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Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a renowned American historian and presidential adviser, played a pivotal role in
shaping historical discourse and political thought in the 20th century. Throughout his career,
Schlesinger employed a variety of terms and concepts to analyze American history, political
dynamics, and societal changes. One of the most notable and frequently discussed terms he used was

, which he employed to describe the . This term encapsulates a critical facet of his
interpretive framework and offers profound insights into his understanding of American history and
politics.

In this comprehensive article, we delve into the origins, significance, and implications of the term

as used by Arthur Schlesinger Jr., exploring its contextual relevance and how it influenced
historical and political analysis. We will also examine Schlesinger’s broader intellectual contributions,
his perspectives on American liberalism, and the enduring impact of his ideas.

Understanding the Term in the Context of
Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s Work

Origins and Definition of the Term

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. first introduced and popularized the term in his scholarly writings and
political commentaries during the mid-20th century. The term was derived from a combination of
historical analysis, sociopolitical observation, and philosophical reflection. At its core, refers
to , which Schlesinger argued was a defining characteristic of

The precise definition of varies depending on the context, but it generally encompasses:

- A tendency towards in American political or societal behavior.

- The influence of on shaping public policy and national identity.

- The cyclical nature of in American history.

Schlesinger’s use of the term was not merely descriptive but also analytical, aiming to reveal
underlying patterns and themes that recur throughout American history.



The Significance of the Term in Schlesinger’s Historical and
Political Analysis

Schlesinger employed the term to analyze various periods in American history, such as the
Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the post-World War Il era. His use of served several
purposes:

1. Identifying Recurring Patterns: Schlesinger believed that was a recurring phenomenon in
American history, manifesting in different forms across eras.

2. Explaining Political Shifts: The term helped explain shifts in political ideology, leadership styles, and
policy priorities.

3. Highlighting Societal Values: It captured the societal values and cultural attitudes that influenced
political decisions and national identity.

For example, in his analysis of the 20th-century American liberalism, Schlesinger argued that
was a driving force behind the expansion of government programs and social reforms.

The Role of in Schlesinger’s Major Works

Schlesinger’s extensive body of work includes influential books, essays, and speeches where he
applied the concept of to interpret American history.

Key Works Featuring the Term

Some of Schlesinger’s most notable works where the term plays a central role include:
- "The Age of Roosevelt" (1957): Schlesinger discusses how influenced the New Deal
policies and the evolution of American liberalism.

- "The Cycles of American History" (1986): This work explicitly explores as a cyclical

pattern, analyzing waves of reform, conservatism, and renewal.
- "A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House" (1965): Schlesinger examines how
shaped Kennedy’s policies and leadership style.

In each of these works, Schlesinger uses as a lens to interpret historical events,
emphasizing its importance in understanding the American political landscape.

Implications of Using the Term in Historical
Narratives
Utilizing allowed Schlesinger to emphasize that American history is characterized by

recurring themes and patterns rather than linear progress. This perspective:

- Challenges notions of inevitable progress, highlighting instead the cyclical nature of political and



social change.

- Encourages a nuanced understanding of historical events, acknowledging the influence of
on shaping outcomes.

- Provides a framework for predicting future trends based on past cycles of

Schlesinger’s Broader Ideas and Theories Related to

The Liberal Consensus and the Role of

Schlesinger was a staunch advocate of liberalism and believed that was fundamental to the
success and resilience of American liberal ideals. He argued that fostered:

- Social reform: Promoting policies aimed at reducing inequality and expanding opportunity.
- Political stability: Maintaining a balance between reform and tradition.
- National unity: Uniting diverse groups through shared values and goals.

However, Schlesinger also warned that could lead to complacency or resistance to
necessary change if left unchecked.

The Cyclical Nature of American Politics

Building on the concept of , Schlesinger proposed that American political history is marked
by cycles of reform and reaction. He identified key phases such as:

- The Progressive Era (early 20th century)
- The New Deal Coalition (1930s-1940s)

- The Post-War Consensus (1950s-1960s)
- The Reagan Revolution (1980s)

Each cycle, according to Schlesinger, was characterized by a wave of followed by periods of
conservatism or retrenchment.

The Impact of on Political Leadership

Schlesinger believed that understanding was crucial for analyzing the leadership styles of
figures like Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson. These leaders exemplified
how could be harnessed to drive major policy initiatives and shape national direction.



The Legacy of Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and the Term

Schlesinger’s Influence on Historiography and Political
Thought

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. remains a towering figure in American historiography and political analysis. His
use of contributed to:

- The development of cyclical theories of history.
- A deeper understanding of liberalism’s evolution.

- The recognition of patterns in American political development.

Schlesinger’s insights continue to influence scholars, policymakers, and students interested in
American history.

Critiques and Debates Surrounding

While Schlesinger’s application of has been influential, it has also faced critiques, including:

- Determinism: Critics argue that emphasizing cycles may oversimplify complex historical processes.
- Partisan Bias: Some contend that Schlesinger’s liberal perspective colors his interpretation of cycles.
- Predictive Limitations: Skeptics question the predictive power of cyclical theories.

Despite these critiques, the term remains a vital part of discussions on American history
and politics.

Enduring Relevance of Today

In contemporary discourse, the concept of continues to be relevant, especially in analyzing:

- Political polarization
- Social movements
- Policy shifts

Schlesinger’s framing encourages ongoing reflection on how patterns of influence current
and future developments.



Conclusion

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s use of the term to describe the has left a lasting imprint
on the understanding of American history and politics. By identifying and analyzing recurring
patterns, Schlesinger provided a nuanced framework that challenged linear narratives and highlighted
the cyclical nature of change. His insights continue to inform scholarly debates, political analysis, and
public discourse, demonstrating the enduring importance of in understanding the American
experience.

Whether examining the rise and fall of reform movements, shifts in ideological dominance, or
leadership styles, the concept of remains a vital tool for deciphering the complex tapestry
of American history. As scholars and policymakers grapple with new challenges, Schlesinger’s
emphasis on offers valuable perspective on the forces shaping the nation’s past, present,
and future.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What term did Arthur Schlesinger Jr. use to describe the
influence of political advisors in the presidency?

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. used the term 'policy czars' to describe the influential role of presidential
advisers in shaping policy.

How did Schlesinger Jr. characterize the relationship between
historians and presidential advisers?

He emphasized that historians often serve as critical observers and advisers, providing context and
analysis to presidential decision-making.

What term did Schlesinger Jr. employ to describe the impact
of presidential advisers on governance?

He used the term 'power brokers' to depict how advisers can significantly influence the direction of
presidential policies.

In Schlesinger Jr.'s analysis, what phrase did he use to refer
to the insidious influence of political consultants?

He referred to them as 'invisible hands' guiding the political landscape behind the scenes.



Which term did Arthur Schlesinger Jr. use to describe the
centralization of decision-making authority in the White
House?

He described it as the 'West Wing sphere'—a metaphor for the core decision-making hub.

What phrase did Schlesinger Jr. use to discuss the role of
media and public opinion in shaping presidential strategies?

He called it 'the fourth branch,' highlighting its increasing influence over presidential decisions.

How did Schilesinger Jr. describe the evolving role of
presidential advisers in modern governance?

He referred to it as the 'advisory revolution,' indicating a shift towards more specialized and
influential advisory roles in the White House.

Additional Resources

The Historian And Presidential Adviser Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Used The Term “Imperial Presidency” To
Describe The

Introduction

Few figures in American history have wielded as much intellectual influence on both academia and
the corridors of power as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Renowned as a prolific historian, presidential adviser,
and public intellectual, Schlesinger’s insights into American political development remain profoundly
relevant today. Among his most enduring contributions is his coining and popularization of the term
“Imperial Presidency”, a phrase that has since become a staple in discussions about executive power
and constitutional balance in the United States.

This article explores the origins, evolution, and implications of Schlesinger’s use of the term “Imperial
Presidency,” examining how it encapsulated concerns about the expansion of presidential authority,
especially during times of national crisis. We will analyze the historical context, Schlesinger’s specific
contributions, and the ongoing debates that this concept continues to inspire.

The Historical Context of the Term “Imperial Presidency”
The Post-World War Il Era and the Rise of Presidential Power
The mid-20th century was a period of significant transformation in American politics. The presidency,

traditionally viewed as a coequal branch of government, increasingly assumed a commanding role in
both domestic and foreign policy. This shift was accelerated by World War Il, the Cold War, and the



era’s geopolitical crises, which demanded swift executive action.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’'s unprecedented expansion of executive authority during his four
terms set a precedent that subsequent presidents, notably Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and
John F. Kennedy, expanded upon. The Cold War era’s exigencies often justified extraordinary
presidential measures, blurring constitutional boundaries.

The Rise of the Term “Imperial Presidency”

While the phrase “Imperial Presidency” predates Schlesinger, it was he who popularized and deeply
analyzed it in his seminal works. The term evokes an image of an emperor-like executive wielding
powers beyond constitutional limits—a critique of the presidency’s drift toward unchecked authority.

Schlesinger’s engagement with the term was rooted in his concern that the balance of power was
tilting dangerously toward the executive branch, undermining the system of checks and balances
enshrined in the Constitution. His analysis was particularly directed at the post-World War Il
accumulation of wartime and emergency powers, intelligence operations, and foreign policy
initiatives.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.: The Man Behind the Term

Background and Political Orientation

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. (1917-2007) was a Harvard-educated historian and a close adviser to President
John F. Kennedy. His political orientation was rooted in liberal internationalism, advocating for active
U.S. engagement abroad and social reform at home. Yet, despite his generally pro-administration
stance, Schlesinger was an astute critic of overreach and excesses of presidential power.

His Role as a Presidential Adviser

Serving as Special Assistant and adviser to President Kennedy, Schlesinger witnessed firsthand the
inner workings of the executive branch during a pivotal era. His proximity to power allowed him to
observe the expansion of presidential authority, fueling his concern about the potential erosion of
constitutional limits.

The Development of the Term “Imperial Presidency”

Though not the first to use the phrase, Schlesinger’s writings in the 1960s provided a rigorous
conceptual framework for understanding and critiquing the expansion of executive power. His 1973

book, The Imperial Presidency, explicitly examined this phenomenon, analyzing its origins,
implications, and potential remedies.

The Concept of the “Imperial Presidency”
Definition and Core Ideas

Schlesinger characterized the “Imperial Presidency” as a presidency that:



- Operates beyond constitutional checks and balances

- Exerts unilateral authority in foreign and domestic affairs

- Uses executive orders, signing statements, and other tools to bypass Congress
- Appeals directly to the public to legitimize actions

He argued that this concentration of power was a departure from the framers’ intent, which
envisioned a balanced system with separate, coequal branches.

Key Features and Examples
Schlesinger’s analysis identified several hallmark features of the Imperial Presidency:

- Use of Executive Orders: Presidents increasingly relied on executive orders to implement policies
without explicit Congressional approval.

- Military Engagements: Presidents often committed U.S. forces without formal declarations of war.
- National Security and Intelligence: The expansion of agencies like the CIA and NSA, with covert
operations outside legislative oversight.

- Emergency Powers: Presidents invoking national emergencies to justify extraordinary measures.

Examples cited by Schlesinger include:

- FDR’s internment of Japanese Americans during WWII.

- Truman'’s seizure of steel mills during the 1952 steel strike.

- The escalation of Vietham War under Lyndon B. Johnson.

- Nixon’s Watergate scandal and subsequent expansion of executive secrecy.

The Evolution and Impact of the Term
From Scholarly Critique to Political Discourse

Initially a scholarly concept, the term “Imperial Presidency” gained widespread public recognition
during the Vietnam War and Watergate crisis, when concerns about presidential overreach reached a
crescendo. It became a rallying cry for critics of executive power, including journalists, politicians, and
activists.

Influence on Legislation and Public Policy

Schlesinger’s critique contributed to subsequent efforts to rein in presidential power, such as the War
Powers Resolution of 1973, which sought to limit the president’s ability to engage U.S. forces without
congressional approval.

Contemporary Relevance

In recent decades, debates over the “Imperial Presidency” have persisted, especially in the context
of:

- The expansion of drone warfare and targeted killings
- Use of executive orders by Presidents George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump
- Controversies over surveillance and intelligence programs post-9/11



Schlesinger’s concept remains a lens through which scholars and policymakers evaluate the scope
and limits of presidential authority.

Criticisms and Limitations of the Concept
While influential, the “Imperial Presidency” has faced critique:

- Overgeneralization: Critics argue that the term oversimplifies complex constitutional and political
dynamics.

- Necessity of Executive Action: Some contend that certain expansions of power are justified by
national security needs and the exigencies of leadership.

- Historical Context Dependence: The scope and impact of presidential overreach vary with political
culture and institutional checks.

Schlesinger himself acknowledged the importance of a strong executive but warned against
unchecked power.

The Ongoing Debate: Balancing Power and Accountability
Current Challenges

Today'’s political landscape continues to grapple with the tension between effective leadership and
constitutional constraints. Issues include:

- Executive authority in military interventions
- Use of national security secrecy
- Executive dominance in policymaking

The Role of Historians and Scholars

Schlesinger’s work serves as a cautionary tale, emphasizing the importance of vigilance and
accountability. Historians today continue to analyze the presidency’s evolution, often referencing the
“Imperial Presidency” to critique perceived overreach.

Conclusion

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s use of the term “Imperial Presidency” profoundly shaped the discourse on
American presidential power. It encapsulated a critical concern about the potential erosion of
constitutional checks and balances amid the exigencies of modern governance. His work remains a
vital touchstone for understanding the dynamics of executive authority and the ongoing need to
safeguard democratic principles.

As the United States faces new challenges—cybersecurity, global terrorism, and domestic crises—the
debate over the scope of presidential power, as encapsulated by Schlesinger’s concept, endures.
Recognizing the origins and implications of “Imperial Presidency” helps ensure that future leaders



remain accountable to the constitutional ideals upon which the nation was founded.
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Final Thoughts

Arthur Schlesinger Jr. not only used the term “Imperial Presidency” to describe a phenomenon but
also to warn of its dangers. His insights remain pertinent as contemporary American presidents
continue to expand their reach, prompting ongoing debates about the nature of executive power and
the safeqguards necessary to preserve democracy. Recognizing the historical context and implications
of this term is essential for scholars, policymakers, and citizens committed to maintaining a balanced
and accountable government.
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