
Dr. James Cooper (Oxford Brooks) jamescooper@brookes.ac.uk  

“We have no intention of injecting ourselves into this complex and emotional issue”:  Ronald Reagan 

and the Northern Ireland Conflict, 1972-1986  

A neglected area of transatlantic history is the relationship between the Reagan administration and the Northern Ireland 

conflict.  This paper will seek to address this situation by charting the extent of Ronald Reagan’s interest in the issue and the 

ways and means that other protagonists sought to secure the his involvement.  It will examine the president’s low-key 

intervention in the context of both his administration’s desire to continue his predecessors’ neutrality towards Northern Ireland 

and the desire of leading Irish-American politicians for the U.S. government to be far more interventionist.  It therefore 

contributes to the study of the inner-workings of the Reagan administration.  More generally, the paper is a case study in the 

nature of the US presidency – as an actor and a branch of the US government - in terms of its influence over any selected issues 

and vice-versa.  The paper seeks to do all this by challenging the consensus that successful American intervention in the Anglo-

Irish process was prompted only by the advent of the Clinton administration in 1993. 

 

Prof. Richard V. Damms (Mississippi State University) rdamms@history.msstate.edu  

Waging “Total Cold War”: Eisenhower, Science, and the National Security State 

This paper examines the complex and at times conflicted role of the Eisenhower administration in mobilizing American science 

for the Cold War. With the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower, elite scientists hoped to press their case for a relatively 

autonomous role for scientists both in shaping national science policy and as expert advisers.  Initially, they made little headway 

with a president committed to fiscal discipline, pragmatic, business-minded administrators, and strict internal security, as 

epitomized by the controversial decision to strip J. Robert Oppenheimer of his security clearances.  Nevertheless, following a 

series of influential top secret scientific and technical analyses of the arms race, and then the public furor over the Soviet 

Sputniks, Eisenhower moved to regularize the scientific advisory system for the White House. Noting that the Soviets were now 

waging “total Cold War,” he appointed his own special assistant for science and technology and established the President’s 

Science Advisory Committee.  “My scientists,” as he later called them, became an important voice in policymaking during 

Eisenhower’s second term, pushing the administration toward a nuclear test ban treaty with the Soviet Union, contributing 

technical analyses of military programs, and assisting in the creation of new agencies (such as the Advanced Research Projects 

Agency and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration) that would further mobilize science in the name of the national 

security state while preserving a degree of scientific autonomy.  The paper is based on research at the Eisenhower Presidential 

Library, the U.S. National Archives, and the Library of Congress.     

 

Dr. Gareth Davies (Oxford University) gareth.davies@history.ox.ac.uk  

The Presidential Politics of Disaster, from LBJ to Obama 

This paper asks how dealing with disaster came to be not just a federal task (this had been the case since the New Deal, if not 

sooner), but a PRESIDENTIAL task.  Until the late 1960s, alleviating disaster was seen primarily as a bureaucratic and 

Congressional task--only rarely did it involve the White House.  Since then, however, in keeping with the broader emergence of 

the 'plebiscitary presidency', presidents have been expected to be centrally involved both in organising the White House 

response to disaster and, most especially, in providing symbolic leadership--journeying to the scene of the disaster, making 
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emotional, empathetic television addresses that channel the nation's pain. In substantive terms, this shift towards presidential 

disaster leadership has been problematic--often coming at the expense of the nation's formal bureaucratic mechanisms for 

dealing with disaster (the Office of Emergency Preparedness under Nixon, FEMA since the late 1970s), and sometimes resulting 

in commitments of federal resources that have the unintended effect of making the nation more rather than less vulnerable to 

catastrophic loss. 

 

Dr. Alex Goodall (University of York) alex.goodall@york.ac.uk  

Franklin Roosevelt and the Open Door 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Open Door concept emerged as an expression of the US commitment to the use 

of American power in defence of commercial free trade arrangements and, more ambiguously, national sovereignty in China. It 

subsequently developed into a central theme of twentieth century US foreign policy around the world, feeding into debates 

over internationalism, liberal capitalism, decolonization, anticommunism and globalization. However, few scholars have 

subjected the Open Door to the kind of critical analysis that similar concepts, such as Manifest Destiny (Stephanson 1995) and 

the Monroe Doctrine (Smith 1994; Sexton 2012) have received in recent years.  

As part of a larger co-authored project looking into the evolution of the Open Door idea in the twentieth century, this 

paper will examine the way in which the concept was transformed during the Age of Roosevelt as part of a larger 

reconceptualization of the United States’ relationship to the rest of the world. During the depression years, the private-sector 

driven ‘promotional’ system of free market expansionism that had been dominant earlier in the century fell into disrepute as 

Americans turned inwards and critics called for the establishment instead of an “Open Door at Home”. However, during World 

War Two, Roosevelt and his allies sought to appropriate and transform traditional Open Door themes of openness and anti-

imperial sovereignty in order to construct a new critique of the closed totalitarian order, one that re-emphasized a national 

responsibility to promote free trade and national sovereignty, but within a larger planned, multinational order. 

 

Jon Herbert (Keele University) j.n.herbert@keele.ac.uk  

Using Presidential History: Recent Presidents’ Deployment of Former Presidents in Rhetoric 

This paper considers the presidency’s use of former incumbents as a rhetorical device. Presidents regularly mention their 

predecessors in office, but there is little research on how these ‘mentions’ may be deployed for strategic purposes.  The paper 

analyses rhetoric of the Obama, Bush 43 and Clinton presidencies to develop a categorization of these mentions of 

predecessors, placing them in strategic context and facilitating further research to explain patterns in these mentions’ tone, 

content and timing. This categorization serves to demonstrate, therefore, how presidential history is used strategically by an 

incumbent. 

 

Belle Grenville-Mathers (Sheffield University) afgrenville-mathers1@sheffield.ac.uk  

Executive Power and Republicanism: The Battle to Define Ulysses S. Grant’s Presidency 1868-1880 

This paper aims to address an inconsistency within the historiography of Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency: orthodox historians – led 

initially by Archibald Dunning – saw Grant as an over-zealous supporter of civil rights for African-Americans, while revisionists 

believed that Grant did not support African-Americans enough. Yet post-revisionists have not adequately explored how these 
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two interpretations of Grant’s presidency fit together, preferring to focus on alleged scandals and corruption. How then can we 

explain Grant’s stated commitment to civil rights with his mediocre record in office? One way is to focus on the post-civil war 

conception of executive power and its relation to republicanism: an aspect of the Grant presidency the revisionist and post-

revisionist focus on scandal and corruption has obscured. 

The Civil War led to an expansion of presidential power which remained in flux after the war due to the organisation 

of the Southern States as military territories. Uncertainty over the limits of presidential power and representations of this 

power proved extremely important in the implementation of Reconstruction yet few historians have explored the political 

culture of this era. Representations of Grant’s power were as important as Grant’s actions as they diminished his political 

capital to enforce African-American civil rights. The reluctance of historians to explore the political culture of Grant’s presidency 

beyond their studies of fraud and corruption has been to the detriment of our understanding of Reconstruction. My paper will 

argue that the relationship of executive power and republicanism in Grant’s presidency is fundamental to our understanding of 

Reconstruction’s downfall. 

 

Chad King (University of Missouri) chadking532@gmail.com  

President Grant and the Federal Courts 

This paper examines the role of President Grant and his appointments to the newly created judgeships to the U.S. Circuit 

Courts. This examination is necessary since Grant’s impact on the federal court system has gone largely unnoticed. Grant’s 

presidency has undergone much revision over the past twenty years after suffering from the wrath of many historians 

throughout most of the twentieth century, and many modern scholars have re-evaluated his role and impact during 

Reconstruction and some assert that Grant was a more hands-on president than many have realized. This is evident in his 

judicial appointments. Overall, Grant would appoint over forty federal judges during his two terms in office, and no other 

president came close to this number at the time, except for George Washington. An abundance of primary sources were used, 

including: unpublished letters from the Grant Presidential Library and the National Archives. They illustrate that Grant 

employed secrecy and politics in his selection of judges and few members of his party were informed beforehand of his judicial 

candidates, again proving he was more involved in administration matters than previously assumed and many in the Republican 

Party shared the same legal philosophy as Grant and placed their trust in him to pick judges that would preserve the outcome 

of the Civil War, be faithful to the Republican Party, and uphold the new Reconstruction laws enacted by the federal 

government over the states. 

 

Prof. Dean Kotlowski (Salisbury University) DJKOTLOWSKI@salisbury.edu  

The Sphinx Revisited: Understanding Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Successful Bid for a Third Nomination 

In 1940 Franklin D. Roosevelt sought and secured an unprecedented third term as president. In paper delivered at the British 

Association for American Studies in April 2011, I argued that FDR’s decision to run came earlier than most scholars had thought, 

in 1939, and was motivated by domestic politics more than international events. This paper takes that story one step further 

and examines how Roosevelt’s supporters in various states worked on his behalf to round up enough delegates to nominate 

him—while the Sphinx-like president cleverly masked his intentions and evaded addressing the issue of a third term until the 

Democrats convened in Chicago. FDR’s campaign for a third nomination thus proved less statesmanlike and improvised and 

more devious and intentional than has been commonly thought. In the end, this paper will illuminate one of the most 
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important—and unusual—events in U. S. history and one of America’s greatest—and most enigmatic—political leaders at a 

critical junction in American—and world—history. 

 

Dr. Peter O’Connor (Northumbria University) peter.oconnor@northumbria.ac.uk  

“Who has heard of Polk, of Pierce, and of Buchanan?”: Britain and the US Presidency 1837-1861  

The question ‘who has heard of Polk, or Pierce, and of Buchanan’, was rhetorically put to the British public in 1862 by the 

novelist Anthony Trollope who had travelled around the Civil War era United States and published his observations on the 

nation. Trollope’s point was seemingly intended to apply to all of the individuals who held the Presidency from the election of 

Martin Van Buren in 1837 through to the end of James Buchanan’s term in 1861. Common consensus holds (possibly justifiably) 

that these figures were ineffectual leaders, however, examined in an Anglo-American context they provide a window on British 

views of the Presidency during this period. The value of these Presidents in this regard stems from frequent discussions of them 

in the wildly popular American travel narrative of the era. 

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to consider the meaning of the American Presidency as an institution from a 

British perspective between 1837 and 1861. It will draw on the aforementioned travel narratives and examine the meetings 

between travelers and Presidents, as well as the more general observations of British commentators on the American 

Presidency as an institution in order to engage with the US President as a transnational figure. It will contend that British ideas 

about the United States as a political entity were fundamentally bound up with the image of the President and that by placing 

the Presidency in an Anglo-American context the relationship between the two nations becomes more comprehensible. 

 

Dr. Joe Merton (University of Nottingham) Joe.Merton@nottingham.ac.uk  

An ‘Ethnic President’? Ethnicity, Identity Politics and the Presidency, 1969-1984 

This paper will use the presidency to chart the divergent meanings behind the upsurge in “white ethnic” identity politics during 

the long 1970s. In a period of apparent legislative inertia and enfeebled party organisations, it was the office of the presidency 

– its power augmented by the civil rights revolution of the previous decade – which responded most potently to the increasing 

significance of “white ethnic” political advocacy, and which not only absorbed and interpreted but also defined the various and 

often conflicting themes behind the “white ethnic” identity. Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter both identified the white 

ethnics as a disadvantaged group and pursued policies designed to encourage group uplift, yet they also both institutionalised 

notions of white ethnic difference in executive organisation and policy. Richard Nixon, appealing to a perceived sense of white 

ethnic grievance or cultural ressentiment, identified white ethnic assertion in the 1970s as a reactionary defence of values, 

traditions and privileges under threat, whilst also pursuing more progressive initiatives which sought to correct a sense of white 

ethnic socio-economic disadvantage. And yet within a decade Ronald Reagan had articulated a reconfigured vision of white, 

European ethnicity almost post-ethnic in content, which this time emphasised universalistic values rather than ethnic 

distinctiveness and welcomed the white ethnics into a wider national community. Such different visions of white ethnicity can 

tell us much about the complex, conflicting impulses behind this brand of ethnic identity politics – a major explanation for its 

short-lived significance – and yet also the importance of the presidency as an institution in both defining that politics’ reception 

and longevity, and legitimising its own authority, in the political environment of the long 1970s. 
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Dr. Luca Trenta (University of Nottingham) luca.Trenta@nottingham.ac.uk  

George W. Bush’s Revenge: Obama, Drones and the Expanded Notion of “Imminence” 

In 2008, Barack Obama campaigned against the ‘dumb’ Iraq War started and mismanaged by the George W. Bush 

Administration. Largely interpreted as anti-war, Obama’s message was subtler. The clear implication was that he favoured 

smarter ways of war. In the past six years, drones have come to epitomise the smarter, more surgical approach adopted by the 

Obama Administration in the fight against Al-Qaeda and its affiliates. Several scholars have pointed out continuities and 

discontinuities between Bush’s and Obama’s approach to the ‘war on terror’ and many have concluded that Obama’s approach 

is largely a mixed one: the president adopts a war framework in some instances, a legally-inspired one in others. 

Building on recent literature on the Obama Administrations and on recent revelations regarding above all the 

targeting of US citizens, the paper will suggest that one key feature of the Obama Administration’s counter-terrorism effort has 

strong links to that of his predecessor. Like the now infamous 2002 National Security Strategy, officials within the Obama 

Administration have made clear that they rely on an expanded notion of ‘imminence’ and of what constitutes an ‘imminent 

threat.’ The paper will discuss such notion of imminence, it will reflect on the continuities with Bush’s policies and will suggest 

implications for the continuation of Obama’s counter-terrorism campaign.  

 

Dr. Kevin Yuill (University of Sunderland) kevin.yuill@sunderland.ac.uk  

Richard Nixon and Immigration 

Little is known about Nixon’s immigration policy. Whereas his Democratic predecessors intervened in the issue of immigration 

and arguably connected it with the civil rights issue, during Nixon’s watch the issue became centred on the question of illegal 

immigration. As with many domestic issues, Nixon both followed the progressive perspectives of his predecessors and followed 

his political nose on immigration around the time of elections. He argued in 1971 for additional visas for the Western 

hemisphere but in the run-up to the 1972 election he fingered the estimated 1.1m illegal immigrants as one reason for creeping 

unemployment. Later he claimed that undocumented workers put a strain on the welfare system. 

What are we to make of Nixon’s attitude to immigration? Did it, like other policies, shift from liberal to conservative 

just before the 1972 election? Like his characteristically contradictory policies on other issues, Nixon’s immigration stance was 

influenced by his attitudes to foreign policy, his personal relationships with friends and associates like “Bebe” Rebozo and his 

butler, Manolo Sanchez, his courting of the Hispanic vote and his economic policy. This paper will attempt to unravel Nixon’s 

complex and often nuanced attitudes to immigration and seek to understand the shifts in immigration policy in the early 1970s. 
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