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THE VICE PRESIDENT 
 

For much of the country’s history, a vice president had very little to do. What are the responsibilities of the modern 
vice president? One very important responsibility is to serve as president if the president dies, leaves office, or is 

unable to fulfill his or her duties. Eight presidents have died while in office, and one president resigned. In each 
case, the vice president was sworn in as president. The vice president also serves a four-year term (after being 

elected by the Electoral College) and must meet the same constitutional qualifications as the president. 

  
“I am Vice President. In this I am nothing, but I may be everything.” So said John Adams, the nation’s first Vice 

President. Those words could have been repeated, very appropriately, by each of the men who held that office 
through the first 150 years of the nation’s history. After World War II, however, the status of the vice presidency 

began to change. 
 
Early Vice Presidents  
The Constitution pays little attention to the office of the Vice President. It assigns the position only two formal 
duties. Article I, Section 3, Clause 4 says that the Vice President will preside over the Senate, and the 25th 

Amendment directs him or her to help decide the question of presidential disability. Beyond those duties, the 
Constitution makes the Vice President, in effect, a “President-in-waiting,” ready to step into that office should the 

President become unable to fulfill his duties. 

 
Despite the fact that the Vice President is literally “only a heartbeat away from the presidency,” the office has been 

treated as one of little real consequence throughout much of the nation’s history. Benjamin Franklin once quipped 
that the Vice President should be addressed as “your Superfluous Excellency.” Thomas Marshall, Vice President 

under Woodrow Wilson, once told a story of two brothers: “One ran away to sea; the other was elected Vice 
President. And nothing was heard of either of them again.” 

 

Much of the blame for the low status of the vice presidency can be laid on the two major parties and the way they 
have chosen their candidates for the office. Traditionally, each national convention names the handpicked choice 

of its just-nominated presidential candidate. Usually, the newly minted presidential candidate picks someone who 
will "balance the ticket." That is, the nominee chooses a running mate who can strengthen his or her chance of 

being elected by virtue of certain ideological, geographic, racial, ethnic, gender, or other characteristics. In short, 

fate—presidential succession—does not very often have a high priority in the vice presidential candidate selection 
process. 

 
The Transformation of the Vice Presidency  
With the advent of the cold war in the late 1940s and the proliferation of nuclear weapons, concerns grew about 
the Vice President’s readiness to take the helm at a moment’s notice, fully abreast of world and military 

developments. Harry Truman, who became President following Franklin Roosevelt’s sudden death in April 1945, 

had been kept in the dark about the American project to build an atomic bomb. He was also not fully apprised of 
the rapidly mounting tension between the United States and its ally, the Soviet Union, as World War II drew to a 

close. On President Roosevelt’s death, Harry Truman was forced to step into the presidency with little preparation 
for handling the grave issues confronting the nation at that time. 

 

By the 1950s, in a new age of nuclear missiles, many Americans believed that such a situation should never be 
allowed again. Dwight Eisenhower remarked, “Even if [Vice President] Nixon and I were not good friends, I would 

still have him in every important conference of government, so that if the Grim Reaper [death] would find it time 
to remove me from the scene, he is ready to slip in without any interruption.” Thus began a move toward bringing 

Vice Presidents into the inner circle of the administration. As a result of this shift, the job of the Vice President 

changed. 
 

By the 1990s, Al Gore, Vice President under Bill Clinton, was given several important responsibilities, including 
studying the Federal Government to pinpoint wasteful areas. Vice President Gore also had full access to the 

President, including weekly one-on-one lunch meetings. Dick Cheney, who served with George W. Bush from 2001 



 

to 2009, also played a central role in the White House; in fact, some have suggested that he has been the most 

influential Vice President in American history. Barack Obama’s Vice President, Joe Biden, has also played a key role 
in the President’s administration. He attends most strategy sessions in the Oval Office, and is known to be one of 

Barack Obama’s most trusted advisors. 
 

 

Filling a Vice-Presidential Vacancy  
The vice presidency has been vacant 18 times thus far: nine times by succession to the presidency, seven times by 

death, and twice by resignation. John C. Calhoun resigned to become a senator from South Carolina in 1832, and 
Spiro T. Agnew resigned in 1973, after a conviction for income tax evasion. 

 
Yet not until 1967 and the 25th Amendment did the Constitution deal with the matter of vice presidential 

vacancies. The amendment provides, in part: 

Whenever there is a vacancy in the office of the Vice President, the President shall nominate a Vice 
President who shall take office upon confirmation by a majority vote of both Houses of Congress. 
—25th Amendment, Section 2 

 

This provision was first implemented in 1973. In that year, President Richard Nixon selected and Congress 

confirmed Gerald R. Ford to succeed Spiro Agnew as Vice President. It came into play again in 1974 when, 
following Mr. Nixon’s resignation, President Ford named and Congress approved Nelson Rockefeller for the post. 

 


