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Introduction
skowronek the politics presidents make 1 delves into the intricate and often
unpredictable landscape of presidential leadership, exploring how presidents
shape and are shaped by the political environments they inhabit. This article
examines the core tenets of Skowronek's influential framework, focusing on
the crucial distinction between different presidential types and their
varying capacities for impactful governance. We will unpack how historical
context, political inheritance, and the president's own political position
fundamentally influence their ability to achieve policy goals and leave a
lasting legacy. Understanding these dynamics is key to comprehending the
successes and failures of presidencies throughout American history, offering
valuable insights into the enduring challenges and opportunities of the
executive office.
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Understanding Skowronek's Typology

Stephen Skowronek's seminal work, particularly "The Politics Presidents
Make," offers a powerful analytical lens for understanding the varying
fortunes and impacts of American presidents. His framework moves beyond
simple chronological accounts or ideological classifications to focus on the
temporal and political positioning of a president within the grand sweep of
American history. Skowronek argues that a president's effectiveness and their
ability to enact significant change are heavily dependent on the "political
time" they inherit. This concept of political time refers to the prevailing
cycles of political authority and the opportunities or constraints presented
by the existing political order.



Central to Skowronek's analysis is the idea that presidents are not simply
autonomous actors but are deeply embedded in historical narratives and
political commitments made by their predecessors. They operate within
established party structures, policy legacies, and public expectations that
predate their time in office. This historical inheritance dictates much of
the political terrain they will navigate, influencing their opportunities for
action and the likely reception of their agendas. The "politics presidents
make," therefore, is not solely about their individual decisions and policies
but also about how they respond to and maneuver within the historical
currents of their era.

The Foundations of Presidential Politics

The foundation of presidential politics, as articulated by Skowronek, rests
on the concept of political regimes. A political regime, in this context,
refers to a dominant political order, often characterized by a particular
party's ascendancy and a set of widely accepted policy orientations and
institutional arrangements. Presidents inherit these regimes and are largely
defined by their relationship to them. Are they champions of the existing
order, reformers seeking to dismantle it, or transitional figures caught
between eras? Skowronek's typology categorizes presidents based on these
critical relationships.

Understanding the prevailing regime is paramount. A president who comes to
power during a period of regime stability and broad consensus might find it
easier to pursue incremental changes or reinforce existing structures.
Conversely, a president entering office amidst political decay or significant
public dissatisfaction with the status quo faces a different set of
challenges and opportunities. The effectiveness of a president is thus tied
to their ability to diagnose the condition of the political regime and to act
in a manner that is either congruent with or a deliberate departure from its
established norms and priorities.

Reconstructionists and Their Impact

Reconstructionist presidents, in Skowronek's typology, are those who come to
power during periods of political crisis and instability, when the existing
regime is widely seen as having failed. These presidents often rise from
minority or disadvantaged positions within the political order and are tasked
with dismantling the old regime and forging a new one. Their presidencies are
typically marked by sweeping change, significant policy innovation, and the
redefinition of the political landscape. Franklin D. Roosevelt, for example,
is often cited as a prime example of a Reconstructionist president, who,
during the Great Depression, fundamentally altered the role of the federal
government in American life.

The success of Reconstructionists hinges on their ability to capitalize on
the moment of crisis and to articulate a compelling vision for the future
that resonates with a broad electorate. They often face intense opposition
from defenders of the old order, but their mandate, born from widespread
dissatisfaction, grants them considerable political capital. The legacy of
Reconstructionist presidents is typically profound, shaping the direction of
the country for decades to come. Their actions redefine political
possibilities and establish new frameworks for governance and public policy.



Disjunctive Presidents and the Challenge of
Governance

Disjunctive presidents, on the other hand, face a more challenging path. They
are presidents who inherit a regime that is in disarray, characterized by
internal contradictions and a loss of public confidence, but they lack a
clear mandate or the political circumstances to fundamentally alter it.
Unlike Reconstructionists, they are not typically positioned to usher in a
new era. Instead, they often preside over periods of drift, indecision, or a
struggle to maintain the status quo in the face of mounting pressures.

Disjunctive presidents often find themselves caught between the decay of the
old regime and the inability to establish a new one. Their presidencies can
be marked by policy paralysis, internal party divisions, and a perceived lack
of direction. The challenge for these presidents is to navigate a complex and
often contradictory political environment without the clear historical
opportunity that Reconstructionists enjoy. Their impact can be one of
managing decline or simply failing to provide effective leadership during a
critical juncture, leaving the nation to grapple with unresolved issues.

Dominant Presidents and the Shaping of Eras

Dominant presidents are those who ascend to power at a time when their party
and ideology are ascendant, and the existing political order is secure and
widely accepted. They are leaders who operate within a strong and stable
political regime, often enjoying broad public and partisan support. Their
presidencies are characterized by the consolidation and expansion of the
established order, rather than its fundamental alteration. Think of
presidents who preside over periods of economic prosperity and national
confidence, where their policies are largely seen as reinforcing the
prevailing consensus.

The politics of dominant presidents involve reinforcing the legitimacy and
efficacy of the current regime. They are tasked with managing the system,
implementing existing agendas, and projecting an image of strength and
stability. While they may not be agents of radical transformation, their
tenure can solidify a particular political direction and leave a lasting
imprint on the nation's trajectory by deepening and extending the reach of
the dominant political order. Their successes are often measured by their
ability to maintain the momentum of their political moment.

Preemptive Presidents and Navigating Political
Opposition

Preemptive presidents, as described by Skowronek, emerge when the established
political order is showing signs of strain and a new, potentially disruptive
force is on the horizon. These presidents are often tasked with holding the
line, defending the existing regime against emerging challenges, or
preempting threats before they can fully materialize. They operate in a more
contested political space, where their actions are often aimed at preserving
rather than radically changing the existing order, or at controlling the
terms of future political conflict.

The political strategy of preemptive presidents involves careful maneuvering



and often a defensive posture. They must navigate the crosscurrents of public
opinion and partisan politics, seeking to maintain the coalition that
supports the existing order while confronting new ideological or social
pressures. Their success depends on their ability to manage these competing
forces and to adapt the existing framework to new realities without
sacrificing its core principles. This often requires a delicate balance and
astute political skill to avoid being overwhelmed by the forces of change.

The Politics of Presidential Succession

The politics of presidential succession are inextricably linked to
Skowronek's framework. The type of president who follows another can reveal
much about the state of the political regime and the opportunities for
political action. If a Reconstructionist president has recently reshaped the
political order, the subsequent president might be a dominant figure seeking
to consolidate those gains, or a preemptive figure struggling to maintain the
new regime against emerging opposition. Conversely, if a disjunctive
president has presided over a period of drift, the next election might bring
a Reconstructionist with a mandate for fundamental change.

Understanding the historical lineage of presidencies helps explain why
certain leaders succeed where others fail. The political inheritance is not
merely a set of policies but an entire political context. The relationships
between presidents, therefore, are not just sequential but often represent a
dialectic of political forces. The outgoing president's legacy creates the
conditions under which the incoming president must operate, influencing their
policy options, their public reception, and their ultimate place in the
historical narrative. The dynamics of succession highlight the cyclical
nature of American politics and the enduring influence of historical moments.

Skowronek's Enduring Relevance

Stephen Skowronek's "The Politics Presidents Make" remains a cornerstone for
understanding the American presidency because it provides a sophisticated and
historically grounded framework for analyzing presidential power. By focusing
on the concept of political time and the president's position within dominant
political regimes, Skowronek offers a lens that transcends individual
personality or policy preferences. His typology helps us to see patterns in
presidential success and failure that might otherwise be obscured by the day-
to-day ebb and flow of political events.

The enduring relevance of Skowronek's work lies in its ability to explain why
presidents facing similar challenges can have vastly different outcomes, and
why certain historical junctures are more conducive to transformative
leadership than others. It encourages a deeper appreciation for the
historical context in which presidents operate, the legacies they inherit,
and the profound impact they can have when they correctly read and respond to
the political opportunities and constraints of their era. His framework
offers an indispensable tool for scholars, students, and engaged citizens
seeking to understand the complex art of presidential leadership.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Skowronek's central thesis regarding the
'politics presidents make'?

Skowronek's central thesis is that presidents are not simply reactive figures
but actively shape the political landscape they inhabit. He argues that
presidents inherit political 'vulnerabilities' or 'opportunities' and their
actions, in response, define their presidencies and influence the trajectory
of American politics.

How does Skowronek categorize presidents based on
their relationship to the political order?

Skowronek categorizes presidents into four types: 'regime builders' (who
establish new political orders), 'regime defenders' (who protect existing
orders), 'regime managers' (who work within established orders), and
'political reconstructors' (who confront declining orders and try to
rebuild).

What does Skowronek mean by 'political
vulnerability'?

Political vulnerability refers to the inherent weaknesses or challenges
within the existing political order that a president inherits. These can be
societal shifts, economic dislocations, or ideological divides that create
pressure for change or continuity.

How does Skowronek's framework help us understand the
success or failure of presidencies?

Skowronek's framework suggests that a president's success is often tied to
their ability to align their actions with the dominant political
'vulnerability' or 'opportunity' of their time. Presidents who try to swim
against the tide of the prevailing political order are more likely to
struggle.

What is an example of a 'regime builder' in
Skowronek's analysis?

Franklin D. Roosevelt is often cited as a classic example of a 'regime
builder' who established the New Deal order, fundamentally reshaping the role
of government in American society and politics.

What is the significance of the concept of 'political
time' in Skowronek's work?

Political time, for Skowronek, refers to the cyclical nature of American
political history, characterized by periods of order and disorder, rise and
fall of political coalitions. Presidents operate within these temporal
contexts, and their effectiveness is often determined by their ability to
navigate these shifts.



How does Skowronek's perspective differ from a purely
biographical or institutional approach to studying
presidents?

Skowronek's perspective moves beyond simply examining a president's
individual traits or the formal powers of the office. He emphasizes the
historical and political context, arguing that presidencies are shaped by
larger forces and that presidents, in turn, leave their mark on these forces.

What is a key implication of Skowronek's work for
contemporary presidents?

A key implication is that contemporary presidents must understand the
historical momentum of political change and their place within it. Ignoring
or misinterpreting the 'political vulnerabilities' of their era can lead to
significant missteps and a weakening of their presidency.

How does Skowronek view the role of political parties
in the 'politics presidents make'?

Political parties are crucial in Skowronek's framework. Presidents often lead
or are constrained by the state of their party, and their actions can either
strengthen or weaken party coalitions, influencing the long-term direction of
party politics.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Skowronek's work on presidential politics,
each with a brief description:

1. The Imperial Presidency: Toward a New and Definitive History
This book examines the evolution of presidential power in the United States,
tracing its expansion and the ongoing debates surrounding its scope. It
delves into historical precedents and analyses how presidents have used and
been constrained by their authority. The work aims to offer a comprehensive
understanding of the modern presidency and its impact on American governance.

2. The Politics Presidents Make: Leadership in Crisis and Transition
This title directly engages with Skowronek's central thesis, exploring how
presidents shape the political landscape through their actions during
critical junctures. It analyzes the strategic choices presidents make in
response to societal challenges and how these choices define their legacies.
The book highlights the dynamic interplay between presidential agency and the
broader political environment.

3. Presidential Leadership: An Introduction to Presidential Government
This foundational text provides a broad overview of the American presidential
system and the nature of leadership within it. It breaks down the
institutional powers and informal influences that presidents wield, offering
a framework for understanding their policy initiatives and political
maneuvering. The book serves as an accessible entry point into the study of
presidential governance.

4. Building the Presidential State: The Transformation of American Governance
This work investigates how presidents have actively constructed and reshaped



the machinery of the federal government to achieve their policy objectives.
It looks at the administrative, bureaucratic, and organizational changes
presidents have initiated throughout history. The book demonstrates the
president's role not just as a political leader but also as an architect of
state capacity.

5. The Road to the White House: Nominations and Elections in Presidential
Politics
While focusing on a different stage of presidential politics, this book's
exploration of the electoral process is crucial for understanding how
presidents gain and maintain their power. It analyzes the strategies,
campaigns, and political forces that shape presidential candidacies and
outcomes. The study sheds light on how the desire for the presidency
influences the politics presidents eventually make.

6. Presidential Campaigning: The Road to Power and the Pursuit of the
Presidency
Similar to the previous title, this book delves into the intricacies of
presidential campaigns, emphasizing the strategic calculations and political
maneuvering involved. It examines how candidates position themselves,
mobilize support, and craft messages that resonate with voters. The work
underscores the foundational importance of winning the election to then
"make" presidential politics.

7. The Reconstruction of the American Presidency: Challenges and
Opportunities
This title suggests an analysis of periods of significant presidential
transformation, likely influenced by Skowronek's concepts of political time
and presidential reconstructions. It explores how presidents grapple with
inherited political orders and attempt to fundamentally alter the direction
of the nation. The book considers both the difficulties and the potential for
profound change presidents can enact.

8. Leadership in the Executive Branch: The President and the Bureaucracy
This book examines the complex relationship between the president and the
vast administrative apparatus of the federal government. It analyzes how
presidents attempt to control, influence, and utilize the bureaucracy to
implement their agendas. The work highlights the practical challenges
presidents face in translating their political will into concrete policy
outcomes.

9. The Presidency and the Political Order: Rethinking Presidential Power
This title signifies a deep dive into how presidents interact with and often
attempt to redefine the established political structures and norms of their
era. It explores the ways in which presidents, particularly those who are not
"great" presidents in Skowronek's classification, navigate and are shaped by
existing political orders. The book offers a nuanced perspective on
presidential agency and constraint.
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