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1.  Woodrow Wilson: an ‘outside force’ in a 
‘transformational’ moment

Today, the U.S. system of checks and balanc-
es is decidedly skewed in favor of the execu-
tive branch. Opposite to a Congress, which 
«struggles to perform the basic functions 
of a legislative body, such as appointing» 
the Speaker of the House, «keeping debate 
civil, organizing votes»1, and approving the 
budget, stands a President, who, for ninety 
years now, has progressively strengthened 
and refined its instruments of executive 
action and legislative direction. In this re-
spect, the first two decades of the 21st Cen-
tury have marked a new evolutionary stage 
of the Modern Presidency2, as noted by Bruce 
Ackerman some years ago3. The transform-
ative age that has been unravelling in the 
past two decades of the 2000s reminds us 
of another «transformational» moment in 
the presidential leadership, which is rooted 
in the Progressive Era4.

Certainly, one of the most distinctive 
interpreters of the Progressive presiden-

cy was Woodrow Wilson, who stood out 
among both his predecessors and succes-
sors for being not only a politician, but first 
and foremost an acknowledged scholar of 
American democracy and administration 
and who spent his entire academic career 
paving the way to his future political life5. 
The 240 years of US Federal history do not 
show any other President so deeply engaged 
in the study of the lights and shadows in the 
American constitutional design and its his-
torical development. 

Hence, it is difficult to separate Wil-
son’s theories of government, democracy 
and leadership from his statesmanship. As 
Daniel Stid has recently put it, «Indeed, he 
decided on an academic career because he 
believed it was the best outlet for his ambi-
tions, that he could maximize his impact by 
serving as an ‘outside force’ in politics»6. 

The assessment made by 20th century 
scholars on Wilson’s achievements as Pres-
ident in light of his academic writings has 
been extremely controversial. Two main 
schools of thought have come out of the 
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historical and political analyses. On the 
one hand, the traditional school, led by the 
greatest biographer of Wilson, Arthur Link, 
has considered him an «inspiring exem-
plary for contemporary presidents» and 
has praised the merits of «[destroying] the 
wall between the executive and legislative 
branches» laying the foundations for the 
«expansion and perfection of the powers 
of the presidency»7. On the contrary, the 
revisionist approach has heavily criticized 
Wilson for introducing in theory and prac-
tice a presidential leadership able to bypass 
the institutional boundaries placed by the 
framers of the Constitution between the 
Chief Executive and the public opinion; this 
innovation would have weakened the orig-
inal institutional design. Recently, a third, 
more balanced view of Wilson’s statesman-
ship denies that he challenged and subvert-
ed the US separation of powers, and rather 
points to the moderation of Wilson’s pres-
idency, considering, in particular, «his 
persistent ambivalence regarding his pro-
gram for ‘responsible government under 
the Constitution’, and the resilience of the 
separation of powers»8.

In taking up the issue of leadership in 
Wilson thought and practice, I will follow 
in the footsteps of the third interpretation 
of Wilson’s statesmanship, drawing specif-
ic attention to its connection with the two 
co-related issues of democracy and admin-
istration. Every scholar who has dealt with 
Wilson’s scholarship and political career 
– such as Arthur Link, Niels Thorsen, Peri 
Arnold, Bryan James Cook, Daniel Stid  – 
has also dealt with the place of leadership 
within his theory of state and democracy. In 
particular, by analysing Wilson’s entire lit-
erary production – from his early writings 
to his last academic essays – Thorsen has 

noted that Wilson’s attention to political 
leadership came as a consequence of a con-
stant concern for the «failings of American 
democracy»9. This urgent need was con-
nected to the peculiar historical context 
surrounding the future 28th President of 
United States.

Thomas Woodrow Wilson was born in 
1856, in Staunton, Virginia, in the mid of 
the sectional conflict that would have led 
to the American Civil War. After the war, 
since the conflict over slavery was not ful-
ly settled, and rather continued to thrive in 
disguise during the Reconstruction period, 
Wilson «grew up in an atmosphere haunt-
ed by a fear of political disintegration»10. 
Meanwhile, the new national political 
economy supported by Republican majori-
ties in Congress paved the way to the forma-
tion of large-scale organizations of capital 
and labour which, in turn, posed new chal-
lenges to the State and opened new areas of 
public policy11. Unchecked speculations on 
the stock market created the conditions for 
a financial crisis, while the concentration 
of capital in big Trusts and Companies af-
fected free competition and labor relations. 
Therefore, most of the 1870s was punctuat-
ed by financial panics, economic depres-
sion, and strikes, increasing «the sense of 
the precariousness of the social order»12. In 
the meantime, freed from the bonds of slav-
ery, the United States relaunched its global 
image as a progressive nation now ready to 
join European imperialism. Against this 
economic, social and international back-
ground stood an almost powerless federal 
government, driven more by local interests 
than by a national vision and marked by an 
endemic political corruption, of which the 
Compromise of 1877 represents the main 
example. The Compromise was the result of 
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the heavily disputed presidential election 
of 1876, which pitted Samuel J. Tilden, the 
Democratic governor of New York, against 
the Republican Governor of Ohio, Ruther-
ford B. Hayes. Even though Tilden had pre-
vailed over Hayes by securing 184 electoral 
votes, he was one vote short of the majority 
for the Electoral College, while 20 elector-
al votes from 4 states were still disputed. 
Hence, Congress took up the issue and, 
after intense bargaining, cut a deal that en-
tailed the Democrats’ approval of Hayes as 
President in exchange for federal economic 
investments in strategic infrastructures in 
the South and, most importantly, for the re-
moval of troops from Southern states. The 
extremely contested presidential election 
of 1876, «close beyond all precedent»13, 
increased suspicions of electoral frauds and 
outraged young Wilson. In a speech giv-
en on November 15th at the College of New 
Jersey he talked of a Union «endangered by 
the traitors who have crept into favor cer-
tain parts of the country by the miserable 
ambition of petty politicians» and spoke of 
the «great political crisis» it was facing14.

An even stronger indignation was man-
ifested by Wilson’s friend Douglas McKay, 
whose ideas he likely shared:

The great American Republic is a failure. When I 
see so plainly that there is an endeavour to make 
the will of the people subservient to the wishes 
of a few unblushing scoundrels, such as some of 
those in power at Washington, I am the more per-
suaded that while the government of the Repub-
lic is beautiful in theory, its practical application 
fails entirely15. 

It was at this point that Wilson took upon 
himself the mission of saving the American 
republic from its deficiencies16 and began 
to reflect upon the Union, the weaknesses 
of its constitutional system and the need 

to provide a new foundation for American 
democracy. In two decades of theoreti-
cal speculation, Wilson finally resolved to 
identify in the Executive, both the Cabi-
net and the President, the means through 
which to found anew the US political sys-
tem. In other words, in Wilson’s mind, the 
issue of how to make American democracy 
work in a changing national and interna-
tional environment went hand in hand with 
concern for the development of a more ef-
ficient executive in the US constitutional 
design. And yet, this goal should have been 
reached without compromising the two 
main pillars of the constitutional system, 
namely self-government and separation of 
powers. 

This essay examines Wilson’s efforts, 
first as a scholar and then as the President 
of United States, to uphold his vision of 
leadership and democracy within America’s 
delicate balance of power. After analysing 
Wilson’s main scholarship on the subject, I 
will focus on Wilson’s presidential manage-
ment of the administrative apparatuses and 
the civil service – an issue that represents 
well his ambivalent attitude between affir-
mation of the executive leadership and re-
spect of the checks and balances enshrined 
in the US constitution.

2.  A new leader for a new order. Wilson’s idea 
of statesmanship from Cabinet Government 
to Constitutional Government

From his first writings in his youth to his 
later, more articulated reflections about 
politics, government and state, Woodrow 
Wilson maintained a concern focused on 
three main recurrent topics: democracy, 
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leadership and administration. Those con-
cepts make the three pillars which under-
pinned Wilson’s political theory, and they 
are inextricably interconnected. In partic-
ular, it can be said that Wilson’s reflection 
on leadership and administration origi-
nated from the need to understand how to 
best manage the features of a modern de-
mocracy – namely, liberal institutions, po-
litical freedom and universal suffrage. This 
connection, evident since The Ideal States-

man (1877)17 would have shown in different 
forms in his later political writings. Indeed, 
in all his political and constitutional works, 
Wilson dealt with the issue of leadership. 
However, at the core of his political anal-
ysis stood always, first and foremost, the 
observation of American democracy’s defi-
ciencies in a historical context dramatically 
changed after the Civil War and demand-
ing new governmental solutions: in this 
respect, his new conception of leadership 

Rogers, W. A. (William Allen), Cheer up Mr. President--it is not Congress which shows lack of confidence, 
“New York Herald”, May 17, 1918, p. 7, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 
Description: Uncle Sam presenting Woodrow Wilson with paper "Congress passes Overman bill, administra-
tion measure majority in the house, 295 to 2"; portrait of Abraham Lincoln on wall
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would have helped to build a new concep-
tion of government. 

The topic of institutional reforms for a 
new democratic government dominated his 
first political essay, written in 1879: Cab-
inet Government in the United States18. This 
was a direct and harsh critique on the US 
divided government, which, from the lo-
cal to federal level, expressed «a decline 
in statesmanship, a rule of levity and folly 
instead of wisdom and a sober forethought 
in legislation». These defects threatened 
«to shake our trust not only in the men by 
whom our national policy is controlled, 
but also in the very principles upon which 
our Government rests»19. Rejecting the 
idea, supported by some of his contempo-
raries, that the origin of these defects lay 
in the expansion of male suffrage, Wilson 
turned his attention to the constitutional 
architecture of the American system and its 
strict separation of powers. By comparing 
the US checks and balances with the Brit-
ish parliamentary system, which entailed a 
connection between the executive and the 
legislative branches through the practice 
of parliamentary confidence, Wilson called 
for the need to break the boundary between 
the legislative and executive branches in 
the United States, and thus for a reform of 
the separation of powers established in the 
Constitution of Philadelphia. In particular, 
he advocated for a constitutional reform 
that allowed the executive branch to enter 
into the law-making process through the 
legislative initiative, challenging the then 
absolute dominion of legislative commit-
tees. The historical development of legis-
lative procedures had led to the division of 
parliamentary work into a large number of 
committees, which retained the power to 
determine the future of any bill. Since these 

committees usually met in secret sessions, 
law-making now was conducted by denying 
one of the main features of self-govern-
ment, «the discussion of public business», 
which was granted on principle by the US 
Constitution. This legislative process had, 
thus, turned the standing Committees into 
Executive Departments, and had encour-
aged several lobbying activities, less con-
cerned with the national wellbeing than 
with personal interests and bargaining. 
And yet, they practically carried out minis-
terial functions without being accountable, 
leading to a paradoxical situation: «the ab-
sorption of all power by a legislature which 
is practically irresponsible for its acts»20. 
While the system of divided government 
made the executive meaningless and lacked 
a true leadership, it had not prevented the 
concentration of power in the legislative 
branch. Hence, legislative standing com-
mittees were the main target of Wilson’s 
claim on democratic deficiencies in the 
federal system.

It was at this point that Wilson intro-
duced his reflection on leadership in the 
executive, which would have entailed a pro-
cess of overcoming the isolation between 
the executive and the legislative branches 
by making the presidential cabinet popu-
lated by members picked from Congress 
and dismissed by the lack of parliamen-
tary confidence. These could have sat in 
Congress and, most of all, they would have 
retained legislative initiative. Thus, the 
legislative debate would have become nec-
essarily public, since the President and the 
cabinet would have used the initiative pre-
rogative to lead the Congress through its 
business, and a wide political debate would 
have ensued as a result of the role played by 
the parliamentary opposition. All in all, the 
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need for executive Department Secretar-
ies to gain the confidence of the majority 
in Congress would have led to three posi-
tive results: a selection of responsible and 
principled leaders, the «lifting [of] the lid 
of concealment» placed on public debate 
by the standing committees, and it would 
have allowed a cooperation – rather than an 
«isolation» – between politics and admin-
istration, which would have improved the 
process of law-making21.

Above all, as Niels Thorsen has noted, 
Wilson’s proposal for reform «is probably 
best understood as an attempt to reconcile 
the idea of the nation with the practice of 
universal suffrage». Indeed, while many 
contemporary pundits blamed the defi-
ciencies of the political élites on the igno-
rance of the voting masses, Wilson reversed 
the problem: «The suffrage need not weak-
en governmental efficacy; instead, it can ac-
tually legitimize the power and authority of 
the nation»22, provided that the constitu-
tional design allowed for a public legislative 
debate and a responsible government. It is, 
thus, evident that, according to this logic, 
in Wilson’s thought, the issue of leader-
ship was consequent to the issue of making 
American representative democracy work 
in tune with the new times by introducing a 
full executive political accountability. 

However, after Cabinet Government, 
Wilson soon realized that this type of ac-
countability could be hardly reached by 
subverting the system of divided govern-
ment enshrined in the Constitution. Six 
years later, the book drawn by his doctoral 
dissertation, Congressional Government23, 
stopped short of «diagnosing» the in-
efficiencies of the government caused by 
standing committees, without aiming at 
prescribing any «remedies»24. It was at 

this point, by realizing that a true constitu-
tional reform geared toward a responsible 
government would not have been feasible, 
that Wilson turned to the US chief executive 
as the key to improve American democra-
cy by bridging the executive and legislative 
branches, without formally compromis-
ing the original system of checks and bal-
ances25. Notwithstanding this theoretical 
turn, a general overview of Wilson’s further 
works on state, democracy and politics26 
confirms that he placed his discourse on 
leadership in a broader frame of analysis27. 
Wilson conceived a political leader for a 
new system of government, which, in turn, 
was needed in order to connect the state 
with the nation and address the challenges 
of modernization – namely, the manyfold 
effects of both industrial development and 
technological advancements, the expan-
sion of trusts and corporations, the rise of 
public opinion through the influence of the 
press28, and the organization of a plurality 
of interests in various trade unions. 

Certainly, in Congressional Government, 
the President was not yet the ideal polit-
ical leader imagined by Wilson. Indeed, 
this book described the President merely 
as the federal top-rank official, an inev-
itable outcome of two main factors: a de-
cline in the character of the Presidents, 
and also in the prestige of the office. The 
first problem was due to the internal logic 
of national party conventions in the selec-
tion of the candidates, which led to single 
out people of «clean and irreproachable 
insignificance»29. The second problem 
was related to the predominance of Con-
gress, described as a «despot» that makes 
«the Secretaries its humble servants». 
Accordingly, the President was «scarcely 
the executive», rather only the head of an 
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administrative system he could not even 
control. Indeed, he could neither direct the 
law-making, similarly to a British Prime 
Minister, and not even lead his own Cabi-
net, since each Secretary was independent 
on a matter of principle30. On the contrary, 
it was Congress that supervised not only the 
law-making process, but also the «faithful 
execution of the law»31. Thus, if it were not 
for the right of veto, the President could 
have been made a «permanent officer [a 
member] […] of the official rather than 
of the political machinery of the govern-
ment»32.

Only fifteen years after Congressional 
Government’s first edition, Wilson had to 
recognize a decisive increase in the pres-
tige of the presidential office, connected to 
some extra-constitutional changes in law 
and political practices, such as the abroga-
tion of the Tenure of Office Act (1887)33 and 
the growing authority of the Secretary of the 
Treasury in influencing the money market 
and managing both the funds of the Trea-
sury and the bond issues of government. 
However, the most important change for 
its implications on the role played by the 
President within the federal system came 
from the new imperial posture assumed by 
the United States after the Spanish-Amer-
ican War of 1898. In Wilson’s words, the 
«war’s most striking and momentous 
consequence» had to be found in «the 
greatly increased power and opportunity 
for constructive statesmanship given the 
President, by the plunge into internation-
al politics and into the administration of 
distant dependencies»34. This observation 
provided the soon to be governor of New 
Jersey and future POTUS with the oppor-
tunity to share a belief he would reaffirm 
several times throughout his presidential 

terms: the idea, dating back to Hamilton, 
according to which international politics 
represented the President’s peculiar realm 
of unilateral action. In Wilson’s vision, the 
opportunity represented by the transfor-
mation of the United States into an imperi-
al power would have provided the necessary 
impetus to create a «new leadership of the 
Executive Branch», and thus initiate a new 
process of «extra-constitutional» change 
to counterbalance congressional ‘absolut-
ism’ and redefine the foundations of Amer-
ican representative democracy through a 
system no longer based on the dogma of the 
separation of powers, rather on the idea of ​​
a responsible executive, capable of inter-
preting its times, reforming its party, and 
establishing a direct connection with the 
nation. It was also at this time that Wilson 
began to cultivate ideas that would eventu-
ally lead him to join the progressive camp, 
a crucial step in cementing his ambition to 
reform American democracy through lead-
ership35. 

Since the turn of the century, in re-
sponse to the social and economic prob-
lems spurred by industrial modernization, 
a reform movement had spread from local 
to state and federal governments. This pro-
gressive movement was a reaction to a capi-
talist society that had left behind several so-
cio-economic categories, and it now began 
to organize politically, mainly against rail-
roads companies and large corporations36. 
Regarding national politics, Progressivism 
was a cross-party movement; yet, in the 
first decade of the 20th Century, it repre-
sented a minority in the Democratic Party 
led by William Jennings Bryan. 

By this time, Wilson had become an ac-
knowledged national scholar and the Pres-
ident of Princeton University. Even though 
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his thought had always hinted at moderate 
reformism, until then The Professor had 
been mostly prominent among the demo-
cratic conservative side37. And yet, during 
his Princeton Presidency, he had pursued 
several truly liberal reforms. Indeed, «Wil-
son’s conservatism, […] was very different 
from [the one] that prevailed in American 
business circles around the turn of the cen-
tury». For example, Wilson did not share 
«the contemporary celebration of laissez 
faire» and his «faith in the supremacy of 
government institutions [contrasted with] 
the conservative [stand to keep the] gov-
ernment to a minimal police function and 
[…] to emancipate the corporations from 
all social and political constraints»38. 

However, it was not until 1910, after be-
ing elected governor of New Jersey, that he 
embraced the progressive cause. Wilson’s 
decision proved to be extremely timely, be-
cause it came at a time when the progres-
sivists in the Republican party were highly 
disillusioned by the conservative turn of 
President William Howard Taft, while the 
Democrats had gained a solid majority in 
the House of Representatives after almost 
twenty years. By stepping into the progres-
sive field, though, Woodrow Wilson could 
picture himself as a new leader for a new or-
der. Furthermore, this was a choice that of-
fered him the tools to implement his most 
cherished institutional reform project, 
which, from then on, would have hinged 
entirely on a new executive leadership39. 

This idea of a leadership, which was de-
veloped in his late academic writings and 
lectures, was based on a new form of polit-
ical legitimacy, not rooted in the party nor 
Congress, but rather in public opinion, and 
is well described in Constitutional Govern-
ment, published in 1908, soon before he 

left his position as President of Princeton to 
enter politics as the Democratic candidate 
for the New Jersey governorship40. Once 
again, his theoretical statement on leader-
ship was functional to his «theory of poli-
tics». Indeed, in Constitutional Government, 
Wilson was first and foremost interested in 
the «changed context in which leadership 
was to take place», a social environment 
made by «a more demanding public, ready 
to pressure the government for help» to 
realize its material interests41. Hence, the 
government should have become an agent 
of national growth and national power, 
meant to give the American people more 
opportunities for achievement. It was 
against this background that Wilson styled 
the President as the representative institu-
tion best equipped to embark in the task of 
strengthening the nation. In Constitutional 
Government, Wilson draws the idea of the 
President not only as a responsible Chief 
administrator, but also as the «leader of 
the nation» and the symbol of American 
power. He was the «vital link of connec-
tion [between its party and] […] the think-
ing nation […] the spokesman for the real 
sentiment and purpose of the country» and 
the one the country would have looked at for 
guidance and statements of policy42. This 
guiding function, i.e., being the main rep-
resentative of the people, was exploited by 
Wilson to argue for a legitimate expansion 
of presidential authority within the system 
of checks and balances43. Hence, Wilson 
strongly advocated a decisive intervention 
of the executive in the «law-making part of 
the government», since in «times of stress 
and change», the President was to become 
«originator of policies»44. It was thus no 
longer the case that the President could be 
considered a mere executive official. This 
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last point also implied that the President 
had necessarily to delegate his merely ad-
ministrative functions to be able embrace 
the «larger sort of executive questions»45. 
Therefore, in Constitutional Government, 
Wilson did not seem to attribute to the 
public administration any importance in 
enhancing the role of the President as the 
leader of the nation. Yet, as a scholar, he 
had dedicated a good deal of his work to the 
study of the administration, so much so that 
he is considered the father of administra-
tive science in the United States46. Indeed, 
since Cabinet Government and Congressional 
Government, Wilson had paid great attention 
to administration as «a political institution 

in its own right». When he took up the issue 
of remaking the public executive within a 
modern American national government, he 
expressed the conviction that the adminis-
tration and the exercise of administrative 
powers had become «the central mode of 
politics and governance». Hence, he began 
to explore «the proper structure and insti-
tutional status of administration under a 
popular constitutional regime»47.

First of all, contrary to a most simplistic 
interpretation, Wilson did not claim a strict 
separation between politics and adminis-
tration48. Just as a strict separation of pow-
ers could not work in modern democratic 
systems, so did a strict distinction between 

Woodrow Wilson's speech to Congress on April 8, 1913, on the revision of customs duties. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division Washington, D.C.
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policy design (law-making function) and 
policy management (administrative func-
tion). Politics and administration should 
go hand in hand, an outcome that would be 
naturally obtained by making the executive 
responsible vis à vis the legislative branch. 
It was exactly an increased accountability 
of the executive that would have improved 
the skills of both political and permanent 
executive officials, in that the «heads of 
departments would seek to demonstrate 
their administrative prowess and successes 
in order to gain or sustain their positions 
of leadership», while legislators would 
not have had incentives in interfering with 
administrative details, since they would 
have no longer had the chance to take pol-
icy-making decision behind the secrecy of 
the standing committees49. All in all, sim-
ilarly to other contemporary supporters 
of civil-service reform, Wilson stated the 
need for more prepared and professional 
civil servants at all levels of government. 
However, from a theoretical point of view, 
it was not easy to give the idea of a profes-
sional, impartial and neutral bureaucracy, 
recruited through criteria of merit, pri-
macy over the much more traditional idea 
of ‘democratic recruitment’ implicit in the 
holy principle of self-government. The idea 
that civil servants ought to be chosen by the 
people or appointed by the representatives 
of the people was rooted in the very origins 
of the American Republic and was at the 
base of the spoils-system. Consequently, 
The Professor was extremely conscious that 
most Americans would have resisted a ra-
tional method of recruitment in exchange 
for «a little self-government»50.

Indeed, part of The Study of Administra-
tion, his seminal work on the topic (1887)51, 
addressed public concern about profes-

sional officials, in particular the fear that 
«corps of civil servants, prepared by special 
schooling» could become a «semi-corpo-
rate body with sympathies divorced from 
those of a progressive, free-spirited peo-
ple»52. In the American system, such a bu-
reaucracy could be perceived as a danger to 
self-government. Wilson answered these 
concerns arguing that the administration 
could be legitimized «as a neutral means 
of obtaining government efficiency»53. 
Trained officials, conforming to the poli-
cy of government, would clear any appre-
hension that «such a body will be anything 
un-American»54. Thus,Wilson’s answer to 
the dilemma of making the merit-system fit 
the democratic regime can be synthesized 
in the concepts of efficiency and compe-
tence.

Not surprisingly, in Constitutional Gov-
ernment, the same idea of efficiency in ad-
ministration through the selection of the 
best men for the offices was the essential 
condition to free the President from the 
details of administration, allowing him 
to guide the nation. Therefore, in Wil-
son’s mind, both modern democracy and 
modern leadership could be enhanced by 
competence and administrative design55. 
Indeed, at a certain point of his theoretical 
speculation, he also advanced the idea that, 
in order to address «the needs of a chang-
ing social and industrial organization», 
and, in particular, to remedy the distorted 
competition that had «enabled the rich and 
the strong to combine against the poor and 
the weak», a certain degree of administra-
tive reform was required56. Hence, admin-
istrative reform was another «of several 
ideas that occurred to him as having prom-
ise of making government more responsi-
ble and efficient»57. He supported his view 
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even during his brief mandate as Governor 
of New Jersey58.

Yet, by the time he stepped into the 
presidential political competition, Wilson 
thought of the administration as mostly fo-
cusing on the character and competences 
of political appointments and permanent 
civil servants, rather than on the appara-
tuses  of government. Contrary to other in-
tellectuals or progressive politicians such 
as Herbert Croly or Theodore Roosevelt 
– who favored a broad federal regulation 
of financial trusts, great corporations, and 
trade competition through federal com-
missions – in his New Freedom platform of 
1912, Wilson envisioned a minimal intru-
sion by the federal government in individ-
ual enterprises, because he «believed the 
federal power should be used only to sweep 
away special privileged and artificial barri-
ers to the development of individual ener-
gies, and to preserve and restore competi-
tion in business»59. This scope could have 
been reached through legislation, rather 
than through an expansion of administra-
tive apparatuses. Greatly influenced by the 
thought of Louis D. Brandeis60, Wilson did 
not want to create a number of technocrat-
ic bodies, which could have controlled and 
potentially curbed economic and commer-
cial competition61. Furthermore, he was 
wary of bodies that could exercise autono-
mous power and be exposed to lobbying ac-
tivities. Even if he had always admitted the 
need to expand the administrative scope 
of the state, he was extremely cautious in 
advocating for his aggrandizement. This 
attitude, which had certainly to do with his 
Southern origins and his previous conserv-
ative democratic positions, and also with 
the need to create a large consensus behind 
his Democratic Party’s leadership, was also 

unquestionably related to his theoretical 
path, which had been constantly concerned 
with making his ideas of responsible gov-
ernment fit the system of delicate balance 
of powers enshrined in the US Constitu-
tion. This concern would have also deeply 
affected his practice of government. 

3.  Woodrow Wilson’s Presidency: a struggle 
between theory and practice

Anyone who comes across with Wilson’s 
thought and government practices must 
admit that, «over his long academic and 
political career» he «struggled with the 
question of how to achieve vigorous lead-
ership and effective administration»62 in 
the American democratic system. There are 
basically two schools of thought on Wilson’s 
governing practices. The first states that 
Wilson’s actions must be explained only in 
light of his intellectual formation. The al-
ternative view sees Wilson «as a practicing 
politician», who adopted and dismissed 
positions only according to his political in-
terests63. Contrary to these two opposite in-
terpretations, Daniel Stid and Brian James 
Cook have introduced a more sophisticated 
view. While Stid has focused on the strug-
gle between «Wilson the reformer» and 
Wilson the «pragmatic politician»64, Cook 
has analysed in depth the strengths and 
weaknesses of Wilson’s style of government 
and leadership and has attempted to relate 
each choice in his governing style to a spe-
cific theoretical premise65. Building on the 
sophisticated perspective conveyed by Stid 
and Cook’s studies, I wish to advance the 
hypothesis of a conceptually original drift 
in Wilson’s theoretical frame, which may 
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have led to the contradiction between the 
expansion of administrative powers and 
responsibilities invoked in his writings 
and the ambivalent attitude toward expan-
sion of the federal public administration 
adopted in his presidency. In this respect, 
many scholars, like Kendrick Clements, 
have acknowledged that, notwithstanding 
his conviction that administrative reform 
could give government the power to ad-
dress the challenges of a modern organized 
society without the need for constitutional 
change66, ultimately «Wilson largely failed 
in pushing for and achieving general ad-
ministrative reforms»67.

At a first glance, the legislative and ad-
ministrative agenda connected to the New 
Freedom platform was particularly rich. In 
his first years, Wilson successfully accom-
plished a number of legislative goals: a sub-
stantial tariff reduction, the introduction of 
a national income tax, and the institution of 
the Federal Reserve and of the Federal Trade 
Commission68. This way, he had practical-
ly completed his New Freedom Agenda. Be-
sides, both the FED and the FTC are con-
sidered by contemporary historiography as 
evidence of Wilson’s change of thought on 
the expansion of autonomous «independ-
ent – i.e., “irresponsible” – commissions», 
which contrasted with his previous oppo-

Announcement to Congress of the Declaration of War on Germany, April 2nd, 1917. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division Washington, D.C.
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sition to the introduction of technocratic 
“un-American” bodies into the federal sys-
tem. This reversal was «prompted in large 
part by politics», but also by an increasing 
belief that «a combination of governmental 
control and administrative autonomy was 
needed to deal with the problems of the fi-
nancial sector and the trusts»69. A similar 
reliance on neutral, autonomous and pro-
fessional administration subsumed also the 
implementation of his major progressive 
reforms of 191670. However, when practi-
cal necessity called, Wilson was also open 
to abandon his program and theoretical 
support for professional administration; 
indeed, the government experience forced 
him to acknowledge the difficulty of match-
ing political expediency with his adminis-
trative standards in terms of appointments, 
to the point that he frequently resorted to the 
spoils system in exchange for Congression-
al consent, or else he delegated practices of 
the spoils system to his cabinet Secretar-
ies71. Thus, supposedly, Wilson renounced 
his ideal of efficient administration placed 
under the control of a responsible ministe-
rial leadership. Ultimately, some aspects of 
Wilson’s presidency lead us to conclude that 
administration was no longer for him a stra-
tegic tool to be implemented to break the 
boundaries between the executive and the 
legislative branches. Indeed, it seems that 
Wilson often preferred to rely on the minis-
terial, interpretative and rhetorical skills of 
leadership, which are described in Constitu-
tional Government.

To enhance the ministerial and rhetori-
cal role of the President, he introduced four 
main innovations: he appeared in front of 
Congress to report the State of the Union (a 
practice previously abandoned by US Pres-
idents after John Adams); he used the Pres-

ident’s room in the Capitol to frequently 
confer with Democratic congressmen and 
legislators72; he worked with the Demo-
cratic committee chairs as they drafted the 
New Freedom bills; and he constantly kept 
the leadership of Democrats in Congress in 
order to carry out his progressive reform. 
Through those specific practices, he tried 
to convey some elements of a parliamentary 
system to a divided government. Besides, 
while part of Wilson’s presidential choices 
turned to leadership, instead of adminis-
tration, in order to solve the problem of re-
sponsible leadership in a divided govern-
ment, there were numerous occasions when 
The Professor resisted a number of adminis-
trative reforms and innovations. Several of 
these, on the one hand, would have given 
the federal government the correct tools 
to address the challenges of the twentieth 
century, but, on the other hand, they would 
have made the President effectively able to 
control the administration, leading to the 
creation of a true responsible leader in both 
legislative and administrative terms, as in-
voked in Constitutional Government.

An example may be found in the absence 
of Wilson’s efforts to support an executive 
budget reform suggested by the Commis-
sion on Economy and Efficiency, estab-
lished by President Howard Taft. As the 
Commission had stressed, the reform would 
have allowed the President to send Con-
gress a single spending proposal for all De-
partments and agencies73. Hence, it would 
have allowed him «to assume responsibil-
ity for the coordination and control of the 
administrative departments, the indepen-
dent agencies, and federal civil service per-
sonnel»74. On this point, Bryan Cook has 
observed that «here […] was a means for 
administrative integration and policy co-
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ordination that Wilson could obtain with-
out the unlikely constitutional changes his 
cabinet government scheme required»75. 
However, until the United States entered 
WWI, Wilson refused to support the exec-
utive budget and «only recommended that 
all appropriations be centralized in a single 
House Committee». Eventually, the need 
to manage war time expenditures won Wil-
son to the cause of reform, and, in 1921, a 
Bureau of the Budget was created under the 
Treasury Department. According to Ken-
drik Clements, by that time Wilson «had 
lost confidence in administrative reform as 
the route to enlarging the […] functions of 
government»76.

The wartime period offers another cru-
cial example of Wilson’s deflection from his 
own theory. During the war, administrative 
expansion was inevitable. In August 1917, 
Congress passed The Lever Food and Fuel 
Control Act77, which increased tremendous-
ly Presidential administrative authority by 
allowing the Chief Executive «to regulate 
the production, distribution, and price 
of food, as well as to control the price and 
production of all other products, including 
fuel, used in raising food»78. Through this 
delegated authority, Wilson created a Food 
Administration led by Herbert Hoover and 
a Fuel Administration directed by Harry 
Garfield. One year later, this presidential 
discretionary authority was further ex-
panded with the Overman Act of 1918 (May 
20,1918), named after the proponent Dem-
ocratic Senator, Lee S. Overman of North 
Carolina79. This Act was actually Wilson’s 
last move to contrast the mounting Con-
gressional criticism over the inability of his 
administration to manage and coordinate 
industrial production. Until then, for this, 
the US government had relied on two bod-

ies with an extremely weak authority. The 
first was the Council of National Defence 
(CND), which was placed under the lead-
ership of the Secretary of War and worked 
through committees of industrialists80. The 
second was the War Industry Board (WIB), 
created by the CND with the scope of over-
seeing mobilization and it included repre-
sentatives of the military and the civilians. 
Both these bodies proved to be inefficient: 
on the one hand, neither of those organiza-
tions had a real coercive authority over ei-
ther administrative agencies or industries; 
on the other, the members of CND were 
suspected by Congress of a conflict of inter-
ests, and many businessmen abandoned it. 
At that point, Congress introduced a bill to 
create a special civilian war cabinet to take 
over from the President. Hence, Wilson 
responded by introducing, through sena-
tor Overman, a bill «giving the president 
virtually unlimited authority to reorgan-
ize federal agencies to make mobilization 
more efficient»81. It was the first time that 
the Presidential Reorganization Authori-
ty entered the delegated powers granted to 
the President by Congress. Twenty years 
later, the Reorganization Authority became 
the tool that Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
would have used to reform the Presidency, 
through the establishment of the Executive 
Office of the President. 

Instead, despite an emergency situa-
tion, which would have amply justified an 
extensive use of the Reorganization Au-
thority, «Wilson made little use of the 
powers granted by the Overman Act»82. In 
March 1918, he actually used that authority 
to issue an executive order that turned the 
WIB into an independent agency. Howev-
er, he placed the chairman under his direct 
control and kept the agency’s authority very 
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limited. In a letter to the soon to be WIB’s 
chairman, Bernard Mannes Baruch, Wilson 
stressed that he was to «let alone what is 
being successfully done and interfere as lit-
tle as possible with the present normal pro-
cesses of purchase and delivery in the sev-
eral Departments»83. And yet, the Papers 
of Woodrow Wilson show evidence that, in 
the President’s mind, the Overman Act was 
also a tool to enact both administrative ef-
ficiency and accountability. Indeed, in a 
message to Lee S. Overman, dated 21 March 
1918, Wilson manifested his satisfaction for 
having obtained the necessary authority to 
work directly on the administrative ma-
chine: «Senator after Senator has appealed 
to me most earnestly to “cut the red tape”. 
I am asking for the scissors»84. A few days 
later, writing to Grosvenor B. Clarkson85, 
Wilson seemed to praise himself for having 
made the WIB a «directive administrative 
agency». At the same time, he admitted of 
looking positively at the idea, suggested by 
Clarkson, of keeping the Council of Nation-
al Defence even after the war86. However, at 
a closer look, this expansion of federal war 
administrative capacities was always meant 
to be confined within the remit of the de-
partmental structure and under the Exec-
utive. This main scope was remarked also 
at the end of war, in the State of the Union 
Address of 1918, when Wilson clarified that 
the war agencies were not only temporary, 
but also that they «[had] not been isolated 
agencies; they [had] been directed by men 
which represented the permanent Depart-
ments of the Government and so [had] 
been the centres of unified and coopera-
tive action»87. In general, throughout the 
war, Wilson expressed his concerns about 
creating a centralized and bureaucratic or-
ganization, which, first of all, may not have 

worked within the parameters of the Amer-
ican system, and further – as he had antici-
pated to the Secretary of the Navy Josephus 
Daniels in January 1917 – it might have giv-
en «Big Business» the privileges and tools 
to gain «control of government» after the 
war; at that point no-one would have lived 
to see «the government returned to the 
people»88. Consequently, the President 
was determined that, as soon as the War 
was over, the wartime structure be disman-
tled89.

Ultimately, as Bryan Cook has not-
ed, Wilson’s plan and development of the 
structure of war administration «revealed 
his considerable caution on administrative 
expansion and centralization, especially 
when outside the regular, existing admin-
istrative structures»90. For the most part, 
this caution was due to Wilson’s extreme 
«attention to legitimacy» and to avoid 
even the «perception of the growth of a 
centralized, bureaucratized national ad-
ministration»91. Kendrick A. Clements has 
also reached similar conclusions, together 
with the fact that «the wartime experience 
emphasized a dilemma that had always been 
inherent in Wilson’s ideas about admin-
istrative reform. From the outset he had 
had difficulty in explaining how adminis-
trative responsibilities could be enlarged 
[…] without creating a dangerous threat do 
democratic control of government»92.

4.  The core of Wilson’s dilemma between 
responsible leadership and democracy

At the end of this overview of Wilson’s 
thought and practice, I wish to propose a pos-
sible explanation of Wilson’s ambivalence in 
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his government and administration, which 
builds on his theoretical premises. I believe 
that the very core of Wilson’s dilemma may 
be found in the most important pre-condi-
tion to his theory about responsible govern-
ment, which he chose to adopt since his PhD 
thesis, Congressional Government: the with-
drawal of constitutional reform. 

The decision to pursue responsible 
leadership in a divided government with-
out constitutional reform forced him to 
elaborate complicated and sophisticated 
arguments in order to legitimize the new 
role of the President, to the point of find-
ing legitimacy for executive action outside 
the boundaries of the Constitution. It was 
ultimately this original choice that exposed 
Wilson to a number of inconsistences once 
he entered politics. However, it was also 
this original choice of weakening his claim 
for constitutional reform that ultimately al-
lowed him to become a political leader and 
the President of the United States. Wilson 
continued to work on his theoretical frame 
all his life, but, when he became President, 
the incredible effort to make his theory of 
leadership fit with the reality of govern-
ment became almost unbearable for him. 
This decision must have been suffered, 
and, in some way, it is possible that Wilson 
was haunted by it all his life. A proof of this 
utmost regret can be found in the Papers 
of Woodrow Wilson that relate to his presi-
dency. There are at least three main occa-
sions which show Wilson’s continuing dis-
tress for the lack of a constitutional reform 
geared toward a parliamentary government.

The first is a letter written to Demo-
cratic Congressman Alexander Mitchell 
Palmer on February 5th, 1913. In this letter, 
after summarizing the characteristics of the 
leader as explained in Constitutional Gov-

ernment, Wilson suggested that reform was 
needed to relieve the «quite abnormal» 
burdens and tensions of the presidency and 
to provide a more responsible government. 
He stated that the President «must be 
made answerable to opinion in somewhat 
more informal and intimate fashion – an-
swerable, it may be, to the Houses whom he 
seeks to lead, either personally or through 
a cabinet, as well as to the people for whom 
they speak». However, Wilson did not ex-
plain when or how this change would come: 
«That is a matter to be worked out – as it in-
evitably will be, in some natural American 
way which we cannot yet even predict»93.

Another excerpt from the papers, re-
ported also by Bryan Cook, relates to a letter 
written on February 1st, 1914 to Mary Allen 
Hubert – his lover – to whom he often con-
fided his distresses and frustration. While 
describing the burdens related to the pres-
idential office, he confessed of feeling an 
«unbearable strain»; soon after, he ad-
mitted he considered this heavy workload 
as «the penalty for having held ever since 
youngster a distinct theory of what a Pres-
ident ought to and ought not to attempt. 
One ought not to write books until he knows 
whether he will be called on to do what they 
say ought to be done»94.

The most important evidence of Wil-
son’s belief in, and regret for, constitution-
al reform can be found in a confession he 
made to his good friend and first adviser, 
William Mendell House, soon after winning 
the re-election to the presidential office. 
In his diary, on November 15, 1916, House 
reported a «two hours talk» with the Presi-
dent on how to bring «more representative 
government» in the United States:

The President believes that a slight amendment 
to the Constitution making members of Con-
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gress eligible to Cabinet places and, at the same 
time, retaining their congressional membership 
would be the only move necessary for its accom-
plishment. I am not altogether sure he is right, 
but his argument is convincing. He believes the 
best talent of the country would go into the Senate 
and the House rather than striving for the Presi-
dency, and if they once reached either the Senate 
or the House, they could compel any President 
to place them in the Cabinet, and the President 
would be largely under their control95.

The above passages show that, even in 
his later years, Wilson was still thinking 
about his original theoretical framework, 
and we may infer that this constant concern 
for constitutional reform might have been 
one of the reasons why he could not take a 
clear stand as a President over the correct 

way to solve the dilemma between respon-
sible leadership and democratic govern-
ment. He was constantly thorn between 
the need of an efficient and independent 
bureaucratic apparatus headed by a strong 
executive official and the need for a much 
accountable government, similarly to a 
parliamentary system. Hence, he played the 
role of a wise acrobat, careful in reserving 
a delicate balance of powers and leaving to 
the future generations the burden of coping 
with the constitutional implications of his 
presidential legacy.
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