
Jack J. Anderson, Class of ’55, 

has retired from a varied career. 

His books and other writing may 

be downloaded for free from 

http://www.jjanderson.info/. His 

email address is jack@abq.com.                     

Comments are welcome.  
 

PPeerrffeecctt  AAmmeerriiccaann  PPrreessiiddeennttss  
 

Here is a partial list of perfect American 

Presidents (in alphabetical order): John 

Anderson, William Jennings Bryan, Shirley 

Chisholm, Laura Clay, DeWitt Clinton, 

Eugene V. Debs, Barry Goldwater, Horace 

Greely, Belva Lockwood, John McCain, 

Ralph Nader, Ross Perot, Daniel Webster, 

and Wendall Wilkie. They can be perfect in 

our imaginations because they ran but never 

were elected to the office. But those who 

have been elected President of the United 

States have been far from perfect and we 

Americans are always quick to point out and 

to complain about the real or alleged 

shortcomings of our commanders in chief.  

   This bad-mouthing is frequently done 

without ever considering how incredibly 

difficult it is to be President.  The backbiting 

begins immediately after election results are 

confirmed and continues throughout the 

term(s) of the person elected President. 

Those who most enjoy this pastime are 

quick to mention their Constitutional 

guarantee of freedom of speech which 

allows them to carp and carp. Some might 

say the Constitution insists they carp. 

   None I have listened to ever seem to 

consider the damage their continuous stream 

of negative words does to themselves, to 

those around them, to those working to 

make the country better, or to those who 

voluntarily take on difficult leadership 

responsibilities, including the Presidency. 

   Ah well, it is their Constitutional right. 

Fortunately for those who enjoy ceaselessly 

finding fault, our Constitution does not 

require citizens to work at making a better, 

more peaceful, more prosperous America. 

   Wait! Are not sincere informed critics 

essential to a democracy? Yes indeed! And 

persistent informed disagreement can often 

be heroic and may ultimately be quite 

beneficial to our democracy, which is of 

course still a work-in-progress. But can’t we 

be more civil in our discourse, more 

compromising in our solutions, more 

focused on the common good than is now 

the case in American politics? Well, we 

can—that is, we are able—but we may not 

have the will or generosity of spirit to be so. 

   Founding fathers John Adams and Thomas 

Jefferson, once fast friends, set the precedent 

for “dirty politics.” I shall refrain from 

repeating their slurs, some of which caused 

Jefferson’s hatchet man to serve time for 

slander. Our American politicians have 

dutifully followed their example for more 

than two hundred years. Most wearisome! 

   If you search the Internet for “civil 

discourse in American politics,” you will 

find the University of Arizona’s National 

Institute for Civil Discourse which brands 

itself as a “nonpartisan center for advocacy, 

research and policy.” Their homepage says 

“78% of Americans think incivility and 

political dysfunction is [sic] standing in the 

way of moving our nation forward.” I can 

agree with that. One of the Institute’s goals 

is to support “elected officials capable of 

working to solve the big issues facing our 

country.” I can agree with that, too. 

   So, if a majority of Americans really are 

interested in respectful, courteous discourse, 

what is stopping us? No doubt there are 

many reasons but let’s consider labels. 

   Labels are convenient. They “store” a lot 

of information (some of it accurate, some of 

it not). Properly used, labels can facilitate 

communication. But they also can make it 

easy to bypass critical thinking and careful 

examination of issues. Labels misused can 

promote name-calling and make it easy to 

dismiss others with whom we disagree.  

Thoughtless use of labels promotes thinking 

in absolutes and building us-versus-them 

walls. Our politicians are masters at using 

labels to make “others” our “enemies.” But 

we do not have to imitate our politicians.  

   We each can monitor our speech and 

really listen to others. This may not be a 

civil discourse revolution but it’s a start.  


