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Introduction

R ac e  a n d  P r e s i de n t i a l 
I m p e ac h m e n t

“i’m not the president of Black America. I’m the president of the 
United States of America.”1 Barack Obama said this directly in an inter-
view published in Black Enterprise magazine in April 2012. At other 
times, this distinction was implied. Obama emphasized tropes about 
Black fatherhood and hard work, talking on the campaign trail with 
Black and white communities alike about bigotry. The forty-fourth 
president knew his racial background was part of the story that made 
him so appealing. This awareness could also make him especially cau-
tious about what he said and how he said it.

Sometimes Obama talked about life in America as a Black man, or 
his connection with Black history through his wife and daughters. 
Sometimes he talked about his own family, from Kansas and Kenya. He 
attempted to bring both history and complexity to the subject. Despite 
treading carefully and judiciously with the subject, Obama could not 
dodge racist attacks from opponents.

A certain strain of commentary on the right suggested that Obama 
was antagonistic toward white Americans, even that he hated them. 
“Shock jock” Rush Limbaugh connected the first Black president to a 
school bus fight, suggesting that “in Obama’s America the white kids now 
get beat up with the black kids cheering.”2 Former House Speaker Newt 
Gingrich accused the president of “Kenyan, anti-colonial” thinking.3 By 
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the summer of 2016, one-third of white Americans reported that they 
thought Obama had “made race relations worse.”4

Alongside these accusations were the conspiracy theories surround-
ing Obama’s birth certificate and eligibility to serve as president. These 
rumors circulated in right-wing media to the point that, by 2016, a ma-
jority of Republican voters doubted or disbelieved that Obama was a 
natural-born citizen.5

This angry response to the Obama presidency culminated in the elec-
tion of Donald Trump, one of the main purveyors of the “birther” con-
spiracy, in 2016. Trump clinched the nomination and then an Electoral 
College victory by talking about “making America great again,” de-
nouncing immigrants and promising a forceful brand of law and order. 
The latter seemed especially aimed at the recently formed Black Lives 
Matter movement, which had organized with a particular focus on po-
lice violence against Black Americans.

The formation of Black Lives Matter also illustrated the other side of 
Obama’s cautious racial presidency. Activists voiced frequent frustra-
tion with the Obama administration’s lack of attention to issues like 
violence, especially police violence, and economic inequality across 
racial lines.6 Throughout his time in office, some critics alleged that 
Obama was doing too much for racial minorities while others said he 
was doing too little.

Nevertheless, the backlash forces, not those calling for greater 
change, were the ones that seemed to more immediately influence 
politics. Shortly after election day, Michael Tesler’s analysis at the 
political science blog the Monkey Cage touted a stunning finding: Ra-
cial attitudes had been more important in determining the 2016 vote 
than they had been in 2008 or 2012, when Obama himself was on the 
ballot.7

Trump’s 2016 bid for the presidency was not just about attacking 
Obama’s legacy. It was also about pushing the boundaries of what was 
acceptable in politics. Mocking women, disabled people, and even war 
hero Senator John McCain and talking about immigrants in derogatory 
terms, Trump famously maintained that he could shoot someone on 
Fifth Avenue and not lose support.
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In an essay called “The First White President,” journalist Ta-Nehisi 
Coates explores the connection between Trump’s often brazen violation 
of the written and unwritten rules and racial politics:

The mind seizes trying to imagine a black man extolling the virtues 
of sexual assault on tape (“When you’re a star, they let you do it”), 
fending off multiple accusations of such assaults, immersed in mul-
tiple lawsuits for allegedly fraudulent business dealings, exhorting his 
followers to violence, and then strolling into the White House. But 
that is the point of white supremacy—to ensure that that which all 
others achieve with maximal effort, white people (particularly white 
men) achieve with minimal qualification. Barack Obama delivered 
to black people the hoary message that if they work twice as hard as 
white people, anything is possible. But Trump’s counter is persuasive: 
Work half as hard as black people, and even more is possible.8

Despite this description, we might not see the story of Trump’s first 
term as “even more”—those four years were not entirely filled with 
political triumph and success (though perhaps Trump’s reelection in 
2024 counts as the fulfillment of this possibility). Though not convicted, 
Trump became the first president to be impeached twice. Both times 
were for some form of election interference—once for asking the Ukrai-
nian government to investigate the son of his eventual 2020 election 
rival, Joe Biden. The second time was after Biden won the election and 
Trump, refusing to accept the results, encouraged an angry mob to 
march to the Capitol, this time interfering with the peaceful transfer 
of power.

The president of the United States, Donald J. Trump, delivered a 
speech that morning encouraging his supporters to march on the Capi-
tol and prevent the certification of what he alleged was a fraudulent 
election, then watched the violent spectacle unfold on television. A 
week later, the US House of Representatives approved one article of 
impeachment against him. Nearly twelve years after the election of the 
nation’s first Black president, another historic first occurred: A president 
was impeached a second time after a violent, largely white mob stormed 
the Capitol in response to his words.9
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This book explores how the Obama-Trump pairing fits into a larger 
historical narrative. Obama, as the first African American president, was 
a racially transformative leader, despite his best efforts to soften the im-
pact of this sharp break with precedent. Trump was a classic backlash 
president, talking about law and order and promising a return to a myth-
ical American past. This populist rhetoric, with its disregard for norms 
and institutions, culminated in not one but two impeachments.

Obama and Trump were not the first such pair of presidents. This 
combination has occurred twice before in American history. The first 
such instance reaches back into the nineteenth century—Abraham Lin-
coln was also a racially transformative president. He was neither perfect 
nor always enthusiastic about the scope and depth of the changes he 
brought about. Nevertheless, Lincoln stood fast for the Union in the 
face of the secession of the slave states. He eventually evolved from a 
cautious Republican who opposed the expansion of slavery to the Great 
Emancipator who issued the Emancipation Proclamation and champi-
oned the Thirteenth Amendment.

Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, came to office after Lincoln’s 
death. Johnson’s selection as vice president had been part of an effort to 
move forward and reunite the nation by persuading Democrats who 
had stayed in the Union to support Lincoln over his Democratic op-
ponent, General George McClellan. Johnson, like Nixon and Trump, 
took an expansive view of his own power, especially when it came to 
using the executive branch to curb the Reconstruction laws passed by 
Congress in order to limit federal protection of freed people. Johnson’s 
racism and desire to set up a hierarchical social structure in the South 
made him a backlash president, even if he was not elected in his own 
right. His presidency became synonymous with restoring white su-
premacy in the vanquished former Confederacy.10

And Johnson was the first president to be impeached. His impeach-
ment was a mix of clear legal violations that could be demonstrated, 
assertions about the limits of executive power, and an accusation of 
interfering with an election by denouncing members of Congress in 
advance of the 1866 midterms. Such a mix would also characterize sub-
sequent impeachments.
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table 1.1. Overview of Race, the Presidency, and Impeachment

Racial Order
Transformative 
President

Backlash 
Successor Populist Politics

Impeachment 
Charges

Slavery Abraham 
Lincoln

Andrew 
Johnson

Economic populist; 
objected to 
slavery; used 
rhetoric to 
delegitimize 
Congress; 
undermined 
executive branch 
responsibility to 
enforce laws

Violated the  
1867 Tenure of 
Office Act in 
making federal 
appointments; 
interfered in the 
midterm elections 
(“swing around 
the circle”)

Jim Crow Lyndon 
Johnson

Richard 
Nixon

Used language 
about law and 
order and the 
silent majority

Obstructed  
justice, abused 
power, defied 
congressional 
subpoena (passed 
by the House 
Judiciary 
Committee)

Colorblindness Barack  
Obama

Donald 
Trump

Used anti-institution 
rhetoric like “drain 
the swamp”; spoke 
of the “forgotten 
Americans”; used 
anti-immigrant 
and anti–Black 
Lives Matter 
rhetoric

2020: obstructed 
Congress and 
abused power

2021: incited 
insurrection on 
January 6, 2021

Lyndon Baines Johnson (LBJ), at the behest of a growing civil rights 
movement, also falls into this category of a racially transformative presi-
dent. The laws he signed enhanced the political power of nonwhite 
Americans (the Voting Rights Act of 1965) and asserted federal power 
to ensure equal treatment of all, even in the realms of private business 
and life (the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1968). His successor, Richard 
Nixon, taking advantage of the charged political environment, ran a law-
and-order campaign in 1968. Throughout his presidency, he showed a 
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shaky commitment to the idea of political opposition, threatening to 
use the government to pursue his political foes, including anti–Vietnam 
War and civil rights activists. The House brought charges against him in 
1974 for his part in the Watergate scandal—also, in essence, for interfer-
ing with the election process—but he resigned before he could be 
impeached.

The Relationship Between the Presidency  
and Race Politics

One of the main arguments in this book is that racially transformative 
presidencies are both rare and highly disruptive to the political system. 
An important question is why this seems to be the case. We often think 
of presidents as the movers and shakers of the political system, but that’s 
not always true. Their charge—as formally written in the US Constitu-
tion—to “preserve, protect, and defend” has sometimes been translated 
into very cautious action when the stakes are high. In describing how 
most presidents have gingerly approached the topic of racial equality, 
Russell Riley characterizes the president as a “nation-keeper, a protector 
of the inherited social and political order and a preserver of domestic tran-
quility.”11 Furthermore, presidents rely on the kinds of compromises that 
have kept race off the political agenda or accommodated the most racially 
conservative forces, including compromises over legislation and presiden-
tial nominations themselves. Presidents have strong political incentives to 
avoid explosive issues like race, and most of them do.

Nevertheless, the presidency is also powerful, and when presidents 
break away from the established racial order, the results for the political 
system are profound.

Three periods of time define presidential approaches to race. The first 
runs from the early days of the American republic through the Civil War. 
These years saw a great deal of change in American politics, economics, 
and even the territory of the nation. What all presidents of this period 
shared, across geography and ideology, was a general unwillingness to 
take a stand against slavery. As the tensions between North and South 
intensified, presidents became especially invested in pursuing compro-
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mise, driven by the political pressures to hold together party coalitions 
that depended on votes from both slave and free states. Presidents from 
both the Whig and Democratic Parties kept this up even as those com-
promises increasingly tended toward accommodating the slaveholding 
South and, unsuccessfully, avoiding severe crisis. Lincoln’s presidency, the 
Civil War, and the Johnson impeachment punctuated this era.

A new, post-slavery era eventually shared many of the political fea-
tures of the previous period. The politics of Reconstruction eventually 
gave way to forces in the South that subjected Black citizens to violence 
and poverty, claiming that states’ rights gave them the authority to do 
so. The Republican Party had been founded in the 1850s to halt slavery’s 
expansion, but its vision became murky in the postwar years. The 
Democratic Party of the 1870s and beyond reasserted itself as the party 
of white supremacy. The Republicans often responded tepidly. Presi-
dential statements on federal protections for civil rights, or even on the 
general subject of racial inequality, were infrequent and hard-won.12 
Even as much about American politics changed in the twentieth century, 
African Americans continued to face exclusion from public places, from 
employment and, eventually, from many federal programs, and the mob 
violence that terrorized Southern Black citizens remained undisturbed 
by federal intervention.

It is especially striking that presidents remained cautious, preserving 
the racial status quo, despite the changes they made in many other areas. 
Leaders from Theodore Roosevelt to Woodrow Wilson to Franklin 
Roosevelt expressed few qualms about expanding the presidency and 
breaking with past practices in other ways. Yet a reluctance to disturb 
the racial status quo when it came to the Jim Crow South manifested in 
both parties.

If we assume that presidential action on race is about personal beliefs 
and character, then it might be somewhat puzzling to consider that 
Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and John F. 
Kennedy each has a complex and ambivalent racial legacy. This is less 
puzzling if we think about presidential action as a response to the formi-
dable political forces that kept the parties divided over civil rights and to 
the expectation that presidents would maintain, rather than transform, 
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the racial status quo. As with slavery, this era of compromises and injus-
tice was not sustainable and eventually ended with the civil rights legisla-
tion enacted during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Pressure to act on civil 
rights legislation built in the early years of Kennedy’s presidency, and 
after his assassination in 1963, Johnson continued on the same path, even-
tually signing landmark civil rights bills. The civil rights revolution en-
hanced the political power of African Americans and portended major 
shifts in social and economic life. It also began a shift in the party system 
that gradually sorted civil rights opponents into the Republican coalition 
and civil rights supporters into the Democratic one, ending over a 
century of internal party divisions over race.13 Because of changing party 
politics, the imperative to hold together diverse coalitions on race ques-
tions had greatly diminished compared to earlier periods. Nixon’s rise 
and fall occurred in the aftermath of these changes.

Yet after Watergate, a similar pattern reestablished itself, with presi-
dents reluctant to rock the boat of the social order too much. This new 
conservative era established new norms about being “colorblind” and 
focusing on individual rather than group rights.14 Unwritten rules cir-
cumscribing conversations about race reflected formal standards of 
nondiscrimination. Violating these norms brought accusations of 
“bringing race into it” or being “divisive.”15 When Barack Obama’s his-
toric status as the first African American president threw these norms 
and practices into disarray, along came Donald Trump.

The Connection Between Racial Transformation  
and Impeachment

The second question this book considers is: What explains the connec-
tion between backlash politics and presidential impeachment?

When I told people that I was writing about race and presidential 
impeachment, I often got puzzled looks. Impeachment, after all, is 
about arcane and legalistic arguments over what the term “high crimes 
and misdemeanors” means and whether the president committed 
them.16 But if we peer beneath the surface—even just a bit—we see that 
each of the three impeachment crises covered in the book are linked to 
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race and public anxiety about changes to society and politics as well as 
to populism and the breach of norms and rules.

Obviously, any account of presidential impeachment has to start with 
presidential wrongdoing. Importantly, the politics of racial backlash does 
not exactly cause presidents to behave lawlessly and violate the law, nor 
does it directly prompt members of Congress to begin contemplating 
impeachment. But the explosive racial politics of the periods under con-
sideration did create the conditions under which these events could 
unfold.

Constitutional language about “high crimes and misdemeanors” 
doesn’t draw a clear road map for what impeachment is supposed to 
look like. Over time, the process has taken on a more legalistic charac-
ter.17 Impeachment uses language taken from the legal world—“trials” 
and “charges”—even though holding a president to account for things 
like “abuse of power” is obviously not only different but also political as 
well as legal.18

Several factors in the political context of presidential impeachment 
seem to matter: the level of conflict between the president and Con-
gress, and, relatedly, the level of animosity between the parties. No 
president has ever been impeached by his own party. Still, divided gov-
ernment and even extreme polarization are not sufficient conditions. 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama held office during some of the most 
partisan periods in our country’s history, but despite occasional rum-
blings, neither was impeached, not even under divided government. 
Something else, something significant, has to push members of Con-
gress to overcome their misgivings about such a major disruption in the 
normal practice of government.

No presidential impeachment process has resulted in a conviction 
and removal from office. When the House Judiciary committee began 
looking into the process during Watergate, they were relying on century-
old precedents to guide them. Bill Clinton’s 1998 impeachment was 
widely understood as a political liability for the Republicans who pur-
sued it, and it would serve as a cautionary tale for two more decades.19 
Polarization alone, no matter how rancorous, has not been enough on 
its own to overcome these legacies.
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The party question also presents some puzzles. We sense intuitively 
that presidents would be impeached when the divisions between parties 
are sharpest and the partisan disagreements between the president and 
Congress are the clearest. In some ways this is true—there’s no denying 
the depth of the disagreements between Andrew Johnson and congres-
sional Republicans, especially radicals, or between Richard Nixon and 
a new contingent of liberals in Congress. As the following chapters will 
show, these disagreements, as well as the more familiar strife between 
Donald Trump and congressional Democrats, were specifically tied to 
race. Impeached presidents have also tended to be political hybrids who 
built political identities based on their personal appeals rather than 
party or ideological affiliations.20

Thinking about what propels these figures into office in the first place 
brings us to the question of “national crisis or social upheaval” as a factor 
in presidential impeachment.21 When a president upends the racial status 
quo, new questions enter the political arena, and new divisions (as well as 
new alliances) emerge. Out of these periods of extraordinary politics 
come figures like Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Donald Trump.

Populism

The first point of connection is populism, a political approach that at-
tacks institutions and claims victimhood on behalf of the “true people.”22 
As such, populism is a logical connective tissue between racial backlash 
and presidential lawlessness, and it helps explain how these kinds of 
leaders find themselves in power. It also sheds light on how they use 
presidential power.

Identifying themselves as the real representatives of the deserving 
people, populist leaders often connect to racial or anti-immigrant back-
lash. And once they have identified the problem as laws and institutions, 
it follows that it is acceptable to break them, in the name of defending 
the people.23

Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Donald Trump all fit this pat-
tern. An early version of populism guided the politics that landed John-
son on the 1864 presidential ticket. His opposition to slavery was rooted 



I n t r o du c t i o n   11

in an opposition to an “economic elite” who owned large numbers of 
slaves.24 Once Johnson had taken office as president, his decisions re-
flected this sense of victimhood and oppression not only by elites but 
also by former slaves. His veto of the civil rights measures passed by the 
Reconstruction Congress suggested that white Americans were the true 
victims of the post–Civil War period.

For Nixon, populist appeals were a way of navigating the new political 
landscape after Lyndon Johnson. To win both the Republican nomina-
tion and the general election, Nixon needed to thread the needle of 
racial backlash response, drawing on voters from the suburban border 
South and attracting the support of those who saw civil rights progress 
as potentially disruptive to their lives. At the same time, Nixon needed 
to distance himself from George Wallace and other louder and more 
direct opponents of civil rights. Redirecting the focus to the plight of 
“ordinary” Americans, the so-called silent majority, allowed Nixon to 
strike this balance, at least temporarily. Nixon’s populism was informed 
by his dislike for those he perceived as intellectual and economic elites 
but fell short of outright disdain for political institutions.

Donald Trump’s 2016 statements targeted the established power 
structures in both parties, as well as the media and others he depicted 
as part of the Washington elite. While it is important to distinguish 
between populist claims and outright nationalist or racist statements, 
part of Trump’s rhetorical strategy was to cast whites as victims of mod-
ern politics. As Ashley Jardina demonstrates, “many whites have de-
scribed themselves as outnumbered, disadvantaged, and even op-
pressed,” and these perceptions shaped their support for Trump.25 
Although Trump turned out not to be much of an economic populist 
once in office, this language helped him shore up votes among those 
who preferred more government intervention in the economy. Trump’s 
perceived populism also fueled a narrative about “economic anxiety” 
that provided cover for racial backlash in 2016.

After a racially transformative presidency, politicians can cultivate 
feelings of white victimhood. Presidential populism connects these feel-
ings to broader critiques of institutions, especially those associated with 
“out-of-touch elites” or moves toward racial progress. It has proven to 
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be a short leap from those anti-elite, anti-institution ideas to presiden-
tial lawlessness and abuse of power. Leaders who have convinced them-
selves and their supporters that they represent the true people and that 
the institutions that limit them are illegitimate are less likely to be re-
spectful of the boundaries formally and informally established to limit 
their power. Abuse of power, in turn, plays a crucial role in the impeach-
ment process, especially for more recent presidents.

Populism, by insisting on the existence of a “true people,” also creates 
space for politicians to levy critiques against the idea of legitimate op-
position, raising the stakes for the political system overall. After raising 
doubts about the right of their opponents to participate in politics, all 
three backlash presidents in this account engaged in some form of elec-
tion interference, undermining the process. Andrew Johnson did this 
by denouncing his opponents on a speaking tour, flouting the norms of 
the time. Richard Nixon did this by covering up the Watergate break-in 
and engaging in various efforts to use state power against activists he 
deemed threatening. Donald Trump’s efforts to undermine the 2020 
election began with weaponization of a foreign power against presump-
tive opponent Joe Biden and culminated, after its conclusion, in the 
January 6, 2021, insurrection.

With a president who denies legitimate opposition in word or deed, 
political opponents become all the more fervent. The words and behav
ior of backlash presidents are perceived—not without reason—as a 
threat to the fabric of American democracy. This sense of threat and 
preservation shapes not only impeachment politics but also the after-
math of these crises.

Norms and Institutions

The Trump years opened up new conversations about the role of norms 
in a democratic society. Scholars have argued that informal rules are a 
crucial part of lawful, republican forms of government.26 One of the 
arguments of this book, however, is that norms can also help to preserve 
unjust arrangements, such as racial hierarchies.27 The norm by which 
presidents would not interfere with the politics of slavery in the South 



I n t r o du c t i o n   13

prior to the Civil War and would defer to Southern legislators in the 
twentieth century powerfully shaped expectations about how parties 
would work and how presidents would behave. After the civil rights era, 
a strong norm of colorblind rhetoric emerged, constraining how parties 
and presidents addressed the topic of race. Racially transformative pres-
idents each transgressed these norms and in turn shifted the entire sys-
tem into flux, where the informal rules were no longer clear. This lack 
of clarity not only opened up opportunities for populist backlash presi-
dents but also created the conditions for pushing the boundaries of ac-
ceptable rhetoric and behavior in ways that undermined shared under-
standings of the limits.

Norms also play a role on the congressional side. For House mem-
bers to consider starting the impeachment process, they have to get past 
the informal barriers that usually place that process out of reach. When 
the informal rules no longer apply, new possibilities open up. We have 
limited clues about how the founders intended impeachment to be 
used, but norms have evolved to proscribe it in most cases, even when 
presidents have engaged in corrupt behavior, overstepped boundaries, 
or made unpopular decisions. As Trump supporters were quick to say 
in 2020, impeachment removes the chief executive selected by the 
people, and as Clinton supporters hastened to point out in 1999, re-
moval by impeachment would fundamentally alter the relationship be-
tween the executive and legislative branches. The potential for partisan 
retaliation and electoral fallout is very high. The informal rules of the 
game have suggested that this tool is mostly off-limits for Congress. The 
following chapters trace how this norm has been challenged in the John-
son, Nixon, and Trump cases.

Norms help us account for an important outlier in this story: the 
impeachment of Bill Clinton, which demonstrated that racial transforma-
tion is not the only force that can lead to the breakdown of norms. Clinton’s 
impeachment was conducted by a newly elected Republican majority. 
Given that Republicans had not controlled the House of Representatives 
since the 1950s, the group that gained control came from a conservative 
movement that had been pushing back against informal norms and prac-
tices for some time by that point. The Clinton impeachment was an 
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example of this new congressional majority pushing the boundaries of 
what was possible under the new political circumstances. What is more, 
the defeat of the Republicans in the 1998 midterms made politicians even 
more hesitant about impeachment, deepening anti-impeachment norms 
in Congress and ultimately shaping impeachment politics during the 
Trump administration.

Shifting Dynamics in Congress

Discussions of presidential impeachment tend to focus on the presi-
dent, but the House of Representatives plays the most pivotal role in 
the process. The scanty guidance provided by the Constitution about 
the conditions under which presidential impeachment should occur has 
made members of Congress generally cautious about employing the 
procedure. The political consequences of overreach appear to be severe, 
while the rewards seem far from guaranteed.

One goal of this book is to look at how the politics of racial transfor-
mation and backlash alter the environment for members of Congress. 
When backlash presidents take office, they tend to face intense opposi-
tion from the other party in Congress, with a few members unable to 
accept the new president. Chapters 3, 5, and 7 trace the racial dimension 
of this opposition—from radical Republicans opposed to Johnson’s 
Reconstruction actions to Congressional Black Caucus members suspi-
cious of Nixon’s commitment to civil rights, to Black Democrats and 
their allies taking immediate issue with Trump’s statements. Members 
of Congress invested in racial transformation are among the early advo-
cates for impeachment, often dismissed in their initial claims.

The Politics of Racial Transformation and Backlash 
and the Study of American Political Development

The book’s third area of inquiry is the relationship between the politics 
of racial transformation and backlash and how we study American 
political development. The term used here to describe periods marked 
by transformative leaders is “racial order,” a term that is perhaps most 
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strongly associated with the work of Desmond King and Rogers Smith. 
They define racial institutional orders as “ones in which political actors 
have adopted (and often adapted) racial concepts, commitments, and 
aims in order to help bind together their coalitions and structure gov-
erning institutions that express and serve the interests of their archi-
tects.”28 They describe the functions of racial orders insofar as they “seek 
and exercise governing power in ways that predictably shape people’s 
statuses, resources, and opportunities.”29 King and Smith’s influential 
article, as well as some related work, advocates for understanding Amer-
ican political development as the product of two persistent and compet-
ing racial orders—one egalitarian and focused on change, and the other 
steeped in what they call “ascriptive hierarchy,” or different legal and 
political circumstances for individuals based on traits like race and gen-
der. This book builds on the idea of racial orders but differs from their 
approach in several key ways. While their analysis covers US institu-
tions in a more comprehensive way, I zero in here on the presidency, 
where less evidence is found of competing racial orders. Instead, most 
presidents are influenced most heavily by the political pressures that 
hold the racial hierarchy in place; in the face of these pressures, a more 
egalitarian order breaks through and reshapes presidential politics only 
infrequently.

This analysis adds up to a rethinking of patterns in presidential history. 
It builds on, and breaks away from, one of the most influential theories 
in this field of study, Stephen Skowronek’s “political time” formula-
tion.30 This approach, which links presidential legacy and political im-
pact to a leader’s positioning in the dominant “political order,” suggests 
that presidents’ fates are shaped by what comes before them, especially 
by their immediate predecessors. Scholars have mainly used this work 
to apply a four-part typology that assesses the potential for a successful, 
even transformative, presidency based on whether the leader is “affili-
ated” with the dominant party in power or “opposed” to it and on the 
health of that party’s ideas and coalition. But the argument offers much 
more than that.

A crucial intervention of Skowronek’s pathbreaking book is its at-
tempt to redirect the attention of presidential studies to the impact of a 
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president’s actions on politics and policy and away from endless assess-
ments of legislative success. Most presidents, even those considered 
failures, come away from their time in office boasting significant ac-
complishments, legislative and otherwise. What distinguishes a Jimmy 
Carter or a Herbert Hoover from a Lyndon Johnson, Theodore Roose
velt, or FDR is their place in the larger political context, which in turn 
shapes what their actions do for their successors and beyond. “Recon-
structive” presidents create new coalitions, dominant ideas, and even 
institutional arrangements that their successors articulate by attempting 
to “change policy without changing politics”—usually without much 
success.31

The argument in this book rests on this idea that presidents can 
change politics in powerful ways, and that we can understand a lot more 
about presidential politics by thinking about how much a given presi-
dency is shaped by its predecessor. However, my analysis departs from 
the claim that the presidency is necessarily a “battering ram” against 
existing arrangements. Skowronek argues that “presidents cannot help 
but be politically catalytic.” What we will see in the forthcoming chap-
ters is that they can certainly try, but that in the area of race, they have 
every incentive to carefully avoid upsetting existing arrangements. I am 
not the first to raise this caveat: Russell Riley also suggests that when 
we emphasize the racial dimensions of the presidency, we see a much 
less disruptive office most of the time. Whereas presidents have been 
eager to carve out distinct political identities on many issues—foreign 
policy, westward expansion, tax cuts, social programs—the dominant 
pattern has been avoidance when it comes to directly facing the nation’s 
challenges on race, especially activist demands. This pattern extends to 
a particular asymmetry: Presidents whose actions deepened racial hi-
erarchy or enhanced the power of racially conservative forces had a dif
ferent impact than did those few who pushed the nation in the direction 
of equality.

Another important contention is that presidents do not make this 
determination on their own. The story of presidential politics is a story 
of changing presidential coalitions. In describing the rise and fall of 
party orders, Skowronek details how Jacksonian Democrats brought 
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together North and South through party procedures, and then the in-
adequacy of these procedures in the 1850s to address the nation’s moral 
and political crisis around slavery. A similar coalition came back to-
gether with the Democratic resurgence in the New Deal era, only to 
disintegrate once again around the issue of civil rights. The rise and fall 
of Lincoln’s Republicans is described mostly without respect to the 
structural dynamics around race after the conclusion of the Civil War, 
though this order saw the end of Reconstruction and the beginning of 
a Jim Crow order. It is true that race did not play a central role in cleav-
ing the party coalition the way that it did for Northern and Southern 
Democrats. However, factional shifts, especially between “black-and-
tan” Republicans and proponents of a “lily-white” party, drove develop-
ments in Republican politics as well.32

If we look at race as the central fault line, the cause of the nation’s 
great conflict, and the anchor weighing down our democracy until (at 
least) 1965, then coalition politics and the pivotal presidencies look dif
ferent. Importantly, as we shall see in chapter 4, this view highlights the 
continuities that persisted through the rise of the New Deal order and 
Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency. It also helps to explain why Barack 
Obama’s presidency had such significant and destabilizing effects on 
politics, despite his careful efforts at what Skowronek describes as “in-
terest management.” Obama carefully tended to the different groups 
within the Democratic Party’s governing coalition rather than offer a 
bold new vision around which to organize a new era of politics.33

The third relevant piece of the political time formulation is its ap-
proach to presidential impeachment by linking it to the “politics of pre-
emption,” which places a leader in opposition to the party that controls 
the main ideas of the era, as well as—usually—Congress. These leaders 
tend to be vulnerable to character criticisms—up to and including 
impeachment—because they pursue more individualistic and 
candidate-centric politics, unmoored from political coalitions. Skow-
ronek uses this insight to describe the fates of Andrew Johnson and 
Richard Nixon, as well as the impeachment articles drawn up against 
John Tyler in the 1840s and the political “convulsions” that Woodrow 
Wilson experienced around the Treaty of Versailles.34 In the 1997 book 
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The Politics Presidents Make, these concepts also presciently describe 
the dynamics of Bill Clinton’s impeachment. This analysis provides 
some of the foundation for digging into impeachments in this book. 
Like Skowronek, I view the tenuous coalitions cobbled together by An-
drew Johnson, Nixon, and Trump as central to the dynamics leading to 
their impeachment. One contribution of this book is to explore the par-
allels across the politics that drove these presidencies. This further re-
fines the political time approach by narrowing down the broad category 
of preemptive leadership. The emphasis Skowronek places on the highly 
personal politics of preemption means that his theory does an excellent 
job of explaining why popular generals like Zachary Taylor and Dwight 
Eisenhower succeed at getting elected to the presidency. But while 
Johnson, Nixon, and Trump may have benefited from broadly similar 
politics—the ability to exploit weaknesses in the dominant party—they 
are undoubtedly a distinct political breed. What I aim to add is some 
deeper scrutiny of how impeachment emerges from unstable politics, 
particularly destabilization caused by shifts in norms and by the re-
sponses of ascendant political forces to backlash figures. By looking at 
the role of elections, Congress, and political movements, I hope to open 
up new avenues in the American political development conversation 
about presidential impeachment.

The Implications for American Democracy

Finally, the book poses the question: What are the implications for 
American democracy? What does the cycle of racial maintenance 
and avoidance, transformation, and backlash tell us about the possibili-
ties and flaws of the American experiment? This story offers both hope 
and caution and highlights the potential for institutions to be both a 
hindrance and an important tool in the pursuit of a more racially just 
society.

In addition to the importance of institutions, critiques of con
temporary US politics point to partisan polarization as a threat, suggest-
ing that moderation and compromise are inherently laudable goals. This 
may be the case much of the time, but moderation and compromise also 
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have important costs. In the story of American politics, one long-term 
and recurring cost has been racial progress and equality.

The term “backlash” has fallen out of favor with experts on race and 
American politics, and with good reason. One critique is that the back-
lash framework treats racism as episodic rather than woven into many 
aspects of politics and identity.35 In this book, I use “backlash” to denote 
those periods when race drove politics more overtly. The evidence here 
presents the case that some periods are different, precisely because rac-
ism and racial hierarchy are built, sometimes tacitly, into so many ele
ments of American politics—from political language to assumptions 
about the roles of the state and federal governments, to the policy ques-
tions that are kept off of party and congressional agendas.

Another criticism is that “backlash” is an imprecise term. Political 
scientist Vesla Weaver writes, “Much like the ambiguity around its ori-
gins and motivation, it is equally unclear what the ultimate aim or target 
of backlash is—repeal of an advance, desert a party who has gone too 
far to the extreme, revert to some prior status quo condition, or simply 
to register anger.”36 It’s exactly this ambiguity that creates the conditions 
for presidents like Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, and even Donald 
Trump. They are elected to turn back the clock, or alter the direction, 
or . . . ​something. In 1864, Republicans sought the preservation of the 
Union and chose a Southern politician and former Democrat as Lin-
coln’s running mate. After the war, Andrew Johnson devoted his presi-
dency to reestablishing white supremacy in the South.37 In 1968, Nixon 
won office through a law-and-order campaign that identified the 
Democrats with social disorder. In 2016, Trump promised to “make 
America great again.” The pursuit of such vaguely described ends spurs 
lawless behavior and ensures that the goals of at least some of a presi-
dent’s support coalition are primarily about destruction and moving 
backward.

The third problem with backlash is that it can sometimes be taken to 
imply that racial progress is bad or dangerous. While this is a possible 
interpretation of the dynamics described in this book, it is hardly my in-
tention to suggest as much. When the dust settles after an impeachment 
and a backlash presidency, Americans, especially those in power, have 
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a choice. If this book has a prescription for politics, it is to take seriously 
the painful lesson of a transformative period. That is, to create political 
institutions, formal and informal, that break more decisively with the 
hierarchies of the present and past. Such a move would require facing 
problems and tough questions directly. Historically, the impulse so far 
has been to retreat from those difficulties, in both the Reconstruction 
era and the years following the civil rights movement. But such avoid-
ance is far from inevitable.

The period since Trump’s election has brought a great deal of intro-
spection in the United States about the health of democracy here. Much 
of it has zeroed in on institutions and norms. However, not all norms 
and institutions are equally just, and we can learn a great deal about our 
democracy from the periods that followed backlash and impeachment 
as the country settled into a new routine. The trappings of impeachment 
have the effect of distracting from the major national issues at hand. And 
the ideology fueling the backlash has a way of entering the political 
mainstream. Allowing it to do so is also a choice.

American democracy is a work in progress, and that progress has not 
always been linear. The chapters to come show that racial hierarchy is 
built into the political foundations of the American system through 
compromises and unspoken agreements. They also show that these fea-
tures of politics are reasserted and rebuilt even after a racially transfor-
mative president has altered the status quo. Backlash presidents like 
Andrew Johnson, Nixon, and Trump eventually prove to be vulnerable 
and unpopular. Yet some of their ideas outlive their presidencies, taking 
hold especially at the state level, where they are once again beyond the 
reach of national—presidential—policy jurisdiction. The cycle repeats. 
It looks different each time, but after each period of transformation, 
there have been important political figures who were unable to take the 
risks necessary to prevent backsliding. There are lessons here for twenty-
first-century Americans as this history continues to unfold.
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