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The Presidential Succession Act of 1947! was the third and most recent
time Congress designated an officer to act as president following the vacancy
or inability of both the president and vice president. Like other events that
occurred in a historical context, in this case one which included the two prior
acts and the remarkable contemporary events that led to it, the 1947 measure
should be understood today in light of that context and of developments since
that time.

The first Presidential Succession Act in 17922 placed the Senate’s
president pro tempore and then the Speaker of the House of Representatives
in the line of presidential succession.3 These leaders would act as president
only until a special presidential election, unless the double vacancy occurred
very late in the term.4 A few founders, like Representative James Madison,
thought that legislative leaders weren’t officers as constitutionally required,5
but others disagreed.® George Washington, who presided over the
Constitutional Convention, signed the act, suggesting he thought it
constitutional.”

The Senate had insisted on the legislative line. The House resisted before
acquiescing. Some historians emphasize the polarizing impact of Secretary
of State Thomas Jefferson, since Jefferson’s friend Madison favored Cabinet
succession, whereas Jefferson’s foe, Alexander Hamilton, favored a
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legislative line.8 In 1792, the president pro tempore was a logical choice as
the Constitutional Convention had designated the president of the Senate as
the presidential successor before it created the vice presidency. The Senate
was an elite body that would advise the president, so elevating the person
those luminaries elected as president pro tempore made some sense.

The 1792 Act governed until 1886,° across twenty-two presidencies. Ten
times during nine of those presidencies, a Senate president pro tempore stood
first in line.!0 But as landmines surfaced and historical context changed,
legislative succession lost appeal. Due to now-obsolete practices, when
President James Garfield was assassinated in 1881, and when President
Grover Cleveland’s vice president, Thomas Hendricks, died only four years
later, neither House was in session nor had elected its leaders.!! There was
no presidential successor and no way to choose one should a second vacancy
occur before Congress reconvened. Both times when Congress reassembled,
the Senate selected a president pro tempore who was not from the president’s
party.!2 The same party had almost always held the presidency and Senate
during the first three quarters of the nineteenth century, but three of four
Senates from 1879 to 1885 chose successors not from the president’s party.!3
President Pro Tempore Ben Wade’s conflict of interest during the 1868
Andrew Johnson impeachment trial showed another peril of legislative
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succession.!4 In 1886, secretaries of state seemed more presidential since six
had been elected president whereas only one Speaker had.!5 Some also
argued that the 1792 Act including the special election feature was
unconstitutional.!6

Congress enacted the 1886 law, placing the seven Cabinet officers after
the vice president and requiring Congress to reconvene shortly after a Cabinet
officer began to act as president, presumably to consider a special election.!”
So matters stood for fifty-nine years, until June 19, 1945, when new President
Harry S. Truman proposed reinserting legislative leaders right after the vice
president, but with the Speaker first, retaining Cabinet members after the
legislative leaders, and with a special election to complete an unexpired
presidential term.!8

Truman had become president only two months earlier, upon Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s death, so the vice presidency would be vacant for 94 percent of
his term, and the 1886 Act allowed him to nominate his successor. “I do not
believe that in a democracy this power should rest with the chief executive,”
he said.!® Truman thought the Speaker, who was elected to and by the House
every two years, was closer to the people than the Senate president pro
tempore.20

Truman acted in extraordinary times. America had just prevailed in a
three-and-a-half-year war against Nazi Germany in May. Truman was taking
a crash course on the U.S.S.R.’s authoritarian dictator, Joseph Stalin, and
trying to end the war against Japan. Democracy, elections, and freedom were
very much on his mind and in his heart. Truman’s inherited secretary of
state, Edward Stettinius, was a business executive without political pedigree.
Moreover, presidential air and international travel were novel, esoteric, and
a bit frightening in 1945. But, in the new world, presidents would be
expected to travel overseas, as Truman would do to Potsdam in July, and they
would often want the secretary of state alongside.

These new circumstances revealed a downside of the 1886 Act.
Legislative succession didn’t seem to pose much threat to party continuity,
since the same party had controlled the presidency and the House almost 90
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percent of the time since 1898.21 Moreover, the parties and their leaders were
less ideologically distinct than they’ve since become. Truman’s proposal
without the special election feature passed the House quickly but stalled in
the Senate.22 Truman had named former Senator James Byrnes secretary of
state, which calmed Congress.

In November 1946, Republicans won control of both Houses of Congress,
but three months later, Truman publicly repeated that, “in a democracy, [the
power to pick the successor] should not rest with the Chief Executive.”23 He
had favored putting the Speaker first when it was Democrat Sam Rayburn.
He still did when it was Republican Joe Martin. The Senate considered
legislation along the lines Truman proposed, but without the special election
feature.24 The proposal required a legislative leader or a Cabinet officer to
resign to act as president and allowed a legislative leader to supplant the
Cabinet officer as acting president.2>

Senator Richard Russell moved to place the Senate president pro tempore
ahead of the Speaker late in the Senate’s deliberations.26 Senator Russell was
presumably lobbing a stink bomb, trying to kill the bill by tempting
Republican senators to favor Republican President Pro Tempore Arthur
Vandenberg over Speaker Martin. But Vandenberg opposed Russell’s
motion, echoing Truman’s argument that the Speaker was closest to the
people.27 Freed by Vandenberg’s statesmanship, Russell’s motion was
defeated?® and all forty-seven Republican senators favored the measure,
while thirty-five of thirty-eight Democrats opposed it,2% a division that
suggested the bipartisan allure of partisan thinking. The House passed the
measure with few dissents30 and Truman signed the bill in mid-July 1947.31

Seventy-five years later, the Presidential Succession Act of 1947 remains,
but its history has not stood still. In 1967, the Twenty-Fifth Amendment
created a means to fill a vice presidential vacancy, thereby reducing the
likelihood that someone two heartbeats away will act as president.32 Before
then, a congressionally designated officer had been first successor sixteen
times during fifteen of the thirty-six presidents, for 21 percent of our
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history.33 In the fifty-five years since, a Speaker was first in line less than 1
percent of the time. Even so, who is two or three or four heartbeats away
matters because a mass-casualty situation can happen and because the
possibility of cross-party succession invites unscrupulous conduct and other
problems.34

Legislative succession has governed for 169 of 230 years, a longevity that
counts heavily for its constitutionality.35> That doesn’t mean it’s still a good
idea. Unlike our past, the president and Speaker now routinely represent
opposing political parties. That’s been true for thirty-six of the fifty-three
years since 1969, more than two-thirds of the time. You elect Ronald
Reagan, but could get Tip O’Neill. You elect Bill Clinton, but could get
Newt Gingrich and so on. How many presidents pro tempore during that
time were presidential, especially at that stage of their career?3¢

It’s time to take another look at the 1947 Act, at least regarding most
contingencies.3” Yet history suggests change won’t come easily. That’s part
of what Senator Birch Bayh discovered when his proposed Twenty-Fifth
Amendment initially included a provision for Cabinet succession. He
dropped that section upon realizing it would prevent Congress from
addressing the more pressing gaps.3® And Cabinet succession presents
problems t0o0.39

The 1947 law now needs review, but that doesn’t make it a mistake in the
context of the mid-1940s. It certainly shouldn’t minimize our admiration for
President Truman, who proposed a version of it and signed it. One might
quibble that Truman might have taken a more nuanced view here and there,
but how wonderful to have had a president whose guiding star truly was
democracy with the humility to believe he shouldn’t name his successor;
someone who respected the coordinate political branches and elections, who
experienced politics and saw it as an honorable vocation, who regarded
legislative leaders in a positive light, and who stuck to basic principle, even
when it hurt his own side.
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