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The Cult of the Presidency: America's
Dangerous Devotion to Executive
Power

Gene Healy's 2008 book, *The Cult of the Presidency: America's Dangerous
Devotion to Executive Power*, remains strikingly relevant today. It's a critical
examination of the near-deification of the American presidency, arguing that this
excessive reverence poses a significant threat to democratic principles and the
balance of power. This article explores Healy's central arguments, analyzing the
dangers of unchecked executive power and its implications for American
governance. We'll examine key concepts like presidential power, executive
overreach, and the imperial presidency, shedding light on Healy's warnings and
their continuing resonance in contemporary politics.

The Genesis of the "Cult": Historical Context and
the Erosion of Checks and Balances

Healy meticulously traces the historical evolution of the presidency, highlighting
how the office has gradually accumulated power beyond its original constitutional
design. He argues that several factors contributed to the creation of what he terms
the "cult of the presidency": the inherent charisma often associated with the office,
the media's role in constructing a larger-than-life image of the president, and the
public's increasing desire for strong, decisive leadership, particularly during times
of crisis. This dynamic, Healy suggests, has eroded the crucial checks and balances
intended to prevent executive overreach, leading to a situation where presidential
power is often perceived as virtually limitless. He skillfully demonstrates how this
gradual accretion of power, far from strengthening democracy, actually weakens it
by centralizing authority and undermining the ability of other branches of
government to effectively fulfill their roles.
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The Dangers of Unchecked Executive Authority:
Executive Overreach and the Imperial Presidency

A core argument of *The Cult of the Presidency* centers on the dangers of
unchecked executive power. Healy uses the term "imperial presidency" to describe
the tendency of presidents to act unilaterally, often bypassing Congress and
disregarding established legal constraints. He highlights instances throughout
American history where presidents have expanded executive authority, sometimes
with bipartisan support, often citing national security as justification. This expansion
of presidential power, he argues, is not only a threat to the balance of power
enshrined in the Constitution but also diminishes the role of the legislative and
judicial branches, thereby undermining the very foundations of American
democracy. Healy provides numerous examples of executive overreach,
demonstrating how presidents, driven by ambition or a perceived need for decisive
action, have overstepped their constitutional authority.

The Media's Role: Constructing the Myth of the
Presidential Superhero

Healy doesn't shy away from criticizing the role of the media in perpetuating the
"cult of the presidency." He argues that the media often contributes to the
mythologizing of the president, focusing on the personality and image of the
officeholder rather than critically evaluating their policies and actions. This creates
a climate where public scrutiny is diminished, making it easier for presidents to act
without accountability. The constant media coverage, often framed around drama
and conflict, reinforces the idea of the president as a singular figure capable of
solving all problems, thereby further eroding the importance of collective action
and democratic deliberation. This contributes to the public's expectation of a
powerful, almost superhuman president, making it difficult to challenge presidential
actions, even when they are unconstitutional or harmful.

Counteracting the Cult: Restoring Checks and
Balances and Promoting Civic Engagement

Healy concludes his book by offering suggestions for mitigating the dangers of the
"cult of the presidency." His recommendations emphasize a return to the original
principles of the Constitution, focusing on a stronger emphasis on checks and
balances and a more informed and engaged citizenry. He advocates for increased
public awareness of the limitations of presidential power and the importance of
holding presidents accountable for their actions. This involves a more critical
approach to media consumption, a greater emphasis on civic education, and a
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more robust engagement in the democratic process. He argues that a healthy
democracy requires active participation from all citizens, not just passive
acceptance of the power of the executive branch.

Conclusion: A Timeless Warning

*The Cult of the Presidency* is not merely a historical analysis; it's a cautionary tale
with ongoing relevance. Healy's warnings about the dangers of unchecked
executive power, the role of the media in perpetuating the "cult," and the

importance of civic engagement are as timely today as they were in 2008. His work

serves as a vital reminder of the fragility of democratic institutions and the constant
need to safeguard against the erosion of checks and balances. The book’s enduring
value lies in its powerful articulation of the need for a more balanced and informed
approach to the presidency, one that prioritizes democratic principles over the
allure of charismatic leadership.

FAQ: Addressing Key Questions about the Cult of
the Presidency

Q1: What is the "imperial presidency"?

A1l: The "imperial presidency" is a term used to describe a situation where the
president wields excessive power, often exceeding their constitutional authority.
This can manifest as unilateral actions, bypassing Congress, ignoring judicial
rulings, or engaging in actions that undermine the separation of powers. Healy
argues that this concentration of power is detrimental to democracy.

Q2: How does the media contribute to the cult of the presidency?

A2: The media, through its emphasis on personality and image over policy, often
contributes to the mythologizing of the president. This can lead to a lack of critical
scrutiny and create an environment where presidential actions are less likely to be
challenged. Sensationalized coverage can also reinforce the idea of the president as
a singular, all-powerful figure.

Q3: What are some historical examples of executive overreach?

A3: Numerous examples exist, including the expansion of executive power during
wartime (e.g., Lincoln's suspension of habeas corpus), the use of executive orders
to circumvent Congress, and the expansion of presidential surveillance powers.
Healy details specific instances in his book to illustrate these points.

Q4: What can be done to counteract the cult of the presidency?
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A4: Healy advocates for increased public awareness of constitutional limitations on
presidential power, greater civic engagement, and a more critical approach to
media consumption. Strengthening checks and balances through Congressional
oversight and judicial review is also crucial.

Q5: Is the cult of the presidency unique to the United States?

A5: While the specific manifestations might differ, the tendency to concentrate
power in the executive branch and elevate the leader to a near-deified status is a
phenomenon observed in many political systems worldwide. Healy's analysis offers
insights applicable to other democracies grappling with similar challenges.

Q6: How does the "cult of the presidency" affect foreign policy?

A6: The concentration of power in the executive branch can lead to a more
assertive and less accountable foreign policy, potentially leading to military
interventions or diplomatic initiatives undertaken without sufficient oversight.

Q7: What role does public opinion play in the cult of the presidency?

A7: Public opinion, often shaped by media portrayals and political narratives, can
contribute to the acceptance or rejection of increased presidential power. A public
that desires strong leadership might be more tolerant of executive overreach, while
a more skeptical public might demand greater accountability.

Q8: How does Healy's book remain relevant today?

A8: Despite being published in 2008, Healy's insights on the concentration of
executive power, media influence, and the importance of civic engagement remain
strikingly relevant in the current political landscape. The challenges he identifies
persist, highlighting the continuing need for a critical examination of the American
presidency and its role in a democratic society.

America's Devotion to Executive Power: A Critical
Examination of "The Cult of the Presidency"

Gene Healy's 2008 book, "The Cult of the Presidency: America's Dangerous
Devotion to Executive Power," remains a timely and crucial read in today's socially
turbulent climate. Healy's work isn't just a chronological account of presidential
power; it's a sharp analysis of a prevalent faith in the almost supernatural abilities
of the American president. He argues that this "cult" - a uncritical adulation - poses
a significant threat to American democracy. This article will delve into Healy's
central arguments, underscoring their persistent importance in the current political
environment .
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Healy's thesis rests on the idea that the American public has, over time, developed
an exaggerated view of presidential power and responsibility . This isn't simply a
problem of misunderstanding ; it's a intensely ingrained cultural event. He traces

this progression from the initial years of the republic, showing how successive
presidents have, through a combination of language and action , fostered this
image of themselves as supremely powerful figures.

Healy efficiently uses historical examples to support his claims. He analyzes
moments where presidents have overstepped their constitutional mandate , often
with the implicit approval of the public. The expansion of executive power during

wartime, for instance, is a recurring theme, highlighting the enticement for

presidents to sidestep restraints on their power in times of perceived crisis .

The book isn't simply a list of presidential misuses of power. Healy also investigates
the role of the media in perpetuating the "cult." The media’s focus on the president,
often to the disregard of other branches of government, contributes to the feeling
of presidential invincibility . Healy argues that this biased coverage strengthens the
myth of the infallible president.

Healy further asserts that this unwarranted allegiance to the presidency weakens
the tenets of American democracy. The system of balances and safeguards is
weakened when the public invests its trust primarily in one individual, regardless of
the lawful limits on that individual's power. This unquestioning faith can lead to a
hazardous deterioration of democratic institutions and mechanisms.

Healy’s diction is concise , making his multifaceted arguments comprehensible to a
wide audience . He avoids technicalities and uses everyday speech to communicate
his idea effectively. The book's strength lies in its power to relate seemingly
theoretical ideas about democratic theory to concrete historical examples .

In conclusion, "The Cult of the Presidency" remains a vital caution of the risk for
abuse of executive power in a democracy. Healy’s critique isn't merely a
retrospective exercise; it's a plea for greater civic involvement and a more
thoughtful attitude towards the presidency. By understanding the processes that
have contributed to the growth of this "cult," we can better safequard our
democratic institutions from the dangers it poses.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is Healy advocating for a weaker presidency? A: No, Healy doesn't
advocate for a weaker presidency but for a more balanced and accountable one. He
argues for a renewed focus on the constitutional limitations of executive power and

the importance of robust checks and balances.

....... 2..Q: Is the book solely focused on negative aspects of the presidency? A: ...
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While Healy critically examines the potential for abuse of power, he also
acknowledges the legitimate functions and responsibilities of the president. His
critique is aimed at fostering a healthier relationship between the presidency and
the American public.

3. Q: What are some practical steps readers can take after reading this
book? A: Readers can become more engaged citizens by critically evaluating
political rhetoric, staying informed about governmental actions, and advocating for
policies that strengthen democratic institutions and checks on executive power.
They can also engage in informed political discourse and hold their elected officials
accountable.

4. Q: How does this book relate to current political events? A: The book's

themes resonate strongly with current political debates surrounding executive

overreach, the role of the media, and the balance of power within the American

government. Healy's analysis provides a valuable framework for understanding
these ongoing struggles.
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