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B
y Irw
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T
he credentials of the author, far m

ore than the sub-
stance of his argum

ent, m
ake T

he T
w

ilight of the P
res-

iden
cy a p

rovocative b
ook

. G
eorge E

. R
eed

y, a lon
g-

tim
e aid

e of L
yn

d
on

 Joh
n

son
 in

 th
e S

en
ate, follow

ed
 

him
 into the W

hite H
ouse and for a tim

e served as his 
p

ress secretary. H
e p

rob
ab

ly k
n

ew
 h

is ch
ief as in

ti-
m

ately as anyone in Johnson's entourage, and he w
as 

in the W
hite H

ouse long enough to learn the location 
of every skeleton in every back closet. 

T
his slender, crisply w

ritten book is not a m
em

oir, 
how

ever, but a despairing analysis of the m
anner and 

atm
osphere in w

hich presidential pow
er is exercised. 

Its thesis is that the reverence and aw
e that surround 

th
e p

resid
en

cy, th
e m

on
arch

ical q
u

ality of th
e office, 

th
e p

h
ysical isolation

 im
p

osed
 b

y th
e d

em
an

d
s of se-

cu
rity, th

e flattery of a sycop
h

an
tic staff, even

 th
e 

lush creature com
forts that go w

ith the job, all conspire 
to insulate the president from

 reality, to distort judg-
m

ent and to produce grievous political error. 

t

R
eedy w

rites that "T
he process of erosion by w

hich 
reality grad

u
ally fad

es b
egin

s th
e m

om
en

t som
eon

e 
says 'C

on
gratu

lation
s, M

r. P
resid

en
t.' "

 T
h

ereafter, 

Irw
in

 R
oss is th

e au
th

or of T
he L

oneliest C
am

paign: 
T

he T
rum

an V
ictory of 1948. 

(staff m
em

bers are m
ore concerned w

ith bolstering their 
low

n positions than w
ith telling the president the truth. 

T
h

ey sh
ap

e th
eir ad

vice to h
is p

red
ilection

s. C
ab

in
et 

'm
em

bers, w
ho lack any independent political pow

er of 
th

eir ow
n

, are eq
u

ally in
effective in

 settin
g th

e p
resi-

dent straight. E
ven pow

erful senators and congressm
en, 

w
ho m

ay thunder on the hill, are reduced to deferential 
pleasantries w

hen they have an audience. O
nly the press 

provides him
 w

ith a w
indow

 on the w
orld. 

T
h

e con
seq

u
en

ces of th
is isolation

, accord
in

g to 
R

eed
y, are su

ch
 extraord

in
ary errors as th

e B
ay of 

P
igs disaster under K

ennedy and, one gathers, John-
son's decision to bom

b N
orth V

ietnam
. R

eedy has cur-
iou

sly little to say ab
ou

t V
ietn

am
. H

e d
evotes m

ore 
attention to one of Johnson's dom

estic bloopers, for ex-
am

ple, his rash proposal to m
erge the C

om
m

erce and 
L

abor D
epartm

ents. 
R

eedy's m
ost startling statem

ents com
e in a chapter 

en
titled

 "
It C

an
 H

ap
p

en
,"

 in
 w

h
ich

 h
e d

iscu
sses th

e 
p

rob
lem

 of rem
ovin

g a p
resid

en
t for m

en
tal in

com
-

petence. "I do have som
e experience w

ith the reaction 
of hum

an beings to irrational behavior," he states, "and 
it is clear to m

e that w
here P

residents are concerned, 
the tolerance level for irrationality extends alm

ost to 
the point of gibbering idiocy." T

his indeed is a tanta-
lizin

g gen
eralization

, b
u

t R
eed

y p
rovid

es n
o d

etails 
ab

ou
t w

h
at h

e h
as seen

. H
e goes on

 to argu
e th

at th
e 

m
echanism

s of the T
w

enty-F
ifth A

m
endm

ent w
ould be 

ineffective in rem
oving an unstable president unless he  

w
as com

pletely lunatic. Short of that, a president is un-
assailable. 

R
eedy suggests that the one theoretical cure to the 

problem
 of presidential isolation w

ould be to install a 
parliam

entary system
, m

aking the president's tenure 
dependent on the w

ill of the legislature. T
he president 

w
ould then continually have to heed political reality; 

there w
ould also be no constitutional obstacle to rem

ov-
ing him

. B
ut, as R

eedy quickly points out, there is no 
chance that the A

m
erican people w

ill opt for a parlia-
m

entary regim
e. H

e thus sees no practical solution and 
ends w

ith an apocalyptic vision of the rising forces of 
violence in our society overw

helm
ing the institution of 

the presidency. 
T

he author's pessim
ism

 is not persuasive. T
here is no 

doubt that presidential isolation can be a m
ajor prob-

lem
, but R

eedy pushes his thesis too hard. P
residential 

failure is also caused by deficiencies of w
ill and im

ag-
ination, by intractable political opposition in C

ongress, 
and by an inability to m

ove public opinion. A
t several 

points, R
eedy concedes that R

oosevelt w
as able to keep 

in touch w
ith the real w

orld, that he w
elcom

ed oppos-
ing advice from

 his counsellors, that he w
as capable of 

learning from
 his m

istakes. T
he sam

e could be said of 
H

arry T
rum

an, a m
an of m

ore m
odest talents. A

s for 
L

yndon B
aines Johnson, after a fine start he m

ade a 
botch of things. B

ut w
as his problem

 perhaps personal 
as m

uch as institutional? If not m
ore so? 
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