stephen skowronek the politics presidents
make

stephen skowronek the politics presidents make offers a compelling framework for
understanding presidential leadership, moving beyond superficial analyses to delve into the deeper,
often cyclical, patterns of presidential action and influence. Skowronek, a distinguished political
scientist, argues that presidents are not simply independent actors but are deeply embedded within
historical contexts, inheriting specific political legacies and facing distinct political circumstances.
This article will explore Skowronek's groundbreaking theories, examining how presidents are
shaped by their "political time," their relationship to their predecessors, and the broader political
order. We will delve into his typology of presidential leadership, exploring the distinctions between
"reconstructionists," "articulator," "defilers," and "preemptors." Furthermore, we will discuss how
Skowronek's work illuminates the challenges and opportunities presidents face in shaping policy and
navigating the complexities of American governance.

Stephen Skowronek's Core Argument: Political Time
and Presidential Legacy

At the heart of Stephen Skowronek's influential work, particularly "The Politics Presidents Make:
Leadership in an Age of Constraints," lies the concept of "political time." Skowronek posits that a
president's actions and effectiveness are not solely determined by their individual skills or policy
preferences, but are profoundly shaped by the historical moment in which they take office. This
historical moment is not a static backdrop but a dynamic interplay of existing political
arrangements, prevailing ideologies, and the successes and failures of previous administrations.
Presidents inherit a political context, a set of opportunities and constraints, that are largely a
product of what has come before them.

Skowronek argues that presidents are situated within ongoing cycles of political authority. He
identifies distinct periods of political order, characterized by a dominant governing coalition and set
of policy orthodoxies. When a president enters office during a period of established order, their
primary task is often to manage and adapt that order, rather than fundamentally transform it.
Conversely, presidents who enter office during periods of political crisis or transition face different
challenges and opportunities, often tasked with rebuilding or reshaping the very foundations of the
political system.

Understanding Presidential Leadership Through
Skowronek's Typology

Stephen Skowronek's most significant contribution to the study of the American presidency is his
typology of presidential leadership. This framework moves beyond simple chronological or
ideological classifications to offer a more nuanced understanding of how presidents navigate their
political environments. Skowronek identifies four distinct categories of presidential leadership, each
defined by the president's relationship to the dominant political order and the historical moment
they inhabit.



The Reconstructionist President: Reshaping the Political
Order

Reconstructionist presidents, according to Skowronek, are those who come to power during periods
of political decline and crisis. They are tasked with fundamentally rebuilding or transforming the
existing political order, often by challenging established norms and institutions. These presidents
are revolutionary in their impact, seeking to establish new governing coalitions and policy agendas
that will define the political landscape for decades to come. They are agents of significant historical
change, often marked by intense political struggle and societal division.

The Articulator President: Defending and Adapting the
Established Order

Articulator presidents, in contrast, come to office during periods of political stability and
consolidation. Their role is to defend and adapt the existing political order, building upon the
foundations laid by their predecessors. These presidents are typically more pragmatic and less
revolutionary, focusing on refining existing policies and institutions rather than overturning them.
They are skilled managers of the status quo, working within the established framework to achieve
incremental progress and maintain political equilibrium. Their leadership is often characterized by
its perceived continuity and stability.

The Defiler President: Undermining the Established Order

Defiler presidents are those who emerge during periods when the dominant political order is already
weakened and losing legitimacy. Their primary function is to undermine and delegitimize the
existing order, often through their actions and rhetoric. These presidents can be disruptive forces,
hastening the demise of an established regime and paving the way for a new one. They may not
necessarily be ideological revolutionaries, but their tenure is marked by a significant challenge to
the prevailing political consensus, often leading to heightened partisan conflict.

The Preemptor President: Seizing the Initiative in a Declining
Order

The preemptor president, another category identified by Skowronek, is one who enters office when
the dominant political order is already in decline but before a crisis has fully erupted. These
presidents attempt to seize the initiative, often by offering a new vision or set of policies that
anticipate and shape the coming changes. They seek to define the terms of future political discourse
and action, even while operating within the constraints of an aging order. Their success hinges on
their ability to craft a compelling narrative that resonates with a changing public mood and to
effectively leverage existing institutions to enact their agenda.

The Constraints and Opportunities Faced by Presidents

Skowronek's analysis underscores the profound constraints that presidents face, regardless of their



ambition or skill. The weight of history, the entrenched interests of established political coalitions,
and the inertia of existing institutions all serve to limit a president's capacity for radical change.
Even the most powerful presidents must operate within a political framework that was largely
constructed by others. This does not mean presidents are powerless; rather, their power is
channeled and shaped by the political time they inhabit.

Conversely, Skowronek also highlights the unique opportunities that certain historical moments
present. Presidents who can skillfully diagnose the underlying dynamics of political time, identify
emerging trends, and articulate a compelling vision for the future can seize these opportunities to
achieve significant policy outcomes and reshape the political landscape. Their success often depends
on their ability to connect with the public's evolving needs and aspirations and to forge new
alliances and coalitions that can sustain their agenda.

Implications of Skowronek's Framework for
Understanding Presidential Performance

Stephen Skowronek's framework offers a powerful lens through which to analyze and understand
the performance of presidents throughout American history. By shifting the focus from individual
character to the interplay of presidential action and political context, his work provides a more
robust and insightful account of presidential success and failure. It helps explain why some
presidents, despite their intentions, are unable to achieve their goals, while others, seemingly facing
insurmountable obstacles, manage to leave a lasting impact.

The application of Skowronek's typology allows for a comparative analysis of presidencies across
different eras. For instance, one can examine how a reconstructionist like Franklin D. Roosevelt
navigated a period of profound economic crisis, or how an articulator like Dwight D. Eisenhower
managed a period of relative peace and prosperity. Similarly, understanding the "defiler" role can
shed light on presidents who presided over the erosion of established political norms, while the
"preemptor" concept can illuminate those who anticipated and influenced significant policy shifts.

Furthermore, Skowronek's emphasis on the cyclical nature of political time suggests that
presidencies are not isolated events but are interconnected parts of a larger historical narrative.
Each president inherits a legacy and, in turn, leaves one that will influence future occupants of the
Oval Office. This perspective encourages a long-term view of presidential history, recognizing that
the impact of a president's decisions may not be fully understood until decades later.

Ultimately, "the politics presidents make" is a continuous process of negotiation with the past and
anticipation of the future. Skowronek's enduring contribution lies in his ability to illuminate the
intricate dance between individual agency and historical circumstance that defines presidential
leadership in the United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Stephen Skowronek's central thesis in ‘The Politics
Presidents Make'?

Skowronek's core argument is that presidents are not autonomous actors but are deeply shaped by
the historical context and political orders they inherit. He posits that presidents face different



opportunities and constraints depending on whether they are inaugurating a new political era,
leading a dominant one, or presiding over the decline of an old order. Their success and legacy are
therefore not solely determined by their individual actions but by their relationship to the ongoing
flow of American political history.

How does Skowronek categorize presidents in relation to
political orders?

Skowronek identifies three main categories for presidents: 'reconstructors' who establish new
political orders (e.g., FDR, Reagan), 'articulate leaders' who faithfully execute and advance dominant
political orthodoxies (e.g., Eisenhower, LBJ), and 'vulnerable leaders' who preside over the
unraveling of established orders without the capacity to reverse the decline (e.g., Hoover, Carter). A
fourth, less common category is 'traditionalists' who uphold existing orders but are often out of step
with changing times.

What does Skowronek mean by 'political order'?

A 'political order,' as Skowronek uses the term, refers to a stable and dominant configuration of
political institutions, ideologies, and interests that shapes the political landscape for a significant
period. These orders are characterized by widely accepted governmental structures, policy
frameworks, and partisan alignments that define the terms of political debate and action.

How does Skowronek's work challenge traditional views of
presidential greatness?

Skowronek's framework challenges the notion that presidential greatness is solely a matter of
individual leadership qualities or policy achievements. Instead, he argues that a president's impact is
critically dependent on the historical moment they occupy. A president might be brilliant but fail if
they are out of sync with their era, while another, perhaps less gifted, might be successful by
aligning with the prevailing historical currents and successfully advancing or defending a dominant
political order.

What are some modern-day implications or applications of
Skowronek's theory?

Skowronek's theory offers a valuable lens for analyzing contemporary presidencies. It helps explain
why some presidents struggle to achieve their agendas, even with strong leadership, by
understanding the context of declining political orders. It also provides a framework for identifying
potential 'reconstructors' or 'articulate leaders' in the current political climate and for assessing the
long-term consequences of their actions within the ongoing evolution of American political history.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Stephen Skowronek's "The Politics Presidents Make," with short
descriptions:

1. The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White House by James David Barber.



This foundational work analyzes presidents through their personality traits and how these
characteristics shape their decision-making and effectiveness in office. Barber categorizes
presidents based on their "world-view" and "style of engagement," offering a framework to
understand their leadership approaches and potential impacts. The book is crucial for understanding
how individual psychology intersects with presidential power.

2. Presidential Agency: Separation of Powers in the Modern Presidency by David E. Lewis. This book
examines how presidents have consolidated power and expanded their administrative reach within
the executive branch, often navigating and sometimes circumventing traditional checks and
balances. Lewis explores the institutional strategies presidents employ to shape policy and
implement their agendas, highlighting the dynamic relationship between the presidency and the
broader federal bureaucracy. It speaks to the growth of presidential authority and the challenges it
poses to the separation of powers.

3. The Imperial Presidency: Original Reasons and Modern Consequences by Arthur M. Schlesinger
Jr. This influential work traces the historical expansion of presidential power, particularly in foreign
affairs, and argues that presidents have amassed too much authority. Schlesinger details how
wartime and other crises have often served as catalysts for presidential overreach, leading to a
potentially dangerous concentration of power in the White House. The book remains a touchstone
for debates about presidential authority and its limitations.

4. Passions of the Presidency: The Power of Emotional Tone in Presidential Politics by David M.
Gross. This book delves into the crucial role of emotional appeals and rhetorical strategies in
presidential leadership and public persuasion. Gross argues that presidents' ability to harness and
project specific emotional tones can significantly influence public opinion, legislative success, and
their overall legacy. It highlights how presidential communication is not just about policy but also
about managing the emotional landscape of politics.

5. Leadership Without Easy Answers by Ronald A. Heifetz. While not solely about presidents, this
book provides a powerful theoretical lens for understanding political leadership, including that of
presidents, in complex and challenging times. Heifetz distinguishes between technical problems and
adaptive challenges, arguing that effective leadership requires mobilizing people to confront difficult
truths and make necessary changes. His framework is invaluable for analyzing how presidents
navigate societal shifts and resistance to change.

6. Presidential Retreats: Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, Johnson, and Nixon on the State of the
Union by Julian E. Zelizer. This book analyzes how presidents have used the State of the Union
address to define their presidencies and articulate their visions for the nation. Zelizer examines the
rhetorical strategies and political contexts of these addresses, revealing how presidents attempt to
shape public discourse and gain support for their agendas. It offers insights into the performative
aspects of presidential power and how they craft their legacies through public pronouncements.

7. The Presidency of Barack Obama: Domestic Policy and Political Change by Stephen Skowronek
and Matthew Glassman. This book, co-authored by Skowronek, directly applies his theories to a
contemporary presidency, analyzing Obama's time in office through the lens of political orders and
presidential reconstruction. It examines how Obama navigated established political landscapes,
attempted to redefine existing policies, and faced the inherent challenges of leading during periods
of political realignment. The work demonstrates Skowronek's analytical framework in action.

8. The Politics of the Presidency by Kenneth W. Thompson. This collection of essays, often featuring
insights from prominent scholars, explores various facets of presidential power and the dynamics of



presidential leadership. It delves into the institutional, political, and historical factors that shape the
presidency and the challenges presidents face in governing a complex nation. The book provides a
broad overview of key debates and considerations surrounding the American presidency.

9. When Power Corrupts: The Historical Roots of American Corruption by Stephen Skowronek. While
broader than just the presidency, this book offers a crucial historical context for understanding the
temptations and challenges inherent in wielding great power, including presidential power.
Skowronek explores how historical patterns of political ambition and opportunity have shaped
instances of corruption, providing a deeper understanding of the forces that can undermine even the
most well-intentioned leaders. It illuminates the enduring struggle to maintain integrity in the face
of political authority.
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