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From The secTIon PresIdenT

Members of PRG: 

David Crockett’s term as editor of the PRG Report is coming to an end. 
I think we all owe David a word of thanks for the wonderful job he has 
done editing our newsletter. 

The newsletter has served an important function for PRG, with its 
announcements, features, and bibliography. Plus, it is one of the few 
benefits that are open only to members of PRG. Thus, it’s important to 
keep the PRG Report alive. 

But to do so requires an editor and as yet, despite our efforts at re-
cruiting, we have not found anyone willing to serve. Therefore, I am 
asking for volunteers and/or nominations to edit the newsletter for Fall 
2010-Spring 2012, the standard two-year term. 

If you have questions regarding the newsletter editor duties, please for-
ward them to me. I am sure that David will be willing to answer these 
questions too. 

Thanks, 

Jeff Cohen 
President, Presidency Research Group 

*********************************************************

From The edITor

For those who may be interested in serving as editor of the PRG Report, 
I want to encourage you to contact me (see the contact information 
on page 2) with any questions you have about the job. Contrary to my 
fears, it has not been an onerous burden, thanks in large part to the firm 
foundation established by previous editors. I do think, however, that the 
position would be filled best by someone who has some institutional 
support (in the form of reliable and competent student workers, teach-
ing assistants, or research assistants), and who is comfortable working 
in the world of desktop publishing programs. Most of what I have done 
is cut-and-paste with previous editions. Someone who actually knows 
what he or she is doing could, I think, make this a much more dynamic 
publication, given the technology that is available today.

Again, please do not hesitate to contact me if you have questions about 
the position. Think of it as service to your profession......
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awaRds
PrG sectIon awards

The Richard E. Neustadt Award is given for the best book 
published that contributed to research and scholarship in the field 
of the American presidency during the previous year.

2009 Richard E. Neustadt Award Recipient:
David E. Lewis, Vanderbilt University
 Title: The Politics of Presidential Appointments:
 Political Control and Bureaucratic Performance
 (Princeton University Press)

Citation: In The Politics of Presidential Appointments, Professor 
Lewis offers an in-depth account of how and why presidents use 
political appointees, and how their choices impact directly upon 
government performance – for better or worse. Dr. Lewis pro-
vides the most systematic account to date of this process, and the 
important tradeoffs between political control of government and 
bureaucratic effectiveness that occur when the president appoints 
executive branch officials. In setting up his framework for analy-
sis, Dr. Lewis clearly and comprehensively describes the types 
of leadership positions at stake in the federal bureaucracy that 
may be filled by career or political appointees. His methodology 
is most impressive, as he draws on many different types of data 
-- historical analysis, case studies, elite interviewing and quantita-
tive analysis – in support of his conclusion that political appoin-
tees perform worse than career personnel. Thanks to Dr. Lewis’ 
trenchant and sophisticated analysis, we can better understand not 
only the FEMA debacle that took place after Hurricane Katrina, 
but similar problems that have occurred at the CIA, the Office of 
Special Counsel, the Department of Education, and several other 
government agencies.

Congratulations again to Dr. Lewis on this fine scholarly achieve-
ment.

Nominations for the 2010 Neustadt Award can be sent to the 
award committee. Nominations should be submitted by February 
1, 2010.

Paul Quirk, University of British Columbia, Chair
 quirk@politics.ubc.ca

Committee Members:
William Howell, University of Chicago
 whowell@uchicago.edu 
Matthew Beckmann, University of California, Irvine
 beckmann@uci.edu 
Martha Joynt Kumar, Towson State University
 joyntkumar@aol.com 
Richard Waterman, University of Kentucky
 rwate2@email.uky.edu 

RichaRd e. Neustadt awaRd



The Founders Award, named in honor of Lester Seligman, is 
given for the best paper presented by a graduate student at either 
the preceding year’s APSA annual meeting or at any of the re-
gional meetings in 2008-2009.

2008-2009 Founders Award Recipient:
Cari Lynn Hennessey, Northwestern University
 Title: “The Effect of Public Opinion on Policy
 Outcomes in Sequential Veto Bargaining”

Nominations for the 2009-2010 Founders Award, named in honor 
of Stephen Wayne, can be sent to the award committee.

B. Dan Wood, Texas A&M University, Chair
 bdanwood@polisci.tamu.edu 

Committee Members:
Brandice Canes-Wrone, Princeton University
 bcwrone@princeton.edu
Julia Azari, Marquette University
 julia.azari@marquette.edu
Daniel DiSalvo, City College of New York
 ddisalvo@ccny.cuny.edu
Bruce Nesmith, Coe College
 bnesmith@coe.edu

Nominations should be submitted by May 1, 2010.

The Founders Award (PhD.), named in honor of Francis 
Rourke, is given for the best paper presented by a PhD-holding 
scholar at the previous year’s APSA annual meeting.

2009 Founders Paper Award Recipient:
Jeffrey E. Cohen, Fordham University
 Title:  “The Congressional Roots of Presidential
 Approval”

Nominations for the 2010 Founders Paper Award, named in honor 
of James Young, can be sent to the award committee.

John Woolley, University of California, Santa Barbara, Chair
 woolley@polsci.ucsb.edu  

Committee Members:
George Edwards, Texas A&M University
 gedwards@polisci.tamu.edu 
Dan Galvin, Northwestern University
 galvin@northwestern.edu
Brian Newman, Pepperdine University
 brian.newman@pepperdine.edu
James King, University of Wyoming
 jking@uwyo.edu

Nominations should be submitted by February 1, 2010.
                                                       

fOuNdeRs awaRd (Phd.)
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Best uNdeRGRaduate 
PaPeR awaRd

The Best Undergraduate Paper Award is given for the best 
undergraduate paper completed in the present academic year.

2008-2009 Best Undergraduate Paper Award Recipient:
Adam Aliano, U.S. Naval Academy
 Title: “From the New Frontier to Change You Can
 Believe In: The Issues of Person and the Campaigns
 of 1960 and 2008”

Nominations for the 2009-2010 Best Undergraduate Paper Award 
can be sent to the award committee.

Lydia Andrade, University of the Incarnate Word, Chair
 andrade@uiwtx.edu

Committee Members:
Shannon Bow, University of Texas at Austin
 shannonbow@hotmail.com
Karen Hoffman, Marquette University
 karen.hoffman@marquette.edu
Jose Villalobos, University of Texas at El Paso
 jdvillalobos2@utep.edu
Diane Heith, Saint Johns University
 heithd@stjohns.edu

Nominations should be submitted by May 1, 2010.

The George C. Edwards III Dissertation Award is given for the 
best dissertation in presidency research completed and accepted 
during the previous calendar year. The recipient receives a $200 
award.

2009 George C. Edwards III Dissertation Award Recipient:
Jose D. Villalobos, Texas A&M University
 Title: Presidential-Bureaucratic Management and
 Policy Making Success in Congress

Nominations for the 2010 award can be sent to the award 
committee.

Karen Hult, Virginia Polytechnic Institute & State University, 
Chair khult@vt.edu

Committee Members:
Richard Powell, University of Maine
 rpowell@maine.edu
Bert Rockman, Purdue University
 barockma@purdue.edu
Randy Adkins, University of Nebraska-Omaha
 adkins@mail.unomaha.edu
Christopher Kelley, Miami University of Ohio
 kelleycs@muohio.edu

To be considered for the award, nominees must submit the 
following documents to each member of the award committee: 
(1) a hard copy of the dissertation, (2) a PDF of the dissertation 
on a CD, (3) a nominee form, and (4) a nominator form and 

GeORGe c. edwaRds iii 
disseRtatiON awaRd
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letter. Forms are available on the section’s web site. The award 
committee welcomes nominations by dissertation committee 
chairs or committee members.

Nominations should be submitted by February 1, 2010.

steve schieR PReseNts OutGOiNG PRG PResideNt chuck walcOtt with a Plaque
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aNNOuNcemeNts

Greenwood Press is seeking authors for the creation of a four-
volume reference set entitled Chronology of the U.S. Presidency.  
The compilation would have 44 chapters (one chapter for each 
President). We are looking for authors to write one or more chap-
ters for the project.

The length of each entry would depend on the president you 
would like to write about. Shorter entries (e.g. Martin Van Buren) 
would be 8,000 words or approximately 17 pages. Medium length 
entries (e.g. Herbert Hoover) would be 12,000 words or approxi-
mately 22 pages. Long entries (e.g. FDR) would be 15,000 words 
or approximately 27 pages.

Stipends will be paid to authors based on the length of the en-
try--$150 for short entries, $175 for medium entries, and $225 
for long entries. Instead of cash payments, authors may opt for 
Greenwood/ABC-CLIO press book credit which is three times 
the amount of cash payments.

If you are interested in participating in this project, please send a 
vitae and letter identifying your first and second choice of presi-
dent you would like to write about to:

Dr. Mathew Manweller
Central Washington University
manwellerm@cwu.edu
509-963-2396

If selected to author a chapter, an individual contract will be 
awarded with specific information regarding format, content, and 
accompanying material.

Authors will be given approximately 6-8 months to complete the 
requested work.

a call fOR authORs CONFERENCE ANNOUNCEMENT

“Rhetoric, Politics, and the Obama Phenomenon”
Texas A&M University, March 4-7, 2010

Conference Co-Organizers Jennifer Mercieca (Texas 
A&M University) and Justin Vaughn (Cleveland State 

University) invite you to attend the upcoming “Rhetoric, 
Politics, and the Obama Phenomenon” conference in 

March. A program featuring more than four dozen schol-
ars and pundits representing both humanities and social 
scientific perspectives will explore and analyze Barack 
Obama’s image politics, communication practices, and 

rhetorical strategies. Scholars will present papers on such 
topics as the visual politics of Obama, Obama and leader-

ship, Obama and civil rights, Obama’s rhetorical style, 
and other topics relevant to the Obama phenomenon.

Among the notable participants are Vanessa Beasley 
(Vanderbilt University), George C. Edwards III (Texas 
A&M University), Matthew Esbaugh-Soha (University 
of North Texas), Cara Finnegan (University of Illinois), 
Martin Medhurst (Baylor University), John Murphy 

(University of Illinois), Brandon Rottinghaus (University 
of Houston), Stephen Wayne (Georgetown University), 
Kirt Wilson (University of Minnesota), Susan Zaeske 

(University of Wisconsin), and David Zarefsky (North-
western University). Bonnie Dow (Vanderbilt University) 

will give the keynote and annual Kurt Ritter Lecture, 
“Michelle Obama, the First Family, and the Postfeminist 

Presidency.”

In addition to the academic program, tours of Texas 
A&M University’s George Bush Presidential Library 

and Downtown Bryan’s Carnegie Library will be avail-
able for conference attendees. The conference will be held 

in Downtown Bryan during a First Friday “Art Walk” 
weekend, which means that art, music, and horse-drawn 
carriage rides will be available for our post-conference 

enjoyment on Friday, March 5th. For more information 
about the program and the conference generally, please 

visit www.comm.tamu.edu/phenomenonprogram.html or 
email one of the conference organizers, Jennifer Mercieca 

(mercieca@tamu.edu) or Justin Vaughn (j.s.vaughn@
csuohio.edu).
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 The Johns Hopkins University Press has recently re-
leased a new and updated version of The Presidency in the Con-
stitutional Order, edited by Joseph M. Bessette and Jeffrey K. 
Tulis. The new volume, The Constitutional Presidency, contains 
an entirely new set of essays dealing with a wide range of topics. 
Below is the list of chapters and contributors.

Joseph M. Bessette and Jeffrey K. Tulis -- On the Constitution, 
Politics, and the Presidency

Joseph M. Bessette and Gary J. Schmitt -- The Powers and Duties 
of the President: Recovering the Logic and Meaning of Article II

Gary J. Schmitt -- President Washington’s Proclamation of Neu-
trality

Lance Robinson -- Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard 
Taft: The Constitutional Foundations of the Modern Presidency

David K. Nichols -- Constitutional Controversy and Presidential 
Election: Bush v. Gore

Richard M. Pious -- Military Tribunals, Prerogative Power, and 
the War on Terrorism

Kenneth R. Mayer -- Executive Orders

Jasmine Farrier -- Budget Power, Constitutional Conflicts, and 
the National Interest

David A. Crockett -- Executive Privilege

Jeffrey K. Tulis -- Impeachment in the Constitutional Order

James W. Ceaser -- Demagoguery, Statesmanship, and Presiden-
tial Politics

New edition of Bessette/Tulis 



the POlitical authORity PROBlem aNd the PResideNtial POweR tRaP 
Steven E. Schier

 The presidency has witnessed two contrary and con-
founding tendencies in recent years. One is the steady rise of 
formal and informal powers of the office within the American 
political system, a trend widely noted by scholars (for example, 
Tatalovich and Engeman 2003, Rudalevige 2006). The second is 
the inability of presidents to find consistent political support for 
their assertions of power due to changeable public opinion and 
institutional resistance in Washington. Though the first tendency 
is the more noted in scholarly circles, it is the second tendency 
that is the subject of this analysis. Inconstant political support for 
recent presidential power assertions is a central problem for presi-
dents, a problem of political authority.
 Stephen Skowronek coined this term in his landmark 
book on the presidency (Skowronek 1997), and it is a rich con-
cept much deserving of elaboration. Skowronek defines political 
authority as “the expectations that surround the exercise of power 
at a given moment; the perception of what is appropriate for a 
given president to do” (1997, 16). Presidential authority rests 
on “warrants” drawn from the politics of the moment to justify 
action and secure the legitimacy of changes. These warrants 
must come from the public and other institutional players in the 
national political system – members of Congress, interest groups, 
bureaucrats, and judges.
 When a president asserts formal or informal powers in 
a way extending beyond these warrants, the political costs are 
large. One does not have to look far to find examples of power 
assertions producing political problems for presidents. Lyndon 
Johnson’s Vietnam War, Ronald Reagan’s Iran-Contra operation, 
and George W. Bush’s Iraq war and detention policies are notable 
examples.
 What is the context in which political authority operates 
and why are presidents led to assert power in a way that compro-
mises their political authority? Political authority operates within 
two contexts, that of the regime and the state. Skowronek notes 
that presidents often try to create lasting political alignments 
involving the masses and elites, but that constructing such align-
ments is difficult and the most recent successes in reconstruction 
are those of Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt. These hallowed 
figures are so remembered because they had warrants to create 
lasting political regimes and managed to do so. The enhanced 
powers of the contemporary presidency have encouraged the 
regime-building aspirations of recent presidents. That seems 
to have been the case with Reagan and George W. Bush, and 
perhaps with Barack Obama. To maintain expansive warrants for 
the use of presidential power, presidents need to maintain regime 
support. That is no small task, because the component parts of a 
political regime now are extensive.  Robert Lieberman provides a 
definition:

 Regimes appear at a variety of levels, from formal insti-

tutions (such as the structure of Congress and the administrative 
state) to the social bases of politics (such as party alignments 
and coalitions and patterns of interest representation); from ideas 
(such as prevailing beliefs about the proper role of government) 
to informal norms (such as patterns of congressional behavior). 
Nested within these broadly defined institutional arrangements 
are commitments to particular policies that become the touch-
stone for political action and conflict for leaders and would-be 
leaders over the course of a generation or more. (Lieberman 
2000, 275)

Consider the “warrants” necessary from such regimes in order for 
presidents to exercise their political power in a way that main-
tains their political authority. A president needs support or at least 
permission from federal courts and Congress, steady allegiance 
from public opinion and fellow partisans in the electorate, back-
ing from powerful, entrenched interest groups, and accordance 
with contemporary public opinion about the proper size and 
scope of government. This is a long list of requirements. If presi-
dents fail to satisfy these requirements, they face the prospect of 
inadequate political authority to back their power assertions. In 
recent years, that has been the case.
 Regimes are now so far-flung that presidential mainte-
nance of them is increasingly difficult. Two sorts of constraints, 
identified by Daniel Cook and Andrew Polsky, compound that 
difficulty. Endogenous constraints “result from the nature of the 
political agreement that binds participants” (Cook and Polsky 
2005, 280). How well does the regime coalition stick together? 
Over time, presidents inevitably alienate parts of their coalition 
by the decisions they make.  George W. Bush’s support for immi-
gration reform, which inflamed conservatives in his party, is one 
recent example of this. Also confronting presidents are exogenous 
constraints, those arising from the political environment in which 
a regime operates (2005, 580-1). These include events (policy 
outcomes, international and domestic occurrences), and traits 
of national politics beyond regime control (changing electoral 
demographics, public opinion, and partisan polarization). Such 
constraints make the exercise of presidential power one with 
uncertain results for the White House.
 Presidents can better comprehend the elite elements of 
their regimes than they can the mass elements. The elite elements 
centrally involve party and interest group leaders and congres-
sional officeholders whose commitments and agendas are well 
known to the White House. The mass elements are more volatile 
and difficult to gauge. The various factions of partisan coalitions 
often have disagreements, and in recent decades neither party 
has been able to secure a stable advantage over the other with the 
public overall. The large number of political independents and 
weak partisans remains a volatile element not readily susceptible 
to absorption into any president’s partisan regime. It is the mass 
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aspects of politics that have made regime hegemony difficult for 
presidents to achieve. Volatile public opinion thus lies at the heart 
of the political authority problem for recent presidents.
 Presidential regime building is prone to failure. Regimes 
(1) don’t fit together neatly, (2) are in constant transformation, 
(3) are devices for balancing contentious operations of constitu-
ent parts, and (4) thus “remain surface and instrumental things” 
(Orren and Skowronek 1998, 702). Another important reason for 
regime formation’s dim prospects is the instrumental thickening 
of the state itself.
 Presidents seek political authority in the context of a 
contemporary national state that has been subject, in Skowronek’s 
phrase, to “institutional thickening.” He defines its elements:

 The greater autonomy of all political institutions and 
actors, the tighter integration of administrative services and 
supports into interest networks of social and economic power, 
and the consequent weakening of collective, cross-institutional 
resolve at the political center all constitute new encumbrances on 
presidentially led political reconstructions of American govern-
ment. (2008, 98)

Sidney Milkis similarly describes an increasingly “thick” national 
state in which “the policy responsibility of the executive was 
increased, but Congress, the courts and . . . groups became in-
volved in the details of administration,” producing among the two 
parties “not a challenge to the administrative state but . . . a battle 
for its services” (1993, 240, 289). The widespread presence of 
“issue networks” – comprised of legislators, interest groups, and 
bureaucrats – in contemporary national government is evidence 
of institutional thickening (Heclo, 1978).
 Thus as presidential powers have increased, so has the 
autonomy of other branches of government. The result is frequent 
power assertions by presidents, usually failing in domestic policy 
where Congress, courts, and interest groups are strong (recall 
Nixon’s unsuccessful attempts to expand impoundment powers), 
but more successful in national security matters (notably the inef-
fectiveness of the War Powers Act of 1973 in regulating military 
actions ordered by presidents).
 All of this has created a “political authority cycle” that 
vexes contemporary presidents. The fate of regime authority for 
presidents is at best uncertain and usually ominous in this cycle. 
The two parties can call on some reliable regime components – 
interest groups and party activists – but these elements hardly
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 produce consistent mass endorsement of a regime and its 
president’s political authority. Rather, the volatile mass compo-
nents that consistently threaten and usually diminish presidential 
authority over time behave according to the following set of 
relationships.
 As presidents govern with their partisan regime elites, 
they are subject to both exogenous and endogenous events. 
Exogenous events come from without in the form of national or 
international occurrences that “just happen” to a president and 
policy results arriving quickly in response to current governance 
or more slowly from the actions of governance in years past. En-
dogenous events occur as the component mass and elite elements 
of a partisan regime interact in response to presidential actions 
and exogenous events.
 Events inevitably affect public opinion, the volatile 
element in the cycle. New facts make new mass politics, as John 
McCain found out to his chagrin in the fall of 2008. In addition 
to immediate events, other influences upon mass attitudes include 
demographic changes and the persistence of loose partisanship 
and political independence, making firm mass dominance dif-
ficult for any regime. More gradual changes in public opinion 
about the role of the state, captured in Stimson’s concept of a 
“public policy mood” (Stimson 2004) are also at work here.
 Public opinion then affects the “rhetorical conditions” 
of presidential leadership (Orren and Skowronek 1998, 694). 
Rhetorical prospects depend both on presidential job approval 
and prevailing ideas about what the proper role of government 
is, as the Lieberman quote above mentions. Stimson found the 
public policy mood moving rightward in the 1980s and 1990s and 
that was reflected in elite debates over policy (Stimson 2004). 
One institutional manifestation of changing rhetorical condi-
tions is media framing and priming of issues and presidential 
governance, which recently has favored Obama as candidate and 
president (Project for Excellence in Journalism 2009, Center for 
Media and Public Affairs 2009, 2009). In recent years, rhetorical 
conditions have supported enhanced governance and accompa-
nied the Democratic ascendancy in national governance. So also 
has public policy mood moved in a pro-Democratic direction 
(Stimson 2009). President Obama’s job approval was high in his 
early months in office. Given the volatility of events and public 
opinion, these trends can only be seen as tentative.
 The political authority cycle might be sketched as seen 
in Figure 1. Interaction effects surely occur among aspects of the 
cycle.

Figure 1. Political Authority Cycle

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
|                                                                                                                                                                                     |
Events                                            Public opinion                             Rhetorical conditions                       Presidential
Endogenous  - - - - - - - - - - - - >    Policy mood < - - - - - - - - > Elite framing and priming < - - - - - -> and regime 
(to regime)                              Presidential job approval                                                                               behavior
Exogenous                                                                                                                                                 
(including policy results)                                                                                                                                                                                                       



 Given the uncertainties of political authority, recent 
presidents have adopted a governing style that is personalized, 
preemptive, and, at times, isolated. Given the entrenched au-
tonomy of other elite actors and the impermanence of public 
opinion, presidents have had to “sell themselves” in order to sell 
their governance. Through leveraging public support, presidents 
have at times been able to overcome institutional resistance to 
their policy agendas. Of course, this works only as long as the 
president remains personally popular, and eroding popularity, 
usually the norm for recent presidents, enhances exogenous and 
endogenous limits on regime formation. Since stable regimes 
have proven unattainable, presidents have resorted to a “preemp-
tive” leadership style: “Hyphenated party labels, hybrid agendas, 
personal leadership, independent appeals – these are the emblems 
of the preemptive leadership stance” (Skowronek 2008, 109). 
Isolation can result when circumstances become adverse, as fel-
low partisans object to presidential leadership and autonomous 
DC institutions offer stiff resistance, once a president becomes 
unpopular. Because of the absence of stable mass regime support, 
not seen since FDR, this is a frequent fate of presidents.
 The frustrations of popular and Washington leadership 
thus encourage presidents to exercise their formal powers to get 
results. As Sidney Milkis and Jesse Rhodes put it, this leads a 
president “to impose his will through the bureaucracy in pursuit 
of politics that substantially outstrip congressional and public 
support” (2008, 3). The frustrations of maintaining authority 
in order to consolidate their regimes’ control of government 
and politics encourage presidents to rely on their powers and to 
employ their political authority in support of their exercise of 
powers. Nixon attempted this when surrounded by Democrats 
in Washington, as did Clinton when surrounded by Republicans. 
Neither attempt ultimately did their parties any good, and Nixon’s 
efforts led to constitutional violations. For both Nixon and 
Clinton, the use of formal powers when political authority was 
deficient led to charges of illegitimacy.
 So the “presidential authority problem” has several 
parts. Authority among elites faces limits due to the institutional 
thickening in national government. Authority among the mass 
suffers from the limited size of partisan support in an era of wide-
spread political independence and constantly shifting public opin-
ion driven by events. Political authority, according to Skowronek, 
is designated in advance, works through institutions, and has en-
forceable mandates and perceptions (Orren and Skowronek, 125). 
Nowadays such traits are hard for presidents to come by. Advance 
designations frequently vanish among American governing elites 
and the mass public. Institutions are less “workable” for presi-
dents. Mandates and perceptions are now evanescent, much less 
enforceable.
 This leads to a “presidential power trap.” Maintaining 
authority is hard and frustrating work, and in seeking to maintain 
it, presidents encounter widespread constraints. Yet the modern 
presidency grants an incumbent many formal powers over execu-
tive branch administration, foreign and national security policy. 
The power is there, if the authority is not. So why not use the 
power while you have it, if authority is so hard to garner? The 
risk is that by using such powers, a president effectively destroys 
his authority.
 Richard Nixon’s presidency, with its constitutional 
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violations, is the signal example of this, but one can find evidence 
of the authority problem and power trap among other recent 
presidencies. Carter took his authority for granted, ignoring the 
maintenance of its elite and mass aspects, and paid the price. Rea-
gan gradually relied more on executive power as authority prob-
lems grew, leading to the Iran-Contra imbroglio. George Herbert 
Walker Bush exerted war powers but never found a stable basis in 
political authority. Clinton usually suffered an authority shortage 
and found his use of powers under steady political attack. George 
W. Bush’s use of war powers destroyed his authority during his 
second term.
 Barack Obama thus faces an authority problem and a 
power trap. Only by solving the former is he likely to avoid the 
latter. None of his predecessors has solved the political authority 
problem. It is the central political challenge confronted by mod-
ern presidents.
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PResideNtial PROclamatiONs dataBase: PResideNtial PROclamatiONs 
PROject at the uNiveRsity Of hOustON

Jeremy D. Bailey
Brandon Rottinghaus

 Recent academic discussion has focused on the impor-
tance of the unilateral presidency, that is, when presidents use 
their constitutional or legislative authority without consent from 
Congress. Several excellent recent texts (Mayer 2001; Cooper 
2002; Howell 2003; Howell 2005) as well as a special edition 
of Presidential Studies Quarterly (the September 2005 issue) 
have been among those to advance this growing research agenda. 
These works provide evidence that a president’s ability to shape 
and act without the consent of Congress, the courts, and (often) 
the public is largely unchecked by traditional institutional or 
political arrangements.
 Although recent scholarship has expanded our under-
standing of the relationship between the unilateral presidency 
and the political environment, there is still one area of unilateral 
presidential action that has received little attention: presidential 
proclamations. A presidential proclamation is “an instrument 
that states a condition, declares a law and requires obedience, 
recognizes an event or triggers the implementation of a law (by 
recognizing that the circumstances in law have been realized)” 
(Cooper 2002, 116). By this definition, it is perhaps surprising 
that proclamations have yet to be studied. Presidents use proc-
lamations to “define” situations or conditions on situations that 
become legal or economic truth. These orders, then, carry the 
same force of law as executive orders; the difference between 
the two is that executive orders are aimed at those inside govern-
ment while proclamations are aimed at those outside government. 
On the other hand, most proclamations are largely ceremonial 
or symbolic. As a result, presidential proclamations are often 
dismissed as a practical presidential tool for policy making.
 We believe that this lack of attention needs to be cor-
rected for two reasons. First, in addition to the hundreds of 
ceremonial proclamations every year, presidents throughout his-
tory have issued substantive policy-based proclamations cover-
ing a wide range of policy issues. Second, because ceremonial 
proclamations have been largely dismissed, little is known about 
the role these rhetorical image-fostering proclamations serve 
in relation to policy-based proclamations and more generally 
within the president’s political arsenal. Through the collection 
of all proclamations from George Washington to the present and 
the creation of our searchable database, we hope to expand the 
literature on presidential power by exploring presidential procla-
mations throughout history and seek to identify the importance of 
these tools as a policy making and symbolic instrument.

Examples of Proclamations in Action

 Presidential Power. Even though proclamations are 
understudied, few would dispute that some proclamations retain 
a central place in American political and constitutional develop-

ment. Perhaps no proclamation is more famous than Abraham 
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, which freed slaves in ar-
eas under Confederate control in 1863. In foreign policy, George 
Washington’s Proclamation of Neutrality in 1793 was important 
not only in determining that the United States would remain 
neutral in the conflict between England and France, but also, 
as suggested in the famous debate between James Madison and 
Alexander Hamilton about whether the president may determine 
without the Senate whether the United States would honor a prior 
treaty, in asserting the president’s primacy in managing foreign 
relations. Andrew Jackson’s Nullification Proclamation, to cite 
another example, was instrumental not only in undercutting the 
nullification movement before it gathered momentum but also 
in laying out the understanding of “Union” that the Whigs and, 
eventually, Abraham Lincoln would appropriate and expand in 
the decade leading up to the Civil War. Each of these proclama-
tions articulated or announced a specific constitutional doctrine 
that was, in its day, debatable but is now part of the constitutional 
creed.

 Policy Changes. Other, more recent, policy-based 
proclamations have also made a substantial impact on substan-
tive public policy. For instance, President Nixon’s wage and 
price freeze in 1971 utilized his authority given to the executive 
by Congress to control inflation (under the Trade Expansion Act 
of 1962 and Economic Stabilization Act of 1970). Proclama-
tions are also used to quietly conduct foreign policy. Similarly, 
President Reagan used several proclamations to deny members of 
Nicaragua’s Sandinista government from entering the country (a 
government the Reagan Administration had ideological disagree-
ments with). These actions invoking proclamations therefore 
often extend constitutionally-given presidential power that is 
potentially outside of public view and adds to the importance of 
studying these presidential actions.

 Trade. The Trade Reform Act of 1974 established a 
shared relationship and allowed the president to make particular 
determinations about the economic trade status of goods. In this 
legislation, “not only was the President given a five-year mandate 
to enter into trade agreements to reduce all tariffs above 5% ad 
valorem by as much as 60%, the largest percentage ever granted 
in a trade bill, and to eliminate all tariffs below 5%, but for the 
first time in U.S. history, he was granted authority to negotiate 
agreements to harmonize, reduce, or eliminate all barriers to free 
trade” (Pastor 1980, 137). Further, Congress allowed the presi-
dent, without consultation, to eliminate trade barriers and extend 
duty free entry of specific items under the Generalized System 
of Preferences (GSP) provision. In this case, Congress ceded its 
policy making (or regulating) power on trade to the White House, 
allowing the president some unilateral discretion in altering trade 
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policy so long as these actions are within the statutory guidelines. 
Trade policy since 1974 suggests that presidents use executive 
proclamations to make these changes both in ways that comport 
with Congress’ interests and ways that do not (see Rottinghaus 
and Lim 2009).

 Legal “Determinations.” Proclamations are also used 
for several kinds of legal determinations. Again, the authority for 
such determinations is granted to the president either by Congress 
or the Constitution, yet their use is often contentious. For in-
stance, proclamations are often used to grant presidential pardons, 
particularly important for President Ford who pardoned both draft 
evaders in Vietnam and President Richard Nixon (Crouch 2009). 
Similarly, proclamations are used to invoke emergency powers. 
Presidents (pursuant to the National Emergencies Act of 1976 (50 
U.S.C. 1601-1651)) are required to declare formally the existence 
of a national emergency through executive proclamation and 
to specify what specific statutory authority they are using. This 
Act of Congress limits the president’s previously widespread 
powers and created more formalities in utilizing statutorily 
delegated emergency authority. President Bush’s (43) invocation 
of a national emergency following Hurricane Katrina (and the 
suspension of certain wage requirements of the Davis-Bacon Act) 
suggests that the controversy continues (Relyea 2007).

 Federal Lands. Proclamations of national monuments 
are especially interesting because they are both ceremonial 
(they proclaim the change in status of the public lands) and they 
have an impact on policy making (they preserve existing rights, 
restrict future ones, designate a managing authority, and provide 
implementation guidance). Early in the 20th Century, Congress 
granted the president broad discretionary power to proclaim 
national monuments under the Antiquities Act of 1906 (16 U.S.C. 
§ 431-433). The Act provides for unilateral lawmaking because 
the president is not required to consult with Congress, the state 
in which the monument is located, or the public prior to designa-
tion. However, even though a proclamation carries the force of 
Congress behind it because the president is acting pursuant to 
the authority vested in the Act (Youngstown Sheet and Tube Co, 
v. Sawyer (343 U.S. 579 (1952))), presidents sometimes take 
the initiative to make significant decisions without consulting 
Congress. For instance, President Clinton’s declaration of federal 
lands for national monuments under the Antiquities Act (Lacey 
2000) caught the government of Utah and the United States Con-
gress off-guard but served to advance the President’s priorities for 
land use (Belco and Rottinghaus 2009).

 Ceremonial. Although less significant in terms of public 
policy, proclamations are also used ceremonially by presidents 
to honor a group or situation or to call attention to certain issues 
or events. For instance, President George H. W. Bush issued a 
proclamation to honor veterans of World War II and President 
Ronald Reagan called attention to the health of the nation’s eyes 
by proclaiming a “Save Your Vision Week.”
 But ceremonial proclamations need to be better under-
stood in the context of the public presidency. It would be surpris-
ing, for example, if celebrations of ceremonial national ties and 
appeals to constituencies did not conflict with one another. In the 

case of the very first proclamation, Washington’s day of Thanks-
giving, Thomas Jefferson later refused (on Establishment Clause 
grounds) to continue such proclamations. Jefferson even consid-
ered announcing his departure from Washington’s precedent, but 
in calculation that his popularity in New England would suffer, 
he made the change in silence. More recently, Barack Obama’s 
Administration indicated it would scale back White House plans 
for the oft-proclaimed “National Day of Prayer” (traditionally 
marked since 1952), a decision that was met with disapproval by 
both supporters and opponents (Foley 2009).

Website Launched

To further the academic discussion of presidential proclamations, 
we have launched The Presidential Proclamations Project at the 
University of Houston [http://www.polsci.uh.edu/database/proc-
database.asp]. This is the most complete record of presidential 
proclamations (and related similar directives) known to exist and 
hosts a universe of proclamations from President George Wash-
ington to President George W. Bush. We have approximately 
15,000 records and counting.

Conclusion

Recent scholarship and journalistic accounts of unilateral presi-
dential actions have recast our understanding of modern presi-
dential policy making. Whereas scholars once emphasized the 
extent to which the president’s power is limited to the “power to 
persuade,” scholars now appreciate the ways in which presidents 
are able to draw on their inherent authority under the Constitution 
and delegated authority under congressionally authorized statutes 
to unilaterally make policy. We need to continue to explore how 
presidents use unilateral powers as a mechanism to influence, 
control, or coordinate with Congress. We hope our website is a 
step in that direction.
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