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Skowronek: The Politics Presidents Make

In the realm of political science and presidential studies, the name of Stephen Skowronek resonates
strongly, particularly with regard to his theories on how presidents navigate and shape their political
landscapes. His seminal work, "The Politics Presidents Make," lays the groundwork for understanding
presidential power, the dynamics between the presidency and the political environment, and how
historical contexts shape presidential actions. Skowronek's insights are not only pivotal for scholars
and students of political science but also for anyone interested in the intricacies of American
governance.

Understanding Skowronek's Framework

Skowronek introduces a framework that emphasizes the relationship between presidents and their
political contexts. This framework includes four main categories of presidential power:

1. Disjunctive Presidents

Disjunctive presidents find themselves in a position where their party has lost its dominant status,
often struggling to enact their agenda. They are marked by crises and a lack of political support.

- Characteristics:

- Weak political coalitions

- An inability to effectively respond to crises

- Historical examples include presidents like Jimmy Carter and Herbert Hoover

2. Preemptive Presidents

Preemptive presidents are those who come into power with a strong mandate but face a fragmented
political landscape. They often seek to build coalitions and appeal to a broader base, which can lead
to significant political maneuvering.

- Characteristics:

- Strong initial support but must navigate a divided political climate
- Often face opposition from within their party

- Examples include Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton

3. Reconstructive Presidents

Reconstructive presidents emerge during times of significant political upheaval, often redefining party
lines and ideologies. They possess the ability to create new political orders and galvanize public



support.

- Characteristics:

- Strong vision and leadership

- Capability to reshape political landscapes

- Historical figures include Franklin D. Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln

4. Pathological Presidents

Pathological presidents operate in a context of crisis and instability but are unable to provide effective
leadership. They often exacerbate existing issues rather than resolve them.

- Characteristics:

- Inability to unify or lead effectively

- Can lead to further political division

- Examples are less common but can include those who face significant scandals

The Role of Historical Context

One of Skowronek’s key assertions is that the political context significantly influences the presidency.
Historical events, party dynamics, and public opinion play critical roles in shaping presidential actions.

1. Political Crises and Opportunities

Presidents often face crises that can either hinder or enhance their political power. For instance,
national emergencies, economic downturns, and social movements can create opportunities for
presidents to consolidate power or can lead to their downfall.

- Examples:

- The Great Depression allowed Franklin D. Roosevelt to implement the New Deal, fundamentally
reshaping American governance.

- The Watergate scandal severely damaged Richard Nixon’s presidency, culminating in his
resignation.

2. Party Dynamics

The relationship between presidents and their political parties is crucial. Presidents must navigate
intra-party conflicts and broader partisan divides to achieve their legislative goals.

- Impacts on Presidential Power:
- A unified party can enhance a president's ability to pass legislation.
- Fragmentation within the party can lead to challenges in governance.



Presidential Agency and Constraints

While presidents have agency, they are also constrained by various factors, including institutional
limitations, public opinion, and the actions of Congress.

1. Institutional Constraints

The presidency is not an omnipotent institution. It is bounded by the Constitution, the judiciary, and
the legislative branch, all of which can limit presidential power.

- Checks and Balances:

- Congress has the power to legislate, control funding, and impeach.
- The Supreme Court can rule presidential actions unconstitutional.

2. Public Opinion

Public support is a double-edged sword for presidents. While high approval ratings can facilitate
political action, low ratings can lead to significant challenges.

- Polling Influence:

- Presidents often rely on public opinion polls to gauge support for their policies.
- A decline in popularity can affect legislative success and political capital.

Case Studies in Presidential Politics

Analyzing specific presidencies through Skowronek's lens provides a clearer understanding of how
these dynamics play out in practice.

1. Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Reconstructive Presidency

Roosevelt’s presidency is a prime example of a reconstructive leader who navigated a national crisis
with transformative policies.

- Key Achievements:
- The New Deal programs aimed at economic recovery and social reform.
- His ability to reshape the Democratic Party and broaden its base of support.

2. Jimmy Carter: A Disjunctive Presidency

Carter's presidency illustrates the challenges faced by disjunctive presidents. He struggled with



energy crises, inflation, and a lack of political support.
- Challenges:

- An inability to unite his party or gain public support for his policies.
- The Iran hostage crisis ultimately overshadowed his term and contributed to his defeat in 1980.

3. Ronald Reagan: A Preemptive Presidency

Reagan’s tenure reflects the characteristics of a preemptive president who sought to build coalitions
while facing a divided Congress.

- Key Strategies:
- Tax cuts and deregulation efforts that appealed to both conservatives and moderates.
- The ability to communicate effectively with the public, enhancing his political capital.

The Implications for Future Presidents

Skowronek’s theories provide valuable insights for understanding the future of the presidency in an
increasingly polarized political climate.

1. The Importance of Context

Future presidents must recognize the significance of their political context and adapt their strategies
accordingly. This includes understanding the historical precedents and current political dynamics.

2. Navigating Partisan Divides

As polarization increases, presidents will need to cultivate bipartisan support to achieve their
legislative goals. This may involve compromise and negotiation, which can be challenging in a divided
Congress.

3. The Role of Public Engagement

Presidents must prioritize public engagement and communication to maintain support. In an era of
social media and instant communication, effectively conveying their message can make a significant
difference in their political success.



Conclusion

Stephen Skowronek’s "The Politics Presidents Make" offers a profound exploration of the presidency
and its complexities. By categorizing presidents based on their political contexts and their ability to
navigate challenges, Skowronek provides a framework that remains relevant for understanding both
historical and contemporary presidencies. As political dynamics continue to evolve, his insights will
serve as a guiding reference for scholars, political practitioners, and citizens alike, helping them to
comprehend the intricate dance of power and politics that defines the office of the president.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of ‘'The Politics Presidents Make' by
Skowronek?

The main thesis of Skowronek's book is that presidential power is shaped by the political context and
historical circumstances in which a president operates, emphasizing that the effectiveness of a
president is largely determined by the political alliances and conflicts of their time.

How does Skowronek categorize presidents in his analysis?

Skowronek categorizes presidents into four types based on their political context: reconstructive,
reactive, disjunctive, and partisan presidents, each representing different relationships with the
political landscape and their ability to effect change.

What role do historical precedents play in 'The Politics
Presidents Make'?

Historical precedents play a crucial role in Skowronek's analysis as he argues that past political
events and decisions shape the current political environment, influencing how new presidents can
navigate their term and implement policy.

How does Skowronek's work relate to contemporary
presidential politics?

Skowronek's work remains relevant in contemporary politics by providing a framework for
understanding how current presidents interact with existing political institutions and public
sentiments, highlighting the cyclical nature of political power.

What examples does Skowronek use to illustrate his points?

Skowronek uses historical examples from various presidencies, including those of Franklin D.
Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton, to illustrate how different political contexts influenced
their leadership styles and policy achievements.



In what ways does Skowronek argue that political parties
affect presidential power?

Skowronek argues that political parties serve as both a support system and a constraint for
presidents, affecting their ability to push through legislation and maintain public support, depending
on the party's standing in the political landscape.

What impact has 'The Politics Presidents Make' had on
political science?

The book has significantly impacted political science by providing a theoretical framework for
analyzing presidential power, influencing subsequent research on executive leadership and the role of
context in governance.

How can Skowronek's theories be applied to understand
recent presidential elections?

Skowronek's theories can be applied to recent presidential elections by examining how candidates
position themselves within the existing political environment, their responses to crises, and how they
leverage historical narratives to build support.
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