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that is good. This is because this avenue of democratic 
backsliding sees the public as its own worst enemy. 
The obscurity of government action, the lack of public 
knowledge, and the presence of short-term thinking 
are all protective. The presidency does not want to be a 
dictatorship because it does not need to be.
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Is the U.S. the Exception to 
Presidential Perils? 
Julia Azari, Marquette University

The Problem 

Scholars of comparative politics have long linked 
presidentialism with democratic instability. Scholars of 
American politics have, rightly or not, seen the U.S. as 
the exception to this particular problem. While critics of 
the “imperial presidency” have taken aim at the growth 
of war powers and the security state, they have not 
associated these matters with instability or threats to 
fundamental aspects of democracy such as the peaceful 
transfer of power. Some of this response, of course, 
likely reflects a boiled-frog effect and public adjustment 
to an extensive security apparatus, helped along by the 
politics of the war on terror. However, it also reflects 
the complicated nature of the checks on presidential 
power. The politics of constraining the executive in the 
United States has worked along three tracks that have 
operated according to different logics, sometimes in 
tension. 

The study of the presidency is always a delicate 
balancing act between cataloging the choices of 
individual leaders and tracing the conditions created 
by the office itself. Much of the writing around the war 
on terror and the earlier genre of imperial presidency 
critiques focused on the office. Political scientists, 
in contrast to historians and journalists, have been 
especially eager to stress the institutional features 
of presidential excess. But the past four years in the 
United States have shone light on the importance 
of individuals. Let us be perfectly clear: we are 
discussing the question of democratic backsliding in 
the U.S. because of the presidency of Donald Trump. 
Abraham Lincoln, Lyndon Johnson, George W. Bush, 
Barack Obama — these presidents also pushed at the 
boundaries of institutions in the arena of war powers, 
and more recently, in domestic affairs. But all of these 
leaders, however misguided or power-hungry, had 
some appreciation for the basic principles of legitimate 
opposition and the meaning of their Constitutional oath. 
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Each knew at least to go through the constitutionally 
prescribed motions in service of these goals. 

Trump’s words and actions do not reflect such an 
understanding, and this problem grew worse, not 
better, over the course of his tenure. Institutions and 
committed individuals have prevented the worst of 
these impulses from overwhelming the system and 
ending the American experiment. However, the story of 
the presidency is also one of the deliberate expansion 
of its power as a means of solving specific problems in 
American democracy. Trump stepped into this extended 
and empowered office, and took advantage of the ways 
in which presidential power has grown while the power 
of other institutions has atrophied.

Two Types of Constraints: Individual and 
Institutional

One of the central concerns about the creation of the 
presidency was the concentration of power in a single 
individual. Objections to a single executive included the 
possibility that such an office would be, in the words of 
constitutional convention delegate Edmund Randolph, 
“the fetus of monarchy.” These objections were met 
with a series of arguments about the constraints placed 
on the presidency — fixed terms, a qualified veto, and 
the impeachment process.

Even as the power of the office has grown, various 
institutional safeguards have been somewhat successful 
in limiting the power of a single individual. Only one 
president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, ignored the 
informal rule proscribing more than two terms, and the 
Constitution was subsequently amended as a result. A 
handful of presidents, including Trump, have been able 
to inflict their less civically-oriented outlook on the 
entire country. Andrew Johnson and Richard Nixon — 
and perhaps also Bill Clinton — allowed their personal 
insecurities, vindictiveness, and lack of personal 
restraint to drag down their presidencies. And while 
none were removed from office by impeachment, Nixon 
resigned, Clinton was term-limited, and Johnson lacked 
political support to seek another term. Trump was 
defeated in his reelection bid. The complexities of the 
system have thus far prevented the country from being 
held hostage in the long term to the personal failings of 
its chief executive. The passage of the 22nd Amendment 
and the rise in use of impeachment — though not 
yet successful in removing a president from office — 
illustrate that these kinds of limitations on individuals 
have increased slightly over time. The Constitution 
and the political system have not necessarily been 
successful in limiting the damage that such individuals 
are able to inflict, but they have kept them from serving 
for long.  

The second facet of executive constraint in American 
politics concerns institutional encroachment, and 
has been the biggest target of critics of the “imperial 
presidency” or the growth of unilateral power. In some 
respects, we could say that such constraints have been 
a terrible failure, and that presidents now enjoy an 
enormous amount of unilateral power over both foreign 
and domestic policy. Policy-making through executive 
order became a focal point for political debate when 
Barack Obama issued orders on major policy issues, 
such as Deferred Action on Childhood Arrivals.

Congress and the courts have pushed back on executive 
encroachment throughout American history, though 
these efforts have been uneven and marked by a lack of 
agreement even between these two institutions about 
whose job it is to delineate these boundaries. Congress 
has at times asserted its constitutional prerogative 
against the president — legislators bristled, for 
example, at an early encroachment on Congressional 
war power by James K. Polk when he asked for a 
declaration of war against Mexico. In creating the 
apparatus that allowed for expanded presidential power 
over policy, FDR had to twice face down Congress as 
it rejected his initial proposal for executive branch 
reorganization. The courts also limited Abraham 
Lincoln’s war powers, albeit after the fact, and issued 
mixed rulings about George W. Bush’s prosecution of 
the war on terror. Historically, the other branches have 
seen fit to draw boundaries around executive power, 
fighting off its expansion at least some of the time.

However, the politics of Congressional abdication 
has become the story of the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries. Congress has increasingly ceded 
decision-making power to the president when it comes 
to war and peace. The politics of foreign entanglements 
illustrate why. No longer limited to major global 
conflicts, the American way of war has expanded to 
a wide range of operations, sometimes against non-
state enemies. The 2001 Authorization of the Use of 
Military Force has proven to be one such expansionary 
document, allowing presidents to engage in a variety 
of conflicts that they have linked to the spread of 
global terror. This legislation has been used by both 
the Obama and Trump administrations to engage in 
military action. The reason for this development lies 
partly in the nature of these conflicts, and partly in 
the nature of Congress itself. Real deliberation about 
these conflicts would require time, nuanced positions 
that might cut across party lines, and insulation from 
the political costs of casting a vote vulnerable to attack 
ads. In an age of both primary challenges and perpetual 
competition for majority control of the legislature, there 
are few incentives for members of Congress to want 
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to engage in these debates. A highly charged partisan 
environment, driven by symbolic politics, offers lots of 
downsides to getting involved in a debate about what 
the U.S. should do in Libya or Syria. The politically 
rational thing for members of Congress to do is to let 
the president bear responsibility for those decisions.

This state of affairs in foreign policy can be traced back 
to the late Cold War, but the abdication of Congressional 
involvement in domestic policy is a more recent 
development. Several arguments exist to explain this 
situation: the unwillingness of either party to hand the 
other side a victory under closely divided circumstances 
(Lee 2018); the genuine policy disagreements between 
the two parties on questions of social safety nets, 
tax policy, health care, and immigration (to name 
just a few); and the preoccupation of the Republican 
Party with ideological appeals at the expense of 
policy achievements (Grossmann and Hopkins 2016). 
Whichever explanation is correct, the trajectory of 
presidential unilateral power suggests that the problem 
is not strictly with institutional design, but with the 
way these institutions align with modern political 
incentives.

The Presidency and Partisan Consolidation

While founding concerns about the presidency led 
to questions about individuals and encroachment, 
a completely distinct political logic has also 
emerged around the presidency, party politics, and 
nationalization. How we should situate these changes 
in time is much debated. The idea of the president as 
the representative of the nation against a parochial 
Congress is identified with Andrew Jackson. However, 
the fuller expression of that impulse came around the 
turn of the twentieth century with the Progressive 
presidents. Several features of this development 
are important to understand. First, proponents of 
Progressive presidential power saw the office as a 
solution to the problem of a national government 
that was often mired in local concerns or patronage 
schemes. An empowered presidency could, according to 
Woodrow Wilson, focus on major problems facing the 
nation, discern public opinion, and expand responsive 
national governance. Theodore Roosevelt similarly 
saw the presidency as a site of involvement in national 
concerns. These ideas developed partly in response to 
a national government that lacked direction. The New 
Deal changes brought about by Franklin Roosevelt 
represented the culmination of this movement and its 
ideas about how the presidency could be a vector of 
government responsiveness. As a result, the growth of 
presidential power has been, in part, by design in the 
American context. 

The second development that matters is the relationship 
between presidents and parties. Prior to the twentieth 
century, decentralized political parties were in the 
driver’s seat, with presidents ultimately needing to 
stay in their party’s favor in order to be re-nominated 
and run for reelection. In the decades prior to the 
Progressive policy innovations of Wilson and Roosevelt, 
presidents like Grover Cleveland and William McKinley 
began to cultivate distinct bases of support separate 
from these local parties (Klinghard 2005). Over time, 
national parties have weakened as forces distinct from 
the presidents whom they help elect every four years. 
Some state and local parties have maintained strength 
and influence, but at the national level, parties have 
become increasingly focused on the presidency and 
presidential candidates (Galvin 2020; Milkis and Rhodes 
2009; Milkis and Rhodes 2007; Milkis, Rhodes and 
Charnock 2012).

In 2016, at a moment of inflection in the American 
political system, party weakness relative to the 
presidency was evident. On the Democratic side, 
the more moderate establishment wing and a left 
insurgency, convinced that the system was rigged 
against them, were unable to consolidate around a 
nominee. A crowded Republican field was dominated by 
a reality TV star with no political experience, a tenuous 
grasp if not outright rejection of core democratic values, 
and a demagogic and xenophobic set of talking points. 
Republican leaders distanced themselves from this 
rhetoric but stood unable to prevent his nomination.  

What happened next tells us even more about the 
president-party relationship in American politics. 
Previously skeptical leaders fell in line behind the 
Trump candidacy, and then the Trump presidency. 
Even at moments when the president broke with 
various norms and democratic values — the rejection 
of international agreements, the reversal of party 
policy on trade, the willingness to accommodate white 
supremacist perspectives in August 2017 — Republican 
leaders, particularly in Congress, proved unwilling 

“A crowded Republican field was 
dominated by a reality TV star with no 
political experience, a tenuous grasp if 
not outright rejection of core democratic 
values, and a demagogic and xenophobic 
set of talking points. Republican 
leaders distanced themselves from this 
rhetoric but stood unable to prevent his 
nomination.”
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to meaningfully push back against the forty-fifth 
president. When it came time for Trump’s reelection 
campaign in 2020, many states cancelled their 
Republican primaries, and the party declined to issue a 
platform, instead endorsing the president’s reelection 
agenda. The lack of internal competition, despite 
Trump’s low popularity and flawed record, illustrates 
the weakness of contemporary parties.

That said, the events after Trump’s loss in the 2020 
election illustrate the extent and limits of Trump’s 
partisan consolidation. Trump was successful at 
politicizing the departments of Justice and State, but 
only to a point. State and local Republican officeholders 
charged with certifying election results resisted the 
president’s urging to overturn the results or alter the 
process after the fact, as did the courts (including many 
Trump-appointed judges). But Trump’s views held sway 
among Congressional Republicans, a substantial number 
of whom agreed to contest the Electoral College votes on 
the floor, made equivocal (or worse) statements about 
election integrity, and voted against certifying results 
in two states even after an insurrectionist mob stormed 
the Capitol. The attempts to reject democracy and rule 
of law after the 2020 election were facilitated by the 
growth of presidential partisan power, wielded at a 
time when partisanship is strong but national parties 
are weak. 

Party Asymmetry

Trump’s actions are unlike anything undertaken by 
any past president, Republican or Democratic. However, 
because they were so closely linked to the president’s 
status as the partisan mouthpiece of a weak party, it 
makes sense to ask whether this works similarly for 
both of the major parties. In their study of political 
behavior and political parties, Matt Grossmann and 
David Hopkins characterize the difference between 
the parties as a “fundamental asymmetry” between 
a coalition of groups (Democrats) and an ideologically 
motivated movement (Republicans). Lilliana Mason 
observes that “social sorting” by race and religion 
means that in practice, the Democrats form a much 
different, and more diverse, coalition than Republicans. 
These differences have the potential to shape how 
presidents and Congress approach politics and policy. 

Adding to the complexity of this question are the 
arguments from scholars that Republican presidents 
have, in theory and in practice, made more extensive 
use of the unilateral powers of the executive 
(Skowronek 2006; Milkis and Rhodes 2009). This 
difference flows logically from the coalition differences 
we observe; Democrats are likely to be more skeptical of 

hierarchy (Freeman 1986) and more reliant on a broad 
coalition represented through many voices in Congress. 
A more ideological Republican coalition can instead find 
its voice in the use of executive action.

This institutional formulation, however, relies on 
an assumption that the two parties share similar 
goals. The Trump years, and importantly, the period 
leading up to them, tell a different story — one of a 
Democratic Party more invested in programmatic policy 
outcomes, and a Republican Party organized around 
identity appeals with few concrete policy goals. This 
allows Republicans to take advantage of the national 
institutions as they find them. Congress lends itself 
well to obstruction of major policy change, and the 
presidency is an effective mouthpiece for ideological 
claims. The goals of the Democrats position the party 
differently. A far-ranging coalition must wrangle over 
legislation; executive action is, as a result, a necessary 
option for policies on the environment, LGBT rights, 
and immigration, as well as extensions of the social 
safety net. In other words, Democrats find themselves 
in a version of the old Progressive-era dilemma in 
which the presidency appears the best option for active 
and majoritarian governance (Arnold 2009). Governing 
through unilateral presidential action is hardly ideal. 
But if the legislature is beholden, through geographical 
representation and Senate procedures, to conservative 
forces, then proponents of change look to the executive 
branch. 

This doesn’t mean that a political coalition won’t form 
with the goal of limiting the president’s power to 
politicize the executive branch. Such reforms might 
include clarification of the special prosecutor law (Bauer 
and Goldsmith 2020) or the assurance of independence 
in the Department of Justice. However, neither party 
has much incentive to dial back the president’s role, 
nor do the politics of either party suggest that the 
presidency-dominated nature of national parties is 
likely to change.

In sum, there are three facets of presidential constraint 
in American politics. The first two, constraining 
the excesses of individual leaders and constraining 
institutional encroachment, have ebbed and flowed, 
reflecting political conditions, institutions, and will. 
However, the ability of presidents to wield political 
power and shape policy through their parties and their 
executive position — partisan consolidation — has 
been expanded by deliberate design to respond to other 
shortcomings in the political system. Our system was 
not designed for this, and the institutions that might 
have helped to safeguard against it — namely, parties 
— have instead been allowed to atrophy.  
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Legislative Development in Africa: 
Politics and Postcolonial Legacies. 
By Ken Ochieng’ Opalo. Cambridge 
University Press, 2018. 296p. $31.99 
paperback.

Review by Anne Meng, Assistant 
Professor of Politics, University of 
Virginia

In Legislative Development in Africa, Professor Ken 
Opalo tackles two questions that are foundational to 
the study of comparative political institutions. First, 
what explains the observed variation in legislative 
strength in autocratic states? Second, under what 
conditions can democratic legislatures emerge from 
their autocratic foundations? Opalo argues that the 
strategic calculations of self-interested leaders shaped 
the organizational development of Africa’s legislatures 
in the first three decades of independence. Strong 
leaders who were secure in their rule could afford to 
cede a “modicum of independence” to fellow elites 
in the legislature without risking rebellion from 
newly empowered elites (page 6). Weak leaders, on 
the other hand, avoided granting any real legislative 
independence to elites due to their fears of being 
overthrown if regime elites had the opportunity to 
collectively organize. These decisions had long-term 
effects. As Opalo succinctly argues, “organizationally 
strong autocratic legislatures begat strong democratic 
legislatures” (13). Opalo uses an impressive and effective 
combination of evidence to demonstrate his argument: 
detailed case studies of Kenya (strong legislature) and 
Zambia (weak legislature) and 50 years of original time-
series data that reflect various dimensions of legislative 
independence.

Opalo’s excellent book is a must-read for scholars, 
especially those interested in institutional development, 
African politics, authoritarian regimes, and democratic 
transitions. In particular, I would like to highlight three 
key contributions. First, the book takes institutional 
variation seriously — both in the African context and 
in the study of authoritarian institutions. I cannot 
underscore enough what an important contribution this 
is. Most scholarship on African politics has traditionally 
written off institutions, such as legislatures, as 
uniformly weak, unimportant, and un-institutionalized, 
especially during the authoritarian period. Interestingly, 
the scholarship on authoritarian institutions has largely 
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