Delaware, have 
conducted a series of hearings which have done as much as legislators can do to help 
illuminate the problems in American foreign policy in general, and in Iraq in 
particular.  
 
We have a notable throwback to the great Senate tradition of mavericks in John 
McCain of Arizona, who is a classic of the type. He has the kind of independence and 
reputation that compels attention from the press and makes it possible for him to have 
a disproportionate influence as an individual Senator.  
 
So there are a few. But I would not challenge your point that the Senate as a body has 
fallen on very bad times. In part this is because the close division between the parties 
has created an atmosphere in which the first question that tends to be asked on both 
sides of the aisle whenever any issue arises, is: “Will it help us, or will it help them?” 
Only rarely does the debate get beyond this point.  
 
I think I could make a stronger case about today’s House of Representatives as 
compared to the House that was sitting when I started work in Washington in the late 
1950s. Then, you didn’t have to know most of the members in the House of 
Representatives because if you hunted them down they didn’t have a damn thing to 
tell you! They were not sent there to think for themselves. They were sent there to 
follow the leadership, either the leadership of their party in the House, or the leaders 
back home who recruited them.  
 
That has changed. And whether you agree with them or not, the men and women who 
come to the House now, come with ideas and agendas. They have things that they 
hope to accomplish and it’s a very different atmosphere. Again, it’s poisoned by 
partisanship. But there are simply fewer hacks, I think, in the House today than was 
the case back then. 
 
As to your first question, you will have gathered from what I said earlier that I would 
never try to pretend to be a defender of the current system of selecting presidential 
candidates. I think it is much too prone to chance and the vagaries of fortune. I think 
there are some useful things you can learn from primaries. You can learn whether a 
candidate who has operated in one part of the country has the ability to learn the 
issues that are important in another part of the country. You can learn something 
about their ability to create mobile political organizations. But I think that the things 
that you can learn usefully from the primaries you can learn in five or six primaries in 
total; you don’t need forty primaries to determine those things. And when you’ve 
gone as far as we have in terms of making it a totally primary dominated system you 
leave yourself absolutely wide open to chance.  
 
What sustains this system are two things. First, public distrust of politics and 
politicians. The American people do not want to let the “damn politicians” choose the 
presidential candidates: they would rather think that they are choosing them 
themselves. The second factor is the press. We have created a very populist press in 



the United States. This press is disdainful of parties, politics and politicians and it 
feeds the public’s suspicion that anything that comes to us by the hands of the 
politicians is thereby tainted and suspect.  
 
Question: You made general comments, obviously, on presidential candidates and 
their individual qualities. I’d like to ask you about the broader issue of the presidential 
and vice-presidential ticket. First, your thoughts on the general trends in the choice of 
vice-presidential running mates in American elections. Second, with regard to this 
year’s election, what can we read into George W. Bush’s retention of Dick Cheney as 
a running mate? And who might John Kerry pick as his running mate? 
 
Answer: I am permanently disqualified at the Washington Post from guessing or 
reporting on who may become a vice-presidential candidate, because the only time 
that I was ever right, literally, his name was Spiro Agnew! So that takes me out of the 
game! 
 
We believe that Senator Kerry has seriously vetted at least three people. First, Dick 
Gephardt, a Congressman from Missouri who has been in the House for a very long 
time and who competed for the presidency this year, as he did in 1988. Second, John 
Edwards, the young Senator from North Carolina, who was, in my view, the most 
effective campaigner out there among the Democrats this year. His disadvantage was 
that Raleigh, N.C., does not produce nearly as many skilled political operatives as 
Boston, Massachusetts. If he had had Kerry’s political organisation, Edwards would 
have been the Democratic nominee. But he didn’t. However, he built a following 
among the Democrats who watched him and heard him. And he had what I thought 
was the best stump speech making the Democratic case against the Bush 
Administration. The third person is someone who is not at all well known inside of 
the United States and I’m sure is completely unknown in Britain at this point: Tom 
Vilsack, Governor of Iowa. I happen to be an admirer of his. I think he is a very solid 
human being. He has good values. He was raised as an orphan and adopted by a 
working class family. He is smart as whip, and is very direct and very candid. He is 
someone who I think if he were chosen by Senator Kerry, the American people – as 
they came to know him better – would feel more and more positive about. I think he’s 
good. And I think that among the second tier Democrats, those who are relatively 
recently elected to public office, Vilsack is as good as anybody I know on their side. 
So, those are the three that we think Kerry’s talked to, but there may be others that we 
are not aware of. 
 
As for the President’s decision to stick with Dick Cheney, I think it reflects two 
things. First, Bush’s sense of personal loyalty. Second, his reluctance to admit that 
any decision he’s made is a mistake. So, on both of these grounds I think he would 
find it very difficult to switch at this point. Is it possible that Cheney will go to him 
and say, “The docs say I’m alright, but they think this is not a healthy thing for me to 
be doing.” Yes, that is possible. But there is no sign that that is the case. 
 
Question: I wonder whether there is slightly more of a case for the defence of the 
present nominating system than you choose to make, and whether it really is true that  
the sort of people that have been nominated since 1980 have been that different from 
those the party leaders would have chosen. You cast some doubt on Ronald Reagan 
and Bill Clinton in this regard. But in 1980 Ronald Reagan was a former governor of 



California and part of the Republican party elite: someone it would have been very 
difficult to turn down under any system. In 1992 Bill Clinton came with some terrible 
baggage, but the logic of that race was that the Democrat most likely to win would be 
a Southern moderate from outside Washington, and Clinton was the only candidate 
who made himself available who fit that category.  
 
To me the fascinating thing about this year’s race has been that for all of the early 
money-surge and poll-boom behind Howard Dean, the view of the most of the 
political elite in the United States, and certainly much of the punditocracy, that the 
Vermont governor “had a screw loose”, seems to have been transmitted to the wise 
folk of the Iowa caucus who did their duty by him. Might it be the case, therefore, that 
despite all of the hoopla, we actually end up with the sorts of candidates who 
“gentlemen (as was) in smoke-filled rooms” might well have settled on as an 
acceptable compromise, just as John Kerry is an acceptable compromise to most of 
the Democratic elite? 
 
Answer: You can certainly make the case that you’ve made that both Reagan and 
Clinton were so superior to their competition that they would have won under any 
system; that their qualities would have been recognised by other politicians and that 
they would have won under those circumstances. That is a perfectly defensible case to 
make. 
 
It is a fact, however, that both of them stumbled at the start. Reagan lost Iowa to Bush 
in 1980. Clinton lost New Hampshire to Paul Tsongas in 1992. And the reasons that 
they lost were things that seemed important at the time to other politicians. I don’t 
know how many Democratic politicians were then prepared to say to Bill Clinton, 
“Well, we’ll just ignore the rumours about your draft status and the rumours about 
your womanising because you seem to us to have such interesting ideas!”  
 
In Reagan’s case, I think it’s likely that he would have come back as he did in New 
Hampshire and defeated Bush and from that point on had a relatively smooth passage. 
I think it’s very possible you can make the case with Reagan. 
 
I’m not so sure about Clinton because what I can recall from that time is that there 
was a real fear, among Washington, DC Democrats particularly, that this fellow 
Clinton could turn out to be a political disaster for them. They didn’t know him that 
well and they were getting very bad vibes about his personal life and his voracity, and 
it was a nervous time for them.  
 
It was not until Clinton got to Georgia, where of all unlikely people – given what his 
role is today – Zel Miller, then the Governor of Georgia and now the “Democratic” 
Senator of that state who is campaigning openly for President Bush’s re-election, 
turned it around for Bill Clinton. He effectively said “We’re going to take him, pick 
him up, dust him off and put him back on his feet.” Till they got to Georgia there was 
a lot of nervousness among Democratic politicians about the possibility or the 
prospect of a Clinton nomination. 
 
 
Question: First, you hadn’t mentioned Sam Nunn, and perhaps I could respond to an 
earlier question by saying that by any standard this is an absolutely outstanding 



former senator, and not so long ago a senator, which I think bears out your argument 
that the quality has not declined. But you might possibly comment on Nunn’s 
prospects of becoming vice-president or secretary of state if there were to be a Kerry 
victory. Second, can you say something about what one might call the “narrowing” of 
the American political system. You referred to the small number of voters that take 
part in the primaries. I think I’m right in saying, but please tell me if I’m not, that they 
are over-whelmingly of the older generation and over-whelmingly of the higher 
income groups. They are therefore far from representative. How much do they 
influence not only the choice of president, but also the choice of policies? And here I 
have in mind your reference to what Mr Bush has done for Medicare, which of course 
is a health care system for the elderly, as distinct from Medicaid, which is a health 
care system for the poor. 
 
Answer: Senator Nunn certainly belongs on any list of distinguished senators in 
recent decades. He was extremely constructive, inventive and influential. I suppose it 
is possible that he could be the vice-presidential choice. The most recent conversation 
I had with him, which was on the subject of nuclear proliferation rather than domestic 
politics, led me to think that if he had an interest in returning to the political world it 
would be to serve in a substantive policy position rather than to plunge into a 
campaign. His distaste for electoral politics at this point is pretty strong. I’m not 
saying that he would actually refuse an offer, but I think he would just as soon that it 
did not come to him in the form of running with Kerry for vice-president. I think he 
would be much more receptive to thinking about a national security position or a 
diplomatic position of weight in a Kerry administration, rather than going on the 
ticket. 
 
Your point about the narrowness of the electorate and therefore the distortions that we 
see in our politics is absolutely sound. When I suggested earlier that there are vagaries 
in this system I should have listed as one of the most important the fact that the people 
who vote in the primaries are in no way representative of the national electorate. This 
skew to the elderly, the well-educated, and the better-off is very heavy in most of the 
states and it has exactly the kind of consequences that you talk about. It’s one of many 
of what I regard as distorting factors in our current presidential selection system.  
  
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


