
Chris Matthews on Heroes and Leadership
-- Doug Wilhide

On Thursday, December 8, The final Westminster Forum speech of 2011 presented talk show host Chris Matthews who is touring to promote his new book on JFK.  It was a cold day in downtown Minneapolis and the program started a bit late, but the Westminster Church was standing room only and included classes from three area schools.  

Matthews began by saying he was happy to be in the “straight” Midwest and that he has never been in such a beautiful room. “I’m serious -- cynicism isn’t everything.”  But issues of ethics and morality ARE important factors in how we will choose the next president.  We “naturally” go to the best speaker early on in the process and to the best debater once debates begin.  But if these qualities of eloquence were all we needed we could just vote for our favorite talk show host.

A couple years ago there was a survey that asked Americans to vote on who should be on Mt. Rushmore who isn’t there now.  Matthews thinks this was a good test because it defines what Americans think a hero is.  The winner, by a large margin, was Kennedy.  “We want a hero as president,” Matthews said.  We want someone who has gone through a rite of passage at an early age and proved he has the courage to lead.  In the 1950s it was the TV version of Davy Crockett.  In the ‘30s and ‘40s it was men like Churchill and Hemingway.

Jack Kennedy became a legitimate hero on the night his boat, PT-109, was sliced in half by a Japanese destroyer.  They had been cruising on one engine to be as invisible as possible on a dark night with no moon.  The destroyer didn’t even stop.  Kennedy dived in and helped gather the four members of his crew who couldn’t swim around a plank. Then he matched them up with the five who could swim.  He put the strap from his injured 42-year old engineer’s life jacket in his teeth and swam four miles with his crew to a small island.

The he took a 38 revolver and swam back out into the channel to look for a U.S. boat that might rescue them.  He stayed there until he fell asleep in the water and had to swim back.  He later moved his men to another island and then a third to keep them safe from Japanese patrols.  And he did all this with a chronically bad back that caused him excruciating pain. For his efforts he “got a couple medals and a year in the hospital.”

Kennedy, Matthews said, was a “World War II guy: never explain; never complain.”  For them leadership was tied to having the courage to do your duty.  They were unlike “we 60s people:  we whine.”  WW II people always put the “we” before the “he” or “she.”  We know they are leaders when we talk about what gets done rather than who is doing it.

Kennedy was a “we” guy from the beginning.  He had the courage to ask Americans to do something and understood that we prefer to be challenged rather than accommodated.  We like to be used, to be included, however large or small our contribution.  Two of the most important words used during WW II were “war effort.”  Everybody was asked to do something and everybody did.  Matthews:  “If we’re not all willing to get involved in a war... let’s not have it!” (Big applause.)

Kennedy was the responsible adult.  We said ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ but I’m glad he did.’  He was mislead by the military and especially the CIA in the Bay of Pigs operation, but he had the guts to say no to an invasion of Cuba.  The CIA figured that if they landed 1500 volunteers they could take over the island.  They didn’t tell Kennedy (and he made a mistake by not asking) that they would be facing an army of 25,000.  

Matthews thinks JFK’s most courageous decision was saying no to launching a support attack.  There were 90 missiles in Cuba that could reach Washington and New York.  The CIA estimated there were as many as 10,000 Russians (there were actually more than 40,000.)  Kruschev, in his later memoir, said that he was certain they could reach New York with at least five missiles and he was ready to launch them to “show America what it meant to fight a war on your own territory.”

Curtis LeMay  “is a good example of why we choose to give the power of war to an elected president rather than a military leader.”  LeMay, Acheson, Dillard, Bundy and others wanted to attack Cuba and thought they could trick the new, young President by starting with an attack by Cuban exiles.  But Kennedy stepped up to literally  “call the shots.”

Matthews is puzzled by Presidents who use phrases like “we will listen to the generals on the ground. That’s the same as saying we’re going to let the generals tell us what to do.  There’s a phrase for that.  It’s called a military coup.”  We need a President who has the courage to say no and who is smart enough to “outthink the experts.”  The President’s responsibility is for the greater national interest.  He has to get beyond the political and military issues and be responsible for the human issues.

Kennedy was a good President because he had these qualities of leadership. He was not a good husband.  Matthews got to know Jackie Kennedy-Onasis well and the thing that struck him most was that she “was a woman in love.”  She saw past the affairs to “the guy” that Jack Kennedy was inside -- a frail kid who was nearly always sick with something as a boy, not loved by his mother, always lonely.  Jackie loved “the inner Jack” the guy whose heroes included King Arthur and Winston Churchill and who set out to be like them.

Kennedy lived, like all of us, “a complicated life:”  to condemn the whole on the basis of a part is missing the point.  He was a devout, practicing Catholic -- he prayed every night, and went to Mass regularly.  He also went to confession, which caused some humorous moments with the Secret Service (one agent, posing as a priest, addressed him in the confession box as “Mr. President.”)

Reagan was another complex individual.  Matthews got to know Nancy Reagan and admires her a lot.  He says Reagan can be faulted for many things but at least he knew when compromise was needed to help achieve goals.  That’s why he could work with Gorbachev to change relationships with the Soviet Union and worked with Tip O’Neill to restructure Social Security.  “Unlike other legions of dim politicians on the right Reagan knew how to come together to take advantage of opportunities.”  

The problem with the Tea Partyers is that “they have no ears.”  They talk but they don’t listen.  They don’t care about facts, just their own opinions and they are absolute. They don’t compromise.   They don’t get the idea that everything is a deal.  If you walk into a store and see a pack of M&Ms for 59¢ and you think, that’s a good deal, you buy it.  You make the deal.  If you think it’s too much you don’t make the deal.  That’s fine... It’s your choice.  But why are you still in the store?

Q&A.
* How would you compare Presidents Kennedy and Obama?  Matthews was first attracted to Kennedy when he heard his speech to the Democratic convention in 1956.  When he first heard Obama in 2004, he said, “that’s going to be our first black President.”  Both of them are exceptional orators.  But Kennedy had deeper political experience.  He knew what it took to be a leader of politicians:  the ability to intimidate, to say that if you don’t support me you will lose this great job you have at the next election.

Matthews was on the Mall for Obama’s Inauguration speech.  He had never seen so many excited people, especially African Americans.  Obama should have issued “a call to duty”... something like “ask what you can do for America...”  A leader must lead, not just perform.

*  How would Kennedy have handled the current atmosphere of gridlock in Washington?  He had his own problems with the Southern Dixiecrats who attempted to block every Civil Rights initiative.  The Dixiecrats of the ‘60s were like the Tea Partyers of today -- they both had strong support in their own regions.  “They’re like nails without heads: once they’re in you can’t get ‘em out.”

* What should be asked of Americans now?  Pay attention. Churchill always talked about two kinds of success in war:  immediate and ultimate.  You have to understand the consequences of your actions, not just in the present but also down the road. This was what was lacking in the Iraq war.  We were told it would be easy and essential because of weapons of mass destruction.  It’s lasted 10 years.  We were lied to.  Matthews:  “I’m amazed that people like Wolfowitcz, Bush, Cheney and the others are still walking around.”

* Will there be a war against Iran?  It’s certainly gaining steam among Republican hawks.  But they don’t have a clue about the complexities involved.  They don’t actually go there.  The frail, intricate arrangements in the Middle East have been built over centuries to accommodate very difficult balances of interest and power.  The Republican candidates go in with “their blunderbuss comments” and don’t think about the repercussions.  “Everything is on the table” is like “leave it to the generals” -- irresponsible and short sighted.  “Their approach is infantile.”  We need “grownups” who will care enough to “think things through” and lay out plans for “the world in four or eight years.  You’ll be gone but we’ll still be here.”

* What Minnesota politicians do you admire?  “I admired Walter Heller immensely and almost came here for graduate studies.  Then I discovered you had a bridge that you had to heat!”  Thanks for Michelle Bachmann, though -- “very entertaining!”

Hubert Humphrey was “a mixed bag.”  He was “an extremely gutsy guy” on Civil Rights issues, taking on Strom Thurmond and the Dixiecrats when that was very dangerous to do (“after Strom got married at age 88 we called him ‘spermin Thurmond’.”)  But he was difficult to support because of his ties to Lyndon Johnson and the war.

Gene McCarthy was a more acceptable figure.  “He brought us back” after the depression following JFK’s assassination and was the only one standing up against the war.  “Unfortunately, he was a bit of a poet.”

Walter Mondale -- what a great family and role model.

Wendy Anderson -- a mistake.  “Don’t appoint yourself senator.  We Americans really do like to do this thing called voting.”

* How did your Peace Corps experience affect your views?  Everyone who served in the Peace Corps says the same thing:  it changed my life.  The key moments are right around dinner time, when all you have is a short wave radio and you’re all alone, don’t know the culture or the language or the surroundings.  You learn who you are -- for better or worse. But you make friends. Matthews served in Swaziland and remembers sitting in a room with 11 Swazi businessmen. “I was the only white person for miles around but they were all my friends.”  He also recalled getting struck in the face by a giant black mamba snake that came in through the window while he was driving a car.

* What would JFK think of the current state of our space program?  He used the space program both as a way to rally Americans and to impress the third world.  ‘Look... we’re not just soldiers with guns, we also can get people to the moon.’  It was a way to demonstrate that our system was better than the competition, a better way to build a better world.

* How important is the character of a politician compared to his or her political views? Character is very important.  You need to look for growth over time, someone who has been tested and shown they have the courage to do the right thing.  Reagan for instance was a good character.  You can argue whether electing him was good for the country or not, but it was not a bad decision by the American people.  Electing Eisenhower in 1952 was also a good character decision.  Stevenson may have been the better candidate from a political platform standpoint, but Ike had the guts to stand up to the war hawks and business interests.  He’d already proven himself.

*  Are there parallels between Mitt Romney’s Mormonism and Kennedy’s Catholicism?  Yes. Before Kennedy, presidents tended to be not just Protestant but specifically Episcopalian.  Kennedy broke that mold as he did many others.  It shouldn’t be necessary to defend your religion in an American political debate but it is.

* How would Kennedy have fared with the new rough and tumble approach to journalistic investigations of politicians’ personal lives?  There has always been scandal and it’s always been a factor.  Jennifer Flowers, Ginger White, Monica... “sounds like a garden.”  But by and large journalists don’t “investigate” this side of the story.  They just help spread the rumors.  Not many Pulitzers have been given out for digging up the personal dirt.  Still it’s a fair thing for journalists to cover.  Politicians LOVE their jobs.  They LOVE being the center of attention and getting paid to talk and make decisions.  If they screw it up, it’s news.  “And I have to say, Herman Cain put on a helluva show.”

* What inspires you now about the current political situation?  The 2012 campaign can’t be about the past -- those facts aren’t going to change.  It can’t be about the present -- Obama will lose because so many people are angry at Washington.  It must be about the future... and it must offer both leadership and hope.

Comment
I’m a dinosaur.  I still read a hard copy newspaper every day and in-depth magazine articles about stuff that interests me.  I had no idea who Chris Matthews was or that he has some kind of TV show.  But I was clearly in the minority. The last time I saw a lecture so packed with such an eager audience was when Desmond Tutu talked here.  I heard that lecture and let me tell you, Chris Matthews is no Desmond Tutu.

Matthews comments were a lot more scattered and rambling than indicated above and the depth of his insights was superficial.  He did have a few cute lines, but he seemed to suffer from the same kind of broad-brush Washington insiderism that he attacks in his Republican targets.

One example:  he concluded with this statement:  “Newt Gingrich has a one percent lead in Ohio over Obama.  That tells you all you need to know.”  Well, no, it doesn’t.  Not even close.  It’s eleven months before the next election, Gingrich may not be the Republican candidate, Ohio is a complicated state for both sides and a lot of things can change -- from employment statistics to the European economy to relations with Iran, Pakistan and China.  Matthews’ attempts to be witty and pithy frequently fail to be meaningful or even useful.

His claim that the “facts of the past” can’t be changed ignores the right’s attempt to do just that -- or to dismiss them.  And what’s this sneer at Gene McCarthy being a poet?  Sounds like a political science major who couldn’t get a date with the good looking English major.

Matthews is my age, but he seems set into an older world.  For one thing he’s an unquestioning admirer of “the Greatest Generation” -- those “World War II guys.”  I think it’s a bizarre oversimplification to heap unqualified praise on that many people.  Some were good, some were bad, some were heroes, some were not, some survived because of their character others because of their luck.  But chanting “The Greatest Generation” as a kind of mantra of adoration is as superficial as ascribing negative qualities to the 77 million Baby Boomers (the “whiners”).  It’s a glossy way to sound like you know what you’re talking about when deep inside you know you’re faking it.

Matthews also seems to be heavily oriented to issues of war and peace.  I’m not saying that’s not important, but in today’s interconnected world of countries and companies and communications networks, basing all your decisions on who is a hawk and who isn’t misses a lot of points.  Economic issues, environmental issues, geopolitical alignments, scientific advances, how to balance cultural and religious traditions with human rights -- all of these require thoughtful, courageous and effective leadership.  I got the sense that Matthews, like most military leaders, is still fighting the last war, not preparing for the next ones.

A young kid a couple rows in front of us applauded when Matthews said he had voted for George Bush because he didn’t like Al Gore.  He was alone among his fellow students and for a second I felt sorry for him -- it’s tough as a seventh or eighth grader to hold unpopular views.  Then I realized what the context and thinking behind that clapping of hands must be -- or the lack thereof -- and I no longer felt sorry for the kid.  Grow up.  Learn a bit more.  Use what you know you know. Don’t skim over the surface, or buy into the fashion of being unfashionable.  Don’t be Chris Matthews.

There was a standing ovation.  It was undeserved.

--dw

