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Series Foreword:
The American Presidency touches virtually every aspect of American and world
politics. And the presidency has become, for better or worse, the vital center of the
American and global political systems. The Framers of the American government
would be dismayed at such a result. As invented at the Philadelphia Constitutional
Convention in 1787, the Presidency was to have been a part of a government with
shared and overlapping powers, embedded within a separation-of-powers system. If
there was a vital center, it was the Congress; the Presidency was to be a part, but by
no means, the centerpiece of that system.
Over time, the presidency has evolved and grown in power, expectations, responsibilities, and authority. Wars, crises, depressions, industrialization, all served to add
to the power of the presidency. And as the United States grew into a world power,
presidential power also grew. As the United States became the world’s leading superpower, the presidency rose in prominence and power, not only in the U.S., but on the
world stage.
It is the clash between the presidency as invented and the presidency as it has developed that inspired this series. And it is the importance and power of the modern
American presidency that makes understanding the office so vital. Like it or not, the
American Presidency stands at the vortex of power both within the United States and
across the globe.
This Palgrave series recognizes that the Presidency is and has been an evolving institution, going from the original constitutional design as a Chief Clerk, to today where the
president is the center of the American political constellation. This has caused several
key dilemmas in our political system, not the least of which is that presidents face high
expectations with limited constitutional resources. This causes presidents to find
extra-constitutional means of governing. Thus, presidents must find ways to bridge
the expectations/power gap while operating within the confines of a
separation-of-powers system designed to limit presidential authority. How presidents
resolve these challenges and paradoxes is the central issue in modern governance. It is
also the central theme of this book series.
Michael A. Genovese
Loyola Chair of Leadership
Loyola Marymount University
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Preface
Presidential scholars, as well as the general public, classify presidents
in many ways. There are successful presidents and failed ones, presidents who speak eloquently and those who do not, generous presidents
and vindictive ones, imaginative presidents and stolid ones, lucky
presidents and unlucky ones, popular presidents and unpopular ones,
those who are reelected and those who are not. There are also cold
war presidents, Reconstruction presidents, war and peacetime presidents, modern presidents and postmodern ones, and, of course,
Democratic and Republican presidents.
One of the most intriguing classifications is “accidental presidents.”
Presidents in this category are successes and failures, lucky and unlucky
as well as all the other different kinds of chief executives. However,
how these presidents assume office seems to determine in large part
their fate. Rather than becoming president by election, they assume
office by the death, assassination, or resignation of the current occupant. In a fundamental way, accidental presidents are the stepchildren
of presidential classifications and indeed of democratic theory in general, for, while they share many features of other presidents, their common characteristic, holding office without benefit of direct election,
makes them exceptional. Not only were Millard Fillmore, Harry
Truman, and Lyndon B. Johnson very much aware that they shared a
basic position in common with the first accidental president, John
Tyler, but also each of them finds himself with a few basic strategies
available to govern under these special circumstances. This book identifies and examines how and why a particular strategy was selected by
an accidental president, why it was a success or failure, and if their
political lives could have been or should have been be made easier.
As always, I have benefited greatly by suggestions and comments from
a large number of colleagues, both in political theory and presidential studies. As always, I have especially profited from the advice and support of my
family, particularly Patricia Abbott who took time away from her own
writing to help with this project. Someday, my new grandson, to whom
this book is dedicated, will too join this group of invaluable supporters.
Philip Abbott
Detroit, Michigan

