
time it has instituted a wide range of so-
cial regulation designed to enhance
health, safety, and the environment. This
period transformed the system guiding
global trade and investment and wit-
nessed welfare reform and the enactment
of Medicare, Medicaid, and prescription-
drug benefits for seniors. Educational op-
portunities have dramatically expanded
and the rights of minorities, women, and
the disabled have been enlarged. It was
also during this period that the Cold War
was won and a wave of decolonization
extended freedom in many parts of the
world. This partial yet impressive list of
governmental accomplishments certainly
shows that the institutional arrange-
ments adopted 200 years ago have proven
both e≠ective and purposeful in a wide
variety of arenas. It has been a time of
ideas, initiative, innovation, and ideals. 

This pattern of governmental policy in-
cludes some elements that encourage and
some that alarm virtually every American
citizen. No single citizen is fully satisfied,
because these policies are the product of
compromise and the building of consen-
sus. The process is messy and often un-
tidy. That is the nature of a system that
deliberately divides power and distrib-
utes responsibility. And the presidents
who have served during the period since
John F. Kennedy have played a crucial role
in these developments.

We have consistently resisted proposed
changes in our institutional arrangements
that would move us more toward a parlia-
mentary democracy. Moreover, it is un-
likely, at least in the near future, that we
will unwind the march toward ever
greater democracy in selecting presidents
and presidential candidates. As long as
primaries continue to dominate, individ-
ual candidates will run alone, making the
strong, cohesive, unified, purposeful par-
ties that James MacGregor Burns yearns
for an unlikely development. This will
mean that voters will have both the op-
portunity and the responsibility to select
presidential candidates with wisdom, ini-
tiative, good judgment, and the ability to
work e≠ectively with others.  

Roger B. Porter, Ph.D. ’78, is IBM professor of
business and government in the Kennedy School
of Government and master of Dunster House.
His article “A President with a Purpose: Leader-
ship Lessons from Gerald R. Ford” appeared in
this magazine’s March-April issue.
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Our dinner stirred up all sorts of
issues. I have never gotten along
with alpha males and am unsure

about the line between acceptable com-
petitiveness and nasty aggression. I had
difficulty in gym class not just because I
was inept but because sports seemed
too brutal to me. When is the urge to
win not just about performing optimally

and more about breaking your adver-
sary, physically or psychically? Assuming
your opponent is not a jerk, is it immoral
to want to destroy him? To me this kind
of attitude, which is common in chess,
detracts from the nobility of the game.
Chess is said to be a safe way to subli-
mate aggressive impulses. But is it harm-
less just because the aggression isn’t
physical? The idea of “healthy competi-
tion” may be a myth when it comes to
chess. Can you really play a friend, go for
each other’s jugular, and be buddies af-
terward?

I have watched thoughtful chess play-

ers wrestle at different levels with these
issues. Pascal Charbonneau avoids play-
ing chess with his girlfriend, who is an in-
ternational master. Nor will he play a
game with me, although he’ll happily
help me for hours with my own chess
(although I must wonder if he is actual-
ly conf licted about the reverse pos-
sibil ity—that he’d derive unwhole-

some pleasure from
trouncing me). Nigel
Short has eliminat-
ed the possibility of
playing chess with
his wife by humiliat-
ing her the first time
she asked him. He
insisted on doing it
blindfolded with just
15 minutes on the
clock while she could
take all the time in
the world while look-
ing at the board.

As for my own at-
titude toward com-
petition, I can play
card and board

games with people I love, but I can’t do it
casually. I like to go all out in games. So if
I think people I care about are going to
misinterpret my determination as aggres-
sion, I won’t play. Ann [his wife] has
tried to interest me in Scrabble, but I’ve
turned her down because I don’t want
to risk upsetting her. She probably has a
better vocabulary than me, but I’m con-
vinced I’d consistently beat her because
I’m a better strategist. I also have the in-
furiating habit of appearing like I don’t
give a damn. So she might be deflated
to lose to someone who doesn’t seem
to be trying.

Paul Hoffman ’78 was
a child chess prodigy
and now, after a 25-year
break from tournament
chess, he has started
playing again. He has
been president of Ency-
clopaedia Britannica and

editor in chief of Discover magazine and has written books about obsession, genius,
and madness. His new book, King’s Gambit: A Son, a Father, and the World’s Most Dan-

gerous Game—chess, of course—is about those themes, as well as deception and
male competition.When he first had dinner with then-world champion Garry Kas-
parov, for instance, he was unnerved by the Russian’s “insane competitiveness.”

U n n e r v e d  b y
the Urge to Win
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