






For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground







And tell sad stories of the death of kings











Shakespeare







I am possessed of two separate powers, the 







one in esse and the other in posse. I am the







Vice-President. In this I am nothing, but I may







be everything.











John Adams







The Vice-Presidency is a hollow shell of an 







office, an uncomfortable heir apparency 







sought by practically no one we should like to 







see as President.











Clinton Rossiter


Since the beginning the Vice-Presidency has been a quandary. An office of few direct responsibilities (presiding over the Senate and breaking tie votes in that chamber being arguably the only official mandate of the job) is frequently the source of jokes or dismissed as irrelevant. Although in recent decades many scholars have charted the apparent rise of the Vice-Presidency with George H. W. Bush, Al Gore, Dick Cheney and Joe Biden all taking on more responsibilities within the administrations they worked for, the office is dogged by the notion that it is a position in search of a justification.  John Nance Garner, who served two terms as Vice-President under Franklin Delano Roosevelt was alleged to have said, “the office is not worth a warm bucket of piss.”


Yet, it is my contention that the office, while wielding few powers is nonetheless far more important than previously imagined.  It is important for three reasons. First, a fair number of occupants of the office have later become president.  For that reason alone scholars should study who held the office and, in particular, be concerned about those who ascended to the presidency directly.  And this should not surprise us, as Robert Gilbert has persuasively shown, in his work The Mortal Presidency, the life expectancy of most presidents is lower than expected.


Second, that in the case of the death or resignation of the president, the political system suffers a shock -- there is a political crisis of great significance. Just think of how differently the post Civil War period would have gone with Lincoln rather than Johnson?  And, at least one writer has suggested that the only man who may have been able to avert that Civil War was Zachary Taylor -- a slave owning, nationalist.
 Later Theodore Roosevelt charted a sharply new direction for the Republican Party and decades after that Lyndon Johnson used the martyrdom of John F. Kennedy to achieve the goals Kennedy articulated, but frustratedly failed to realize.  In general, political transition have always fascinated students of politics and is a significant concern of political scientists.  In the case of the Vice-Presidency arising to the Presidency we have a stark and disturbing transition of power.  We will never, of course, know what would have happened had the presidents lived to complete their terms -- yet the entire history of the republic would most certainly have been different and, most likely, to a significant degree.  This thought alone reminds us that individuals do matter in history.  And, any political crisis is worthy of study to see how the system and political actors navigate the challenges they face.


Finally, the selecting of the Vice-Presidential candidate is frequently done with little thought and what thought there is centers almost exclusively on electoral factors.  Many have criticized the way we elect our presidents and wonder whether it is a process well suited to finding good leaders.
 However flawed that process may be -- it is vastly superior to the way we typical select our Vice-Presidents. As Robert Gilbert writes, “It has become common to use the vice-presidency for reasons that have nothing to do with competence or the ability to succeed effectively to the highest office in the land.”


If one accepts these three assumptions, the study of the the vice-presidency is a neglected field.  Actually, this is not really a study of the vice-presidency per se, although it considers who held such office and how he was selected.  In reality, this is a study of the presidency in a specific situation  --- all the cases that involve former vice-presidents.  Thus, I do not propose to study the office in total or all the men who have held that office; rather, this study will consider the nine cases where the death and resignation of the president resulted in the abrupt transfer of power to a new person.  I intend to study an unjustly neglected topic that offers insights into how the United States deals with political crises, why (as we shall see) political parties are central to understanding the success or failure of a president, and how these new presidents successfully or not achieve their goals.  Finally, the shocking way in which Vice-Presidents are often chosen should cause a great deal of concern to who who care our the health of the republic.


I begin with two stories to think about concerning the Vice-Presidency. In 1956, an exhausted and frustrated Democratic nominee for President, Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois (and grandson of former Vice-President) refused to recommend to his party’s convention a Vice-Presidential candidate.  Thus, he threw the choice to the convention floor -- Stevenson defended his decision by citing the importance of the vice-presidency as path to the presidency and the need to have a democratic selection process for such an important office:


It is a sober reminder that seven out of the 34 President have served as the 


result of such indirect selection. . . . The choice for that office has become 


almost as important as the choice for the Presidency. . . . I have decided that


the selection of the Vice-Presidential nomination should be made through the


free processes of this Convention so that the Democratic Party’s candidate may


join me before the Nation not as one man’s selection but as one chosen by our


Party as I have been chosen.

What ensued was a battle between Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver an Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy for the position.  In a short period of time, in a tough floor fight, Kefauver prevailed over the future president and a man Stevenson did not particularly care for became his running mate.  Indeed, Governor Stevenson had asked Kennedy to make one of Stevenson’s nomination speeches and expected him to win the convention’s approval and become his running mate. (Although, he did truly respect the democratic decision of the convention and urged his staff not to favor either candidate in the party’s deliberations.)  Instead, Stevenson’s running mate was his rival from the primaries and that battle had frayed their relationship.  Had the ticket won (unlikely, but not impossible, against the popular sitting president -- Dwight Eisenhower) the president and vice-president would not have cared much for each other and the likelihood of becoming a good working team would have been low. In the event, President Eisenhower cruised to an easy re-election with his running mate and eventual president, Richard Nixon -- a man he seemed not to care for much and one largely chosen for electoral reasons. (Nixon contributed to Eisenhower’s nomination in 1952 and was thought, at the time, a someone who could help bolster the appeal of the ticket.)  Thus the 1956 election was a battle between two distinguished presidential nominees running with men they apparently did not like or trust a great deal.


 The second story occurred twelve years before during an earlier Democratic convention.  In the summer of 1944 the presumptive Democratic nominee, President Franklin Roosevelt, was weighting the choices for his running mate.  Party leaders were forcing him to drop his current Vice-President -- Henry Wallace.  Wallace had been forced on the party four years earlier by an insistent Roosevelt and the party simply would not accept Wallace for another term. Wallace was considered by many Democrats as too liberal, too trusting of the Soviet Union and just a bit too odd to continue as part of the party ticket.  An obviously ill Roosevelt was, thus, choosing a man that would in all likelihood become President sometime in the next four years. This probably contributed to the open revolt against Wallace by the party.  (Even had he not died in office, Roosevelt was seriously considering resigning from office once World War II was concluded.)  Although, the party did not want Wallace there was pressure for Roosevelt to at least indicate his preference of a running mate -- no one wanted an open floor fight between potential nominees. Roosevelt was finally convinced to author a letter with his thoughts. The first draft of the letter said that the president was fine with either Bill Douglas -- Supreme Court Justice and one of Roosevelt’s favorite poker companions -- or Missouri Senator Harry S. Truman.  Yet, a bit later Roosevelt had the letter retyped placing Truman’s name first. By transposing the name FDR was revealing to the Democratic convention his slight preference for Truman.
  Thus, by a simple retyping of a sheet of paper history may have led to the soon to be President Truman rather than President Douglas.  As John Jay once wrote, “that there frequently are occasions when days, nay, even when hours, are precious. . . there are moments to be seized as they pass. . .”
 Had Roosevelt changed his mind one last time, or someone pushed just a bit harder, history could have easily changed.

Why the Office Matters 

These stories indicated two important themes I wish to address in this work. First, that a position fraught with possibility and potential is frequently filled with little thought or care. (Or in the case of Truman, a great deal of care went into the decision but by a not always attentive Roosevelt.
) Second, that the matter of choosing the vice-president has been for the vast sweep of American history a matter deeply enmeshed in party politics.  In some ways this is not surprising, a position that few of the founding fathers considered with any great thoughts has, from the beginning, been caught up with party politics.  Indeed, these partisan matters led to one of the earliest Constitutional Amendments -- the 12th.  This very Constitutional change was necessary because of the rise of political parties which the founders had not expected.  Originally the president was chosen by a majority of the electoral college and the vice-president was to be the man who received the second most votes by the college. Each elector cast two votes to help select the two offices.  With the development of the two party system the emergence of party tickets developed. This caused a problem in the 1800 election when the Democratic-Republican electors gave an equal number of votes to Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr.  The understanding had been that Jefferson was to be president and Burr vice-president. (If only one elector had not cast a vote for Burr, Jefferson would have been elected President clearly.)  However from a legal and Constitutional sense that did not matter as both men received an equal number of votes.  Eventually, as prescribed by the Constitution the House of Representative broke the tie and Jefferson did become President with his running mate as vice-president.  To avoid a similar event in the future the 12th Amendment specified whether electors were casting ballots for president or vice-president.  Thus, an office poorly understood and poorly defined, was an essential part of party politics and the electoral process.  And, despite having many limitations it is an office of profound significance.  An office that seemed to mean little led to an early Constitutional change that implicitly recognized the two party system.


 To date, 43 individuals have held the office of president of the United States. That rather small number includes nine men who unexpectedly assumed the presidency while serving as Vice-President: John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, Chester Author, Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, Harry Truman, Lyndon Johnson, and Gerald Ford.  If we expand our vision and consider all the men who held the office of Vice-President we find that five more served in that office but succeeded through the their own election and not the death or resignation of the president. (They are John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Martin Van Buren, Richard Nixon and George H. W. Bush.)  Thus, in total 14 men served in the office of Vice-President before ultimately becoming president. 


Finally, we can point to a number of “close calls” that could have easily expanded our list.  Grover Cleveland had cancer and underwent a very risky surgery (kept secret from the public for decades) that, given the state of medical care in the 19th century, could have easily resulted in death.  Woodrow Wilson suffered a severe stroke that left the office effectively empty for long stretches of time.  There is a strong case to be made that Wilson should have resigned.  Coolidge was visited by an overwhelming depression as a result of the death of his son, Calvin Jr.
  Although he apparently never considered it, it is not inconceivable that he could have resigned.  Eisenhower suffered two heart attacks.  Ford was fired upon by would -be assassins twice without result.  Reagan survived being hit by an assassin’s bullet, was treated for cancer and may have developed  the beginnings of Alzheimer’s before his second term ended.  Finally, Bill Clinton engaged in a lurid sex life that, for a time, made his resignation a very real possibility in the minds of many. And these are just the cases we know about.  Indeed, it is largely forgotten, but the first concerns about the health of the president go all the way back to 1813 when James Madison fell seriously ill and people began to speculate about the possibility of succession.


As with the many years it took for Cleveland’s health troubles to become known there are undoubtably cases of ill health that we will never know along with serious assassination plans that were ultimately derailed for reasons that we shall never be aware of.  In the case of the presidency, Robert Gilbert makes a strong argument that despite his status (or possibly because of it) presidents actually receive inferior healthcare (or at least they often did in the past). For instance, President Kennedy was treated by a number of doctors including a New York physician, Dr. Max Jacobson, who was controversial to say the least.  Indeed, in 1975 Dr. Jacobson lost his license to practice medicine since he violated federal and state drug regulations.
 


On can readily see how political pressures disincline close political advisors to fully disclose the state of the president’s health. Indeed, the hit television show, The West Wing, was in part built around the hiding and eventual disclosing of the fictional president Bartlett’s MS. In real life, Jerrold Post’s and Robert Robins’ general study of political leaders and their health shows how many leaders concealed their health problems.  What is more, many of their health problems are actually concealed from the leaders themselves.  We tend to recall how Franklin Roosevelt knew he was in poor health but what is not so often acknowledged is that is not altogether clear that he knew how bad things were. Post and Robins argue that “The Roosevelt case is an excellent example of the ‘self-blinded court.’ Turning a blind eye is a psychological practice in which a person see an unpleasant phenomenon but does not fully acknowledge it because either nothing can be done or the cost of recognizing it would be too high.”
 In fact neither Roosevelt or his advisors knew the full extent of his health problems and in his last year of life it was frequently outsiders who noticed his physical decline but not those close to him.


Many have observed that the office has always been a demanding one -- but those demands of the office have only grown in recent years.  Theodore Lowi argued, in The Personal Presidency, that the political expectations concerning the president have increased dramatically in the latter half of the 20th century.  Although Presidents exercise greater power than they have ever before, citizens expect more and more of these men.  Thus, according to Lowi, presidents are in an almost no win situation.  We give the man who occupies the office more power and, yet, because of these grants of power people clearly await him to solve all problems.
  While this diagnosis seems excessive there is a grain of truth to Lowi’s thesis.  


Whether we expect too much of the presidency there is no doubt that he exercises power on scale unheard of by any previous world leader.  Indeed, the prolific Garry Wills recently argued that the president has almost frightening power because of the development of nuclear weaponry and the rise of the national security state to administer that power.  According to Wills, the entire modern presidency with the national security state it has created perverts Constitutional arrangements  and seriously throws into question the entire health of our democracy.  Wills writes:


A president is greatly pressured to keep all the empire’s secrets.  He feels he 


must avoid embarrassing the hordes of agents, military personal, and diplomatic


instruments whose loyalty he must command.  Keeping up the morale in this 


vast shady enterprise is something impressed on him by all manner of 


commitments.  He becomes the prisoner of the Bomb.  As President Truman


could not not use the Bomb, a modern President cannot not use his huge


power base.

Whether one agrees completely with Wills harsh assessment of the modern presidency, few would  disagree that the presidency has grown enormously in power over the last two centuries.  When you combine Lowi’s and Wills’ insights with Gilbert’s observations about the physical health of most president one grows increasingly alarmed at the prospects for each person who occupies the office.  As Gilbert astutely observes, “. . . the presidential office carries not only political dangers for those who occupy it but physical and psychological danger as well.”


In the end, slightly more than one in eight presidents came to the office through some tragic death or, in the case of Gerald Ford, through a constitutional crisis and resignation.  This means that when we elect a new president it is far from certain he (someday she) will still be in office four years hence.  This reminds us that the office of the Vice-President (and each party’s vice-presidential nominee) is more important than is commonly accepted. Furthermore, though, this provokes one to think about the special cases of vice-presidential succession to the presidency with a renewed concern for what makes for a successful presidency.  If we now accept the great frequency of Vice-Presidential accession to the Presidency, we need to think more clearly about the distinctive leadership challenges they face.


Indeed, it is difficult enough being a successful president and along with the cases of presidents considered great we know that many others are judged failures.  Yet, we often focus, when considering how a president fulfills the office the men who campaigned for office, enjoyed a period of transition before being inaugurated and generally had amble time to consider how they would govern.  In the nine cases referenced here no such luxuries of time existed.  The death of the previous president was often shocking and abrupt leaving little time for the new president to adjust. (It is true that Garfield’s death took some time. Yet, such was the case in the 19th century that his health was seen as on the mend until the very end.) In each case the political system suffered some kind of shock and it is not too much to say that the country was in a time of crisis.  The challenges that this engendered make these cases worthy of study -- not only as a vital part of presidential history, but furthermore as cases where presidential leadership is tested in quite different and extreme ways. Thus, this book is an attempt to  understand both what actually happened as a matter of historical record and to evaluate presidential leadership in a time of political crisis.  It will answer the question how some presidents succeeded and other failed when faced with crisis of abrupt political transitions. In so doing, I hope to offer an important addition to the literature on presidential studies an nuanced accounting of what constitutes presidential success.

The Constitutional Status of the Office


There are two questions to consider when analyzing the Constitutional aspects of the office of the Vice-Presidency. First, what powers and responsibilities does the office have? Second, what happens when the president dies, resigns or is removed from office?  What does the president assume?  Although, the issue has been resolved through history by the actions of various Vice presidents, the Constitution was (until fairly recently) surprisingly unclear about the second matter.


As to the powers of the Vice-President, there are remarkably few. The Constitution makes him the President of the Senate and he can break ties when that body votes.  However, anything beyond that is severely limited. In the early 1960s Lyndon Johnson, a great veteran of the Senate tried to take part in the Democratic Senate Caucus in his role as Vice-President.  He was immediately make to see that it would not work -- he was no longer part of the Senate and was not welcomed by his former colleagues.
 Years later Vice-President Richard Cheney tried to point out that as the presiding office of the Senate he occupied some middle ground making him both a legislator and a member of the executive branch. Whatever kind of logic may have underpinned his argument, virtually no one accepted his assertion and nothing came of whatever he hoped to achieve on this matter. To put it simply and directly, the office has no inherent powers (besides tie breaking votes).  The quote from John Adams that opened this chapter is as good a summary of any of that the office means.  If in recent years vice-presidents have exercised more powers it is only because the president himself has found it useful that his vice-president does something.  He may lighten the president’s administrative burdens or work as a liaison with Congress (as the current Vice-President Biden appears to) but these roles can be easily and quickly removed from him if the President so desire.


In reality the only thing that the Vice-President does on a daily basis is wait to see if he succeeds to the higher office. So what, from a Constitutional perspective, happens if the President dies or leaves office?  The first question is does the Vice-President become President or not? Or, is he an acting President?  It appears from the Constitutional Convention and the text of the Constitution that there is amble evidence that the Vice-President was expected to become acting President and the office did not

devolve onto the Vice-President.  If one looks at Madison’s notes on the Convention presidential succession includes references to provisional replacements for President and the need for an immediate election.
 In the end, the Constitution states


In the case of the Removal of the President from Office, or his Death, 


Resignation, or Inability to discharge the Power and Duties of the said Office, the


Same shall devolve on the Vice-President, and Congress may by Law  provide


for the Case of Removal, Death, Resignation or Inability, both the President and


Vice-President. declaring what Officer shall then act as President, and such 


Office shall accordingly, until the Disability be removed, or a President shall be


elected.

As Ruth Silva points outs, “The antecedent of ‘the Same,” and used here, was clearly intended to be “Powers and Duties of said Office” rather than “said Office.”  Also, the later powers granted to Congress to “[declare] what Officer shall then act as President.”
 [Until] a President shall be elected” strongly implies that the framers of the Constitution assumed that with the death or resignation of the president a special election would be called.  There is a school of thought that the Vice-President is only  a caretaker, acting president until an election proper creates a new President.
  Furthermore, as Silva points out:


The debates in the Convention lend support to the proposition that the framers


of the Constitution did not intend a Vice President or an office name by Congress


to become President. These debates indicate a conviction that an acting 


President would exercise presidential power merely for the time being and would


surrender presidential functions as soon as the vacancy could be filled or when


the inability ceased.

Just in case one is being a hard nosed realist and wondering what in practice would be the difference between an acting president and an actual president one need only think about this for a moment. How much power could an acting president actual wield if he or she was designated as such, waiting for another election, and, finally how much power would Congress grant a man or women who might be in office for a few weeks or months -- depending on when the special election was called for.


Since the time of the founding, three significant legal and Constitutional issues have arisen. First, despite the apparent intention of the framers, historical precedent was set that the Vice-President succeeds to the office and completes the term of his predecessor.  He is not a caretaker or an acting president -- the Vice-President becomes President.  Yet, this precedent took awhile to be fully accepted.  Second, the order of succession is open to interpretation and while the Vice-President is clearly second in line -- who follows? This has been dealt with changing Congressional statue and the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the Constitution.  Finally, the Twenty-Fifth Amendment itself is an attempt to clear up the issue of succession; however, despite its valiant attempt it cannot foresee and solve all problems. It does, however, completely settle the issue of the Vice-President becoming President.  Whatever the framers may have intended, Section One of the Twenty -Fifth Amendment reads, “In case of the removal of the President from office or his death or resignation, the Vice President shall become President.”


Most notably, the issue of disability is a remarkably problematic one that does not lend itself to any simple solution. Of course, we have not reached a point where the disability of the President has caused any major Constitutional crisis; however, it is only a matter of time.  Robert Gilbert’s work, The Mortal Presidency, goes into great depth about the various physical and mental aliments that plagued Calvin Coolidge, Franklin Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson and Ronald Reagan (and Gilbert only looks at presidents since Coolidge).   We most certainly could add Woodrow Wilson to that list of presidents who suffered notable health problems. Thus, in the 20th century seven of the eighteen presidents had significant issues that raised the specter of disability and, possible, Constitutional crisis.


While none of these health issues resulted in a removal from office, the idea must loom large in our minds.  The Twenty-Fifth Amendment tried deal with this problem in Sections 3 and 4.  Section 3 mentions the possibility of the President transmitting “his written declaration that he is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office” to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House.  Section 4 allows for 


the Vice President and a majority of either the principal officers to the executive 
departments or of such other body as Congress may provide by law provide, 
transmit to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives their written declaration that the President is unable to 
discharge the powers and duties of his office, the Vice President shall 
immediately assume the powers and duties of the office as Acting President

Thus Section 4 augurs the return of the “Acting president” but only in the case of the disability of the president. Yet any cursory look at the Amendment invites us to engage in worrisome speculation.  What if the Vice-President and a bare majority of the Cabinet declared the President unfit to serve?  Could the United States face a coup under the legal auspices of the Amendment?  The Constitutional crisis that one could imagine is not far fetched.  And, although it has not happened yet, as some point this part of the Amendment will be invoked -- if not in a heinous coup, at the very least confusion and debate about just how disabled a president is.  And as one of the leading Constitutional scholars once wrote, “The Constitution knows only one executive.”
 And the spectator of two people claiming the president is a distinct possibility at some point.


Our Constitutional system does not allow for votes of no-confidence as in a parliamentary system and this means that country needs an executive and just one executive.  As Ruth Silva succinctly wrote, “There should be no interruption in the exercise of executive power.”
 Our system does recognize the division of authority among the branches of government; however, it does not accept or could work if the authority of the executive was divided or called into question.  So, while the Constitution does an admirable job offering us guidance about what to do when a president dies or leaves office, it has never (and can never) offer a completely reassuring statement that covers all contingencies.  Indeed, the very flexibility and brevity of the document that makes it works at so many levels and in so many situations results in an ambiguity that once again reminds us, for good or ill, the potential of the Vice President.

The Politics of Crisis: The challenge of transitions


Transitions represent one of the most persistent challenges that any political system faces. How does a new leader assume power?  The Tunisian leader Habib Bourguiba, when asked about the political system and Tunisia’s institutions, supposedly replied, “The system, I am the system.”
 Of course, the United States is an older, more established, democracy whereas Tunisia was a monarchical system at the time; nonetheless, the political challenge is not dissimilar.  The failure of any political system to work out how to transition from leader to the next results in the potential for instability and, quite possibly, the collapse of the regime.


As numerous historians and students of politics observe, some political systems are better equipped than others in dealing with the problem of succession.  In some measure, Imperial Rome offers us the spectacle of a great power incapable of developing a successful procedure for political transitions.  Rome lurched from Emperor to the next without ever really creating a stable way in which new leaders could emerge.  For a time the Empire managed to prosper; however, among the many causes of Rome’s decline in the West, the problem of succession was a contributing factor.


As Post and Robins argue in their study of impaired leaders, no political system deals perfectly with transitions generated by the sudden death or illness of the leader.  In part, they observe, “[the] reason may lie in the universal wish for leaders to be all knowing, all wise, and all powerful; the possibility that the leader might be afflicted with disabling illness is unthinkable. . . . [M]oreover, there is a tendency for the system to conceal disability from public view.. . .”
 Throughout history this has been an immense challenge. Ernst Kantorowicz’s magisterial study of medieval kingship, The King’s Two Bodies, is a profound reflection on the medieval attempt to deal with the problem of continuity that plagues any political system.
 Human beings appear to have a need to see political legitimacy as built upon a notion of uninterrupted maintenance of political authority -- yet, death always calls that into question.  Hence the expression, “the king is dead, long live the king,” speaks to all regimes -- even non-monarchical ones. Medieval Europe many have offered one possibly way of dealing with this problem of transition and modern democracies another -- but though there are certain differences between types of regimes they face similar problems.  


Democratic transparency and modern political sophistication cannot hide the fact that “no written procedure can ensure certain and legitimate succession. And this is despite the fact that, “in the Twenty-fifth Amendment, the United States is considered by many international legal scholars to have one of the most advanced and best codified procedures for constitutional succession.”
  Yet, we should not downplay the extent to which the United States has been remarkably successful even before the Twenty-fifth Amendment in transitioning from one to next -- even when faced with the critical moment of death or a looming constitutional crisis (as in the case of the Nixon administration collapse).


Indeed, the success of the United States was in large measure made possible by our ability to accept new leaders in a peaceful transfer of power.  Some argue, with good reason, that most important election in American history was the election of 1800.  In that election two bitter political rivals (though friends before and later) -- President John Adam was defeated by Vice-President Thomas Jefferson.  Representing two different political parties and two distinct philosophies of governance, the ability of Adams to gracefully make way for Jefferson was of paramount importance in reinforcing the stability and legitimacy of our Constitution and institutions of government. One should also recall Jefferson’s wonderful inaugural address, as he implored his audience that, “We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists.”
 This sentiment served to reinforce a notion of Americanness that supersedes our partisanship -- something sorely needed today.  Although we shall never know, I think it is reasonably to suspect that lesser men than Adams and Jefferson, with a lesser dedication to the nation, might easily have placed the United States on a perilous path.  This is made even more astounding given the closeness of the election and the need for the House of Representatives to break the tie between Jefferson and his own running mate Aaron Burr. 


Yet, this observation about the election of 1800 hides from us the fact that on numerous occasions power has abruptly and unexpectedly been transferred. In the case of the 1800 election, the nation followed Constitutional procedures and had months to prepare for the actual transfer of power. The normal transition is invested with accepted symbols and rituals that reinforce expectations.  As Kantorowicz’s study reminds us, the dignity of the king (the person) and the office of the king demand a complex set of rituals to coincide with the death of the king to maintain the legitimacy of the office and connection to God.
 Overtime these hallowed traditions ease any question of political legitimacy.  In the case of the United States, we have established political processes -- the electoral college and the counting of votes. We have a set day for the transfer of power and certain practices not established by law -- parades, speeches and other rituals that all ease any concerns and make the new leaders acceptable to all.
  However, when a president dies or is assassinated there is no election, there are no parades and instead of a celebration of common political bonds we face crisis.  The new leader faces a nation in mourning and the grief and confusion that always accompanies such tragedies. Before we can fully reflect on the nature of political crisis brought on by the death of a president, we need to think more broadly about the various approaches to the study of the office.

Thinking about the Presidency: Theoretical approaches to the office


The literature on the presidency is filled with attempts to explain how and why some presidents are successful while others are not.  Studies of the president and how the presidency appear to fall into three categories: personal and individual, institutional, or historical.  Obviously there are innumerable ways to approach the presidency and the categories below are not exclusive.  Nonetheless, it appears to me that we can usefully divide up presidential studies into these three areas (while realizing that the distinctions made are useful, but should not be taken too rigidly).


Studying the man:


Sometimes the focus -- such as with Richard Neustadt’s rightly famous Presidential Power -- is on the individual skills of the president. Neustadt, who worked in the Truman and Kennedy White Houses offered advice about how a president can achieve their goals and, although he opened his book with three stories from recent history to illustrate the challenges facing presidents, his work is largely ahistorical.  As more than one critic has pointed out, Neustadt appears to have conceived of the presidency as properly done by Franklin Roosevelt (a fairly recent example for Neustadt    since the first edition of Presidential Power was published in 1960; although, he made numerous revisions to the book over the next few decades).  If presidents were bold, develop popularity among the public (which he termed “prestige”) and maintain the respect of other political elites (maintaining “reputation” in Neustadt’s lexicon), he could skillfully control the political world.  The job facing the president was indeed challenging -- Neustadt goes to great lengths to show just how difficult it is to be successful for any president:


Since everyone depends on him [the president] why is he not assured of


everyone’s support?  The answer is that no one else sits where he sits, or sees


quite as he sees; no one else feels the full weight of his obligations. Those


obligations are a tribute to his unique place in our political system.

The president is the one individual standing quite alone in our political system and must be understood as an individual facing terribly long odds as he tries to achieve his goals.  And the choices are rather stark -- he opens his book with a chapter entitled “Leader or Clerk?”  This might be read as two ways of viewing the office or, it could be read as a warning to presidents: do you want to lead or be a mere clerk?  And there is no doubt that goal should be to lead because we need leaders to achieve our political goals and if we don’t get such men the system is apt to fail or, at the very least, produce less than optimal results. However, individuals can surmount those challenges by their own thoughtfulness and political prowess.  Of particular importance to this study of presidential power, as Neustadt went on to revise his theory he placed greater and great importance on the role of political transitions.
 No matter how subtle and important Neustadt’s work is clearly he envisioned the president as hero fighting great odds to achieve laudable goals.


Neustadt’s work has come in for much criticism over the years; however, it is clearly one of the most influential texts on presidential leadership ever.  But it is not the only influential text that starts with the individual president.  Taking a step even further, David Barber developed a comprehensive, if still more controversial, theory about individual psychology of presidents in his book, Presidential Character.  His approach did indeed provide an overall theory about how presidents work and conceive of the office but on based on the personalities of those presidents.  Barber’s theory basically considered two characteristics of individual presidents: First, are they passive or active?  Second, are they optimistic or pessimistic?  In so doing, he creates four cells in which we can place all presidents: active/optimistic; active/pessimistic; passive/optimistic; passive/pessimistic.  Without a doubt, Barber appeared to have elevated the presidents who were the healthiest from a psychological view -- those who were active and optimistic. However, it is far from clear that such individuals were the most successful.  Furthermore, there is an ongoing debate about where to place certain presidents -- into which box do they really belong?  Nonetheless, Barber’s theory is important and when considering such a powerful individual as a president we are bound to consider his or her psychological makeup.  How could one not? The questions one must ask are: Do we really have any way of knowing such a distant figure?  And, even if we know that person -- if we can successful analyze the personalities of presidents --  can we make any generalizations about what types of people would be successful or not as president?


Whether one agrees with Neustadt or Barber (and they are very different theories) there is much that is worthy about considering individuals in politics.  The British historian Thomas Carlyle is famous for arguing the great man thesis of history.  And closer to home, Ralph Waldo Emerson believed that history was nothing more than biography. As Emerson said, “All history becomes subjective, in other words, there is properly no history; only biography. Every mind must know the whole lesson for itself, -- must go over the whole ground.”
  Given the potential  power concentrated in the office it seems foolish not to consider the individual characteristics  of the men who occupy the office and, in the case of this study, the men who also occupied the office of vice-president.  Yet, to reduce the presidency to biography is to make each a unique case with little to teach us beyond that people matter.  Clearly, while individuals matter, they work within institutions and, that for all their differences, working through those institutions allow us to see generalities among the individual cases.  And, in so doing, we can generalize about political transitions and the way leaders succeed or fail in such cases.


Studying the institution


Second, there are those who direct their attention to the institutional structures of the office.  In this telling, the emphasis is frequently on the office of the presidency rather than on the individual president.  Clinton Rossiter’s classic The American Presidency (notice the last word in the title) famously gave us the 10 roles of the presidency: Chief of State, Chief Executive, Commander-in-chief of the military, Chief Diplomat, Chief legislator, Chief of the Party, Voice of the People, Manager of prosperity, World leader and, finally, protector of the peace.
 Thus, to understand how presidents operate we need to consider both the Constitution as it defines the office along with the way the institution has evolved over time.  To give a concrete example, the way the president operates today is best understood as reflecting the parameters of the office as laid out by the Constitution (the length of term, specific powers such as the veto, etc.) along with non-Constitutional institutions that have grown up alongside the presidency.  In this case, we need to know that the Executive Office of the President, the White House Staff, the role of the president as party leader, and the overall size of the United States government all help to define what the presidency actually is and what roles any individual president occupies.  Although the Constitution is fairly constant (if open to continual reinterpretation), it matters that a greatly expanded  institution exists within a greatly expanded executive branch that allows presidents to do more.  If the federal government did less or the president had less help from such a large and expert staff, the president would do less and over time we might very well expect less of him.  Give the president the office of a clerk and he may very well act like a clerk.  Give the president the office of a CEO of a large institution and he will take on the ambitions of a such a CEO.  


In thinking about the presidency as an institution we need to keep in mind two key factors. First, what are the institutions already mentioned (the EOP or the White House Staff) which are designed to enable the president to manage his affairs and to achieve his goals.  Second, at the same time, the presidency exists in what prominent presidential scholar Charles O. Jones calls “a separated system.”  We have a tendency to focus on the president and see politics as defined by his goals, his successes or failures. Yet, as Jones aptly reminds us the “presidency is not the government.”
 The presidents task is quite a challenging one because he sits within a complex governmental structure with diffuse responsibility and authority. “Simply put the role of the president in this separated system of governing  varies substantially, depending on his resources, advantages, and strategic position. . .” and we should focus on “how presidents place themselves in an ongoing government and are fitted in by other participants, notably those on Capitol Hill.”
 


Studying history


Finally, there are those who see the president and the presidency as caught in the currents of history. In recent years, Stephen Skowronek’s rightly praised The Politics  Presidents Make, offers us the idea of secular time and political time.  Secular time largely means simply the years as they roll by; however, political time reminds us that presidents live and work in relations with each other.  We need to see presidents as, to a certain degree, prisoners of time.  There are certain political eras or regimes that exist and within those eras each president is reacting to previous presidents. Change is a constant but all presidential change exists within an historical context. At certain moments in history a president emerges who can “reconstruct” the political world. The old ways of doing things have lost their legitimacy and the new president can attempt to create a new political world -- often by appealing to some distant, mythic past in order to justify this new kind of politics.  Examples that Skowronek cites are Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt.  After that comes the politics of articulation as later presidents of the same party and philosophy of governance attempt “to fit the existing parts of the regime together in a new and more relevant way.”
  Finally, there is the politics of disjunction which occurs when presidents are “affiliated with a set of established commitments that have in the course of events been called into question as failed or irrelevant responses to the problems of the day.”


Skowronek’s theory is just one of the most important among many that try to place presidents in a historical setting.  His ideas are not dissimilar to the classic ideas of party realignment theories.  However, such ideas of types of regimes that arise and decay are not the only ones that use history to explain how presidents operate, succeed or fail.  Other scholars might focus on the overall sweep of American history and see how the office has evolved over the course of 200 some years.  Michael Riccard’s The Ferocious Engine of Democracy account of the office of the presidency and reminds us that we must understand the presidency against the backdrop of social and economic forces that are always helping to define and redefine what the presidency is.
 Thus, we must understand the office via an appreciation of what is going on in the country at large and, while personalities matter a great deal, presidents live at a certain point in history and at each of these points there are certain expectations and demands that society places on the president that will differ as time goes on.


I have divided up presidential studies into these three categories to show the variety of ways in which we can study the office.  At the same time, I have sought to provide a few examples of some of the most important representative scholars to illustrate how each approach might work.  Within each approach there are innumerable ways in which one can begin the study of the president. Furthermore, there is no reason to think of these three categories as rigidly distinct.  Rather, each of these approaches often use aspects of the other approaches, yet the emphasis in each is clear.  In studying the nine cases I will employ approaches from all three methods of presidential scholarship.  This may have the unsatisfying quality of being a catch all approach; however, my simply goal is to explain how and why presidents succeed or not.  And in our quieter moments, most political scientists will admit as much -- we use whatever method best explains what we are looking at.  It would be nice if some grand and perfect theory presented itself -- but that is usually not the case.

Defining Success


One of the most controversial aspects of presidential studies is to assess the success of a president.  There are no universally agreed upon definitions as to what constitutes success. In part this maybe because the values of those doing the assessment are bound to color and shape the judging.  Thus, a conservative who views government action with a great deal of skepticism, values the private market and respects traditional morality may think rather highly  of the placid and quiet administration of Calvin Coolidge.  While a liberal who expects an active president with an extensive agenda fighting economic and social wrongs will revere Franklin Roosevelt.  I want to consider a number of different perspectives in judging presidents before I provide the read with the method I will use to asses the cases studied in this book.


The first issue to consider is are presidents viewed as successful in their own times? Did they leave office perceived as triumphant by their contemporaries?  One key factor, in this regard, is simply are they able to win re-election? While not every president has sought re-election in his own right -- James K. Polk springs to mind as one who famously did not seek another term -- most seek some affirmation of their initial time in office. Thus, when Vice-presidents succeed to the office do they win a new term?  This would clearly indicate some level of popular support and, in some ways, means that such men are effective democratic leaders.  This, of course, in no way reflects the considered judgment of history -- but it should not be ignored.


The second way to judge presidents would be to think about the way they conceived their role as president and did they succeed by their own lights. For instance, to recall Polk again, it is frequently mentioned by historians that Polk had four main goals when took office -- to reduce the tariff, reestablish the independent Treasury, settle the Oregon boundary question,  and acquire California. Since he achieved his goals he did not need another term to accomplish anything. (It was also the case that he exhausted himself in office and was loath to delegate authority.)
 To take once example from this study, John Tyler asserted that his main concern was to achieve a number of foreign policy goals (particularly with regards to treaties with Great Britain) and the acquiring of Texas.  In particular, he claimed that getting Texas admitted to the Union was the most important thing he could possibly do during his term.  By his own lights to achieve that was to achieve almost everything. We can question whether such personal assessments are sincere -- but we most certainly should not ignore them. Thus, presidents can set their own standards by which to be judged.


Of course, in thinking about the goals a president might set we are immediately faced with a dilemma to ponder -- how should be think about those goals?  Are their goals worthy or not?  A president might deem himself successful for achieving a goal that later historians throw into a negative light.  Andrew Jackson, for instance, wanted desperately to destroy the Second Bank of the United States and he ultimately accomplished that task.  Yet, given the economic damage that was done in the process one might very well question whether it was a good idea to get rid of the Bank.  Alternatively, one can simply be an agnostic about a president’s goals -- a straightforwardly tally up what goals were achieved and what goals were left unmet.  Most scholars appear to lean toward judging president by considering what they achieved and whether those achievements were worthy or not.  For instance, the three presidents generally accorded the rank of great by many historians and political scientists are Washington, Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt.  Washington led America through the painful and perilous birth of the Republic.  In as much as anyone thinks the United States is a worthy creation, Washington fostered a great goal. Lincoln is widely praised for leading the county through its single greatest crisis and ending the scourge of slavery -- which is now beyond debate as a good thing.  Finally, FDR led America through the sibling disasters of the Great Depression and World War Two.  While there remains some controversy about his actions during the 1930s to combat the economic crisis, most rightly judge him to have been an essential and superb wartime leader. Most, if not quite all, scholars and students of history, see these men having achieved not only the goals they set out to achieve, but that they sought noble ends.


Finally, presidents are often judged by the extent to which they transformed the office and the political world itself.  For instance, regardless of what one thinks of the policies of Ronald Reagan or whether he accomplished all the goals he set out to achieve, he without question helped to define a political era.  In some ways, we might very well be living in the era of Reagan, as at least one historian claims.  If a previous generation lived in the shadow of FDR, we are, to a significant degree living in the shadow of Ronald Reagan.
 


Given these parameters, I would like to look more closely at three specific ways by which presidents have been judge. First, over the years various surveys of academics have been conducted that rank the presidents.  These rankings are largely devoid of any extended argument or justification -- but they do provide a clear ranking of the presidents from best to worst.  Second, Marc Landy and Sidney Milkis in their book, Presidential Greatness, offer an extended analysis of what actually constitutes greatness in office. Finally, in the Effective Presidency, presidential scholar Erwin Hargrove analyzes not greatness, but mere effectiveness.  His efforts offer us a more realistic assessment of what it means for presidents to achieve his goals and effectively govern.


The quest to judge presidents is a political science and historian driven parlor game that has developed into ranking presidents.  Usually some select group of academics are polled and asked to place the presidents in order.  When that is done and the various opinions are tallied the results are often broken down into such categories as Great, Near Great, Above Average, Average, Below Average and Failures.  These surveys have been repeated a number of times over the years and sometimes the numbers and names of the resulting categories vary. Of course, the problems with this method are that the rankings will fluctuate with who is asked to do the rankings and those asked are not usually questioned about how they made their judgments.  For instance, as Garrison Nelson points out, such polls are typically asked of scholars who focus on the presidency.  This seems logical but it is not unlikely that such scholars may value active and interesting presidents and this may reflect the bias of the presidential scholars.  If, for instance, we polled instead legal and court scholars the normally lowly ranked William Howard Taft might very well rise significantly.  At the same time, the usually highly ranked Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt, who both had controversial relationships with the courts, may decline from their lofty perches.


Nonetheless such polls are still useful and have frequently shown consistent results.  Although, we should note that there is also significant movement in the assessment of some presidents.  For many years, for instance, Eisenhower was viewed as a rather weak president.  Yet, more recently, his ranking has steadily risen. Often these movements are the result of simply time -- we gain some perspective on the man. To take one example, how can one have any thoughtful judgment of the Kennedy presidency the closer one was in time to the 1963 assassination.  Such a traumatic event was bound to significantly color anyone’s judgment. Also, as the years progress writers are able to see more and more of the historical record, memoirs are written, documents come to light, the archives are revealed. Thus, to return to Eisenhower for a moment, the Princeton political scientist Fred Greenstein was instrumental in reassessing that presidency in the 1980s when a fuller record was available.
 His notion of the hidden-hand of Eisenhower -- that Ike used quiet indirection to achieve his goals -- shed new light on the way he acted.  Indeed, what was once seen as a kind of unspectacular, occasionally bumbling administration was now seen as an example of subtle leadership.  However, it should be noted that even with the variability of these polls, three presidents have consistently risen to the top in almost every poll -- George Washington, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt.  And, as we continue to distance ourselves in time from these men, this judgment of presidential greatness looks more and more secure. We should also note that the list of so called presidential failures -- James Buchanan, Andrew Johnson, Warren Harding and Richard Nixon also looks consistent.


The first and, to date, only study that offers a systematic analysis of presidential greatness across administrations and through history is Marc Landy’s and Sidney Milkis’ Presidential Greatness. In that work, along with the traditional ranked great presidents -- Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt -- the authors add Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson.  Landy and Milkis’ main themes are that great presidents left a clear legacy -- that influenced subsequent events and they “define an era.”
 As the authors observe, “The public elevates their memory because they reconstructed the regime in bold and enduring fashion.”
 In part they faced difficult times and challenges and they took decisive action to deal with those crises.  Another work on executive power more generally argues that, “To make a strong impression, execution must be sudden... We today praise executives as “decisive” and “energetic” in their “initiatives”, terms that bear witness to the effect of suddenness as it seizes our attention by bringing regular (or “ordinary”) procedures to an abrupt halt.”


One can get a sense of greatness by contrasting it with failures.  President Buchanan left no positive legacy and is remembered for taking no significant action to thwart the coming Civil War.  What makes his administration even more tragic and sad was that he thought succession was unconstitutional and, yet, he did not think that he as president could do anything about it.  Great presidents take actions that history  comes to judge as memorable and worthy of praise. To take just one seemingly mundane, yet actually important marker of greatness, four of the president chosen as great by Landy and Milkis have monuments to their memory in Washington, D.C.. (Only Andrew Jackson lacks such distinction.)


One of the most interesting dilemma’s faced by the very concept of greatness is that it is potentially very undemocratic.  As Landy and Milkis write, “And yet for all its allure, presidential greatness is potentially a problem for democracy. The very idea of greatness serves to emphasize the vast remove between the anointed one and the people.  Greatness is far more compatible with monarchy, in which a leader is required not to serve the people but take care of them.”
  What make the five men highlighted by Landy and Milkis so great was their ability to meet their challenges in a democratic fashion.  They “encouraged it [the public] to be more energetic and public spirited.”
 Thus as much presidential greatness is built upon innovation in the face of crisis and challenge, it is also a moment conservatism.  This conservative foundation to presidential greatness is founded on preserving the fundamental constitutional order and, in effect, making the system work. One of the most terrifying aspect of greatness is that it is a siren call that will lead to disaster.  Great men and women are often destructive in their quest to mark the world and often see institutions, Constitutions and traditions as inhibiting their ability to shape the world and leave a legacy.  Probably one of the most famous statements concerning this danger of ambitious men seeking to achieve greatness is from a young Abraham LIncoln:


Distinction will be his paramount object; and although he would as willingly,


perhaps more so, acquire it by doing good as harm; yet, that opportunity being


past, and nothing left to be done in the way of building up, he would set boldly to


task of pulling down.

And much more recently, Harvey Mansfield’s more general study of executive power is entitled, for good reason, Taming the Prince, and he traces our modern conceptions of such power to Machiavelli’s notion of princeship.
 Such an historical antecedent is bound to give contemporary democrats pause. Landy and Milkis, extending Mansfield’s canonical analysis of great political theorists to American political history, are almost certainly correct in seeing just how fraught with danger presidential greatness is and how lucky the United States has been in avoiding the danger of excessive greatness. Perhaps it is a good thing that we have had relatively few great presidents.  But it may not be simply luck, in large measure -- the authors conclude that great presidents are great party leaders (Washington excepted for unique reasons) because political parties in a representative democracy require leaders but also involve citizens.  Political parties lead but also draw in the passion, beliefs and ideals of citizens.  They create an interdependence between leaders and the led. Indeed, given their analysis of parties as tempering institutions, they might easily have retitled their book, Taming the Great Presidents.


Parties are not passive institutions in any of their traditional facets.  And once leaders accept that they are party leaders they are constrained to behave in a more democratic way. To be a successful party leader in a democracy is to have one’s judgment an actions tempered by the will of the party.  Furthermore, in a healthy two party system, the leader is not only constrained by his own party, but by the party system itself.  Great presidents are great partisans -- yet in their partisanships their true greatness allows them to see the whole which includes the party opposition.  Washington, of course, stood above party (perhaps the only individual ever capable of doing so in American history) and yet he could not have been ignorant of the parties that were emerging during his administrations.  Such was the respect he commanded he was able to make partisans work together in his very administration.  Jefferson recognized his kindred spirit with the Federalists, LIncoln successfully held an election during the Civil War, and Franklin Roosevelt effortlessly reached out to political opponents (and included them in key cabinet positions) when World War Two began, despite the often biter acrimony of the 1930s. As Landy and Milkis conclude, “Great presidents justified their reform programs in constitutional terms claiming to restore the proper understanding of first principles, even as they have attempted to transfuse the Declaration and Constitution with new meaning. But they did so as party leaders, in the midst of critical partisan realignments.”


Finally, Erwin Hargrove offers a compelling corrective to the way we normally judge presidents -- that perpetual search for greatness, another Lincoln.  Hargrove open  his book, The Effective President, by observing, “American political legend celebrates presidential “greatness” is the key to progress in American history.”  He also provides a nicely succinct definition of what constitutes a great president: “(1) extraordinary political talent, (2) historical opportunities for creative leadership, and (3) a lasting contribution to American history.” 
 Yet, he goes to observe that most of our presidents are simply not great and, nonetheless, we need ways to assess them. How are we to do that?  Hargrove goes on write, “I suggest that we define an effective president as a national leader who makes the most of his or her political opportunities.  The effective president is able to find that area of the politically possible and to act to achieve that goal.”
 He also rightly observes that effective presidents are problem solvers who work with others, both in the need for his lieutenants and his need to work with other institutions of government.
 There is great insight into the idea that president never truly act alone and are part of a term and embedded in a multi-institutional political world in which they always lack total control over the political system.  Ultimately, Hargrove asks us to address what skills each president brings to the office and to ask simply -- “Did He Make Difference?”
 At the end of his study he breaks down effectiveness to include: having a policy vision and the ability to read historical context realistically, prudence, the “ability to persuade others to join in one’s purposes and to accommodate the purposes of others,” emotional intelligence in the ability to “read others,” and finally “a strong commitment to constitutional government.”


In some sense the theme of greatness and effectiveness have some commonalities.  Hargrove, Landy and Milkis all highlight the need for a president to act (and both worry about maintaining a strong commitment to our constitutional system).  Even Hargrove, who we might suspect of differing on this point demands, “Presidents must leader forcefully. They dare not be passive.”
 Yet Hargrove is quick to add the need for effective leaders who exercise prudence and he also are insistent that we not mythologize our presidents.  He seems less concerned about the creation of monuments to commemorate our greatest leaders.  Indeed, instead of emphasizing transformative leaders he ends his argument with the observation that, “[t]he primary task of the American president is to teach the American people about reality.”
 Such realism serves as an “antidote to myth” which what we so often demand of our presidents -- the legendary hero.


In judging the cases presented in this work, I will look at them from all three metrics provided here.  I will offer a summary of how they rank in the judgment of historians and political scientists, I will look at their ability to transform a democratic political world and, finally, I will see how they effectively govern and solve problems.  In the case effectiveness, while I am deeply informed by Hargrove’s definition of what makes an effective President, the criteria for what makes a successful president is one who achieves his own stated goals and wins public approval (most likely through re-election).

Traditional Factors in selecting a Vice-Presidential Nominee:


If we can accept that the office of vice-president is much more important than often considered, we now must investigate the actual reasons Vice-Presidents are chosen.  Of course, the way such men (and two women, so far) have been selected varies immensely over time and one could make the case that the 56 Vice-Presidents  have been selected for 56 unique reasons.  That said, and there is some truth to that statement, I think we can see that the Vice-President have largely been selected for electoral reason and, to a much lesser extent, to help the president work and achieve his goals. Many political scientist and historians argue that the electoral process is very flawed and that the ability to win elections bears little connection to the ability to govern.  Yet, if that causes any concern, we should be even more alarmed with the cavalier way most Vice-Presidents were selected.  Furthermore, even when a great deal of thought goes into the selection process it is usually (although not always) the case that the coming election outweighs all other concerns.  At a secondary level party cohesion and peace are often considered.  This point is related to but not exactly the same as electoral concerns.  While any party wants to win the office of the presidency and the need to maintain peace within the party may help the party attain that objective, sometimes maintaining peace within the party is the goal itself. And, rarely, do other factors intrude upon the process of selecting vice-presidential nominees.  Finally, we should point out that the vice-presidential candidate is selected by party officials at a brief party convention with little thought and, in recent decades, simply one man -- the presumptive nominee -- makes the final decision (subject to ratification of by the delegates to the party convention).  This calls into question the democratic nature of the entire process.  Thus, for much of the past two hundred years vice-presidents nominees have been selected by the political parties with the major criteria being electoral matters and the unity of the party itself.  


Recognizing that these are the goals, nonetheless a variety of secondary characteristics have been traditional sought in the name of achieving victory and party unity.  For many years (although less so lately) one of the main considerations was the home state of the potential vice-presidential nominee. The working assumption is that a prominent politician from a populous swing state might be able to deliver his state and in a close election this might be crucial.  The examples of such thinking are legion and I will give only a few to illustrate.  In the late 19th century Thomas Hendricks was a prominent Democratic leader from Indiana. While he sought the nomination of the party on his own, he was nominated several times as the Democratic Vice-presidential candidate (1876 and 1884) because of his prominence and because he was from Indiana. In the very close presidential elections of the late 19th century Indiana was a swing state and anything done to move it into your party’s column might very well bring victory.  And indeed, Hendricks did help swing Indiana to the Democratic side; however, the Democrats only won once with Hendricks on the ticket.  Later, in 1960 Lyndon Johnson and John Kennedy did battle for the Democratic nomination. When Kennedy finally triumphed he asked Johnson to join the ticket as his running mate. Certainly many things went through Kennedy’s mind in making that selection.  But it is well established that he wanted Johnson help in winning Texas in particular, and to bolster his support in the South more generally.  


Although, such thinking appears to have declined in recent years it is not completely obsolete.  In 2008 some Republicans wanted Senator McCain to choose Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty in party because he might be able to bring his home state over to the Republican side.  And, although many factors when into President Obama choosing Senator Joe Biden of Delaware, at least some commentators speculated that Biden’s appeal would help Obama win support in Biden’s state of birth -- the populous Pennsylvania.  Pennsylvania had 23 electoral votes in 2008 and, although it has frequently gone Democratic in the past 20 years, it is often considered a swing state that either party can win.
  Just to think about the continuing relevance of the role of home states in a party’s thinking, one only has to wonder if Vice-president Al Gore ever ponders his choice of running mates. He selected Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman -- a state he would have likely won with or without the Senator’s help.  If only he had selected someone else to bring just one state over to his side he might very well have won the 2000 election.  


Along with the hard math associated with the electoral college, Vice-presidents are often chosen to broaden the appeal of the ticket at a whole and not just within a state.  This might be done by choosing someone from another region of the country than the Presidential nominee, or someone with a different ideological perspective than the head of the ticket.  This has not diminished as the parties have become more ideological unified.  One might think that would be the case; however, even as the Democrats have become the liberal party and the Republicans the conservative party there are still moderate and extreme wings to each party.  Since that is the case, wherever the presidential nominee falls along the ideological spectrum many in the party will want someone to balance that appeal.  Of course, these “balancing acts” could be done for a variety of reasons.  Sometimes the effort is to provide some closer to the ideological middle and, thus, someone who might appeal to independent voters or even moderates from the opposite party.  Thus, to return to 1960 again, John Kennedy was considered fairly liberal and his somewhat limited ideological appeal would be expanded if the more moderate (some even saw him as conservative) Lyndon Johnson was added to the ticket.  In the end, the Kennedy-Johnson ticket was an ideal one that strengthened the Democratic party regionally, ideological, and brought with it a legendary figure of Texas politics.


At other times, the goal is to heal party rifts and, although such healing may be necessary to win an election, the ultimate goal may be to unify the party and appease ideological purists. In 1976, the moderate sitting president Gerald Ford beat back a challenge from a much more conservative Ronald Reagan to win the Republican nomination.  However, the battle between Ford and Reagan had been an intense one that seesawed back and forth as each man won primaries and delegates. In fact, 1976 was probably the last suspenseful party convention in which people were unsure of the nominee as the convention opened.  When Reagan finally lost that battle, Ford was under a great deal of pressure to offer the vice-presidential nomination to a someone perceived as a clear conservative.   For many conservative Republicans Reagan was their true champion and Ford was simply not pure enough ideologically to warrant their full fledge support. In the end, Ford offered the spot to Kansas Senator Bob Dole.  There is no doubt that Ford would win the state of Kansas and Dole was not likely to appeal to moderate or independent voters  Yet, he had to do something to reassure conservative Republicans and Dole was an acceptable candidate to those who supported Reagan.  Ford needed to unify and motivate the party and to do this he had to placate others within his party.  In the end, the choice of Dole probably helped Ford not at all, but the thinking that went into his selection was clear.


In choosing candidates to broaden the appeal of the ticket there is always a challenge.  If the Vice-presidential candidate is too ideological different from his running mate there will inevitably be questions -- how can the future president work with a vice-president who is so different in his thinking?  What does such a choice say about the values and beliefs of the nominees?  One of the first things journalists do when presented with the presidential and vice-presidential nominees is to do research and see if there are any public statements where the two people took opposite sides on some important political issue. If so, there will be a media frenzy to push both nominees to explain themselves.  A too naked attempt to broaden a candidate’s appeal may backfire as charges of insincerity and inauthenticity will dog his every move.  Indeed, in 1976 in a rather blatant attempt to wrest the Republican nomination from Gerald Ford, Reagan said if he won the nomination he would ask Richard Schweiker, Senator from Pennsylvania, as his running mate. Senator Schweiker was a fairly moderate, at times even liberal Republican.  This blatant attempt to woo moderate delegates over to Reagan failed miserably and was derided by the press and embarrassed Reagan’s conservative supporters.


Along with these types of considerations, it sometimes the case that religion or gender and, eventually, race or ethnicity may all be factors in the choice of running mates.  And, given the rise of identity politics this is not likely to diminish.  Thus, gender was certainly a factor when Democratic nominee Walter Modale choose little known Congresswomen Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate in 1984. More recently, Sarah Palin’s gender was clearly one of the factors (although not the only one) that led Senator McCain to choose her.  While neither,in the end, helped Mondale or McCain win the office, the logic behind their choices was quite traditional.


All these electoral factors are prominent in any history of party politics; however, there are certainly examples where the vice-president was chosen for other reasons.  Sometimes it is the case that the Presidential nominee believes he can work well with his running mate and trusts the other’s judgment.  Or, the Vice-presidential nominee can offer valued experience and expertise that the potential president lacks.  In 2000, Texas Governor George Bush was clearly aware that he lacked Washington experience and, in particularly, would need help in matters of national security and foreign policy.  Thus, Bush chose Dick Cheney of Wyoming.  Wyoming is low populous state and overwhelmingly Republican -- Bush was certain to win the state (which has not gone for a Democratic since 1964).  Furthermore, Bush’s credential among conservatives was quite solid and Cheney clearly would not appeal to moderate or independents.  yet, Bush still selected him.  Cheney had vast Washington experience having served as Ford’s deputy chief of staff, a member of Congress from Wyoming, a later as Secretary of Defense in the George H. W. Bush administration.  Few men had a more impressive governmental resume.  (We should note for the more Machiavellian minded, Governor Bush asked Cheney to head a committee that reviewed potential vice-presidential candidates and basically ended up recommending himself for the job or skewing the process to make his own selection inevitable.) Thus, expertise and the ability to make a good working team sometimes trumps electoral concerns.  Yet, overall, this is not the predominate way in which most vice-presidents are selected.


Finally, there is the case of do no harm. Richard Nixon is supposed to have believed that the vice-presidential candidate is largely a liability to the nominee and wanted to choose someone who does the least among of damage to the electoral prospects of the head of the ticket. This may be a reasonable way to look at the selection process; although, it should be noted if Nixon believed this he did not practice it. His choice of Spiro Agnew in 1968 was a dubious one.  Agnew did not bring his home state of Maryland to the Republican side and, later, he had to resign as vice-president because of corruption charges stemming from his time as Governor of Maryland. One shudders to think of what would have happened if Nixon had died in office or had to resign before Agnew.  The constitutional crisis Nixon was creating by his own actions would have expanded with an Agnew Presidency.


To give one final example about the liability potential of some candidates I return to the 1956 Democratic convention.  The battle between Estes Kefauver and John F. Kennedy certainly included in it a question about Kennedy’s Roman Catholicism.  On the one hand, Kennedy’s Catholicism might expand the Democratic Party’s appeal to that group. (As, indeed, it did four laters in 1960, when Kennedy won an overwhelming majority of Catholic voters.  And one can make the case that this was instrumental in his victory.)  Yet, although it is hard to imagine today, anti-Catholicism was quite prevalent among many at that time.  The only other time any major party had chosen a Catholic was in 1928 when the Democrats nominated New York governor Al Smith.  In that year, Smith was crushed by Republican Herbert Hoover and many blamed Smith’s Catholicism for the depth and breadth of the Democratic debacle that year.  In any event, Kennedy’s advisors in 1956 were so worried that a Stevenson-Kennedy defeat would be blamed in part on Kennedy’s religion that it would ruin his chances for getting the nomination in the future they urged him not to pursue the position.  And, although he rejected this advice, he gracefully bowed out and threw his support to Kefauver -- and thus better preserved his chances for 1960.

Parties: Institutions, individuals and ideas


I do not doubt that what affects the ability of a president to succeed depends on the circumstances of accession to office, his personal political skills and judgment, and the way the office is defined constitutional and at any given moment in history.  Yet, it is my contention in analyzing the presidents in this study that the most important factor that leads to success is their ability to effective party leaders.  That one role -- seen earlier as one among many by Rossiter -- looms larger than all the rest throughout American history.  And as Rossiter writes, “No matter how fondly or how often we may long for a President who is above the head of party strife, we must acknowledge resolutely his right and duty to be a leader of his party. He is at once the least political and most political of all the heads of government.”
 Presidents are seen as party leaders -- they are THE party leader in fact.  No one else can take that job, or if someone does, it is an immediate sign that the president is not effective.  Furthermore, this is not surprising. In our system of separated powers the president must be able to work with Congress and political parties are the only lasting tool that a president can wield to get government working.  However, in the cases we are looking at the new president faces a stark challenge.  He is suddenly thrust into a new role and he desperately needs help.  In times of crisis people will often look past partisan difference and rally behind a leader regardless of partisanship.  However, our system is simply not designed to be non-partisan for any length of time.  The president will need allies and political helpmates and he will, at some point, look to his party for such people. Yet, he faces a tricky set of circumstances, he needs their help and may genuinely wants their help. He also, though, needs to assert his leadership.  If he fails to do this, especially given the crisis atmosphere that may prevail, his fragile grip on power will disappear.  Simply put, we may not want a president to be partisan, but he will assert that sooner rather than later and he must not only be a partisan but the supreme party leader if he is to succeed.  


Also, if we think of Rossiter’s next role, that of “voice of the people,” one immediately realizes the speaking for the people rarely allows the president to stop being a partisan.  In fact, in moving beyond simple rhetoric the president must propose programs, with with Congress and lead the government into action.  Woodrow Wilson in his first inaugural address makes clear what I am talking about.  Wilson opened his speech with remarks about the recent success of the Democratic party.  And he asked what this meant:


It means much more than the mere success of a party.  The success of a party


means little except when the Nation is using that party for a large and definite


purpose. No one can mistake the purpose for which the Nation now seeks to use


the Democratic Party.  It seeks to use it to interpret a change in its own plans and


point of view.

In so doing, the “voice of the people” becomes a partisan as he motivates his party followers and tries to force his political opponents to accept his leadership.  It is simply a truism that, with the exception of George Washington, all presidents are party leaders.  And, as we shall see Vice-Presidents who become effective Presidents assert their leadership of the party quickly and forcefully. Those who fail in this task ultimately fail as president, or have less than stellar performances.  
The Organization of the Book:


To fully illustrate these themes, this book will chronologically follow the cases where the Vice-President succeeded to power.  However, with the exception of Gerald Ford, we will look at the cases in tandems.  The first two cases are linked in time and by political party.  The deaths of Harrison and Taylor were separated by only ten years and both men were Whigs. Thus, challenges faced by their successors  -- Tyler and Fillmore -- were largely shaped by the reality of the short lived Whig Party.  Furthermore, both contributed to the issues raised here by establishing and reinforcing the precedent that Vice-Presidents become Presidents and no special elections are called for and the President is not an acting-president. 


Chapter 3 deals with Andrew Johnson and Chester Arthur. These two men, at first glance, represent vastly different perspectives and life histories. Johnson was a Unionist Democrat who joined Lincoln  on the Republican ticket to expand the parties appeal in the midst of the Civil War. (In fact, the Republican Party briefly renamed itself the Union Party to underline its message in 1864.)  Arthur was a stalwart Republican who represented the established, non-reforming wing of the Republican Party.  To his critics, he was the living embodiment of the the corruption that had overtaken the party in it quest for power and the patronage associate with power.  In that sense these men represented vastly different partisan perspectives.  Yet, they share similarities in that they had to deal with the reforming and idealistic wing of the Republican party and the contrast in approaches to dealing with similar challenges is illustrative of how presidents can react to party challenges.  In the end, though, both men were largely failures and neither was re-elected.  In fact, the four cases we deal with in the 19th century are largely failed or mediocre presidents and none won election in his right. Chester Arthur is, in fact, the last men to be denied the nomination of his party as a sitting president. Even Herbert Hoover in the midst of the Great Depression and Jimmy Carter, challenged by tough economic times and by the powerful Ted Kennedy were both easily renominated by their respective parties.


Next, we consider the cases of Theodore Roosevelt and Calvin Coolidge.  Although, they are often viewed as very different types of presidents -- Roosevelt a prime example of an activist executive and a leader of the progressive wing the Republican party and Coolidge the quintessential conservative -- they were in fact both progressives in their own right.  Although, Roosevelt was always a fervent reformer and a hero to progressives for a generation, while Coolidge was a far more moderate progressive. However, once in power, they took vastly different approaches to governing.  Roosevelt stayed true to his progressive beliefs and significantly altered the Republican party and our conception of the Presidency.  In some ways, Theodore Roosevelt, both in his understanding of the office of presidency and in pubic policy, foreshadowed his Democratic cousin -- Franklin Roosevelt -- in the reshaping of politics and the office.  Coolidge, instead, offered a model of the presidency no since has followed (although once can make the case that Ronald Reagan, to a limited degree, thought of the office in a Coolidgean way) and a set of policies about how the federal government should operate that has been largely rejected.
 (Although, on policy grounds recent some Republicans do seem intent are going back to the 1920s.)


Chapter 5 looks at two Democrats -- Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson. Both men succeeded to the office following a legend.  Truman followed Franklin Roosevelt who remade the nation, the office of the presidency and the Democratic Party.  He did this while battling the Great Depression and the leading the country through World War Two. It is safe to say that he was the towering figure of his political generation and many more.  Historian Frank Leuchtenburg is right to say he cast shadow on subsequent presidents and that all presidents since his death have had to deal with his legacy.  In many ways, Lyndon Johnson faced a very different legacy. The Kennedy administration accomplished relatively little of substance before the President was cut down by an assassin’s bullet in Dallas.  Roosevelt served over 12 years and Kennedy was president for less than 3.  Yet, as different as FDR and JFK were, they both loomed large in their successors minds.  Roosevelt reshaped politics and the nation and Kennedy shaped a generation’s sense of political hope and possibility.  Though he accomplished relatively little in terms of concrete policies, Kennedy was all potential and as his life ended we were left with a legacy of profound promise.  When one combines that sense of aspiration with the martyred death, Lyndon Johnson faced a not dissimilar set of challenges that Truman faced. They are also similar in that as modern Democrats they dealt with a party expecting governmental as well as presidential action in dealing with the nation’s problems.  Thus Truman and Johnson, supremely ambitious men, succeed in furthering Democratic goals and helped the evolution of that party as we know it today.  That they both left office relatively unpopular (Truman’s Gallup poll numbers are the lowest any president has ever received) is another similarity.  Yet, both are experiencing a renewed sense of popularity and approval from scholars and citizens.  Truman’s resurgence is virtually complete and he is accorded a kind of reverence today he never experience in life. (And this would have shocked his contemporaries.)  Johnson’s popularity is not nearly as impressive; however, in surveys, many historians and political scientists are beginning to register his transformative contributions to American politics and society and move beyond seeing his presidency only through the lens of Vietnam.  


I should add that, unlike the 19th century presidents, the five case of the 20th century represent a much more successful collection of presidents. While Coolidge and Ford are not ranked highly in the assessment of most scholars, Roosevelt, Truman and Johnson all are considered important and successful presidents. Indeed, Theodore Roosevelt and Harry Truman are considered near great by many scholars, just a cut below the hallowed Washington, Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt.  And, although not ranked highly by later generations, Coolidge easily won election in his own right in 1924.   


Next, I will deal with Gerald Ford and the one case of resignation.  Thus, the transition from Nixon to Ford is unlike any other in this study Nixon is still the only president driven from office by scandal and he left his successor a different set of challenges than any other.  Furthermore, Ford’s case is complicated by the fact that he was appointed to the office of vice-president with the resignation of scandal ridden Spiro Agnew.  He remains our only unelected president.  While both death and resignation represent a shock to the political system and result in a new president, they are different phenomenon and Ford receives a chapter on his own.


Finally, in the last chapter, I reflect upon the problems presented throughout this book in light of the recent changes in the office of the Vice-President.  Many have noted that in the past few decades presidents have been inclined to grant their vice-presidents more power and responsibility. This may or may not last since those grants of power are  clearly by the discretion of the president.   But if they continue it is bound to affect future vice-presidents when he or she assumes the office of the presidency after a tragic death or unexpected resignation.  Thus the book closes with an argument about the continuities and changes that define the presidency at the beginning of the 21st century.  


I hope this study will deepen our understanding of the presidency and throw light on how the American political system deals with a certain type of crisis. In the end, I think we shall be grateful for the resiliency of the political regime while also being a bit alarmed by the sometime cavalier way we select our leaders.
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