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Introduction

W eary after eight years of George W. Bush and Republican lead-
ership, Americans voted in a big way for change in 2008. A 

strong economy had been shattered by the Great Recession, and U.S. 
troops had suffered thousands of casualties in two wars that yielded 
imperceptible gains for national security. The public believed it could 
restore peace and prosperity by sweeping out the GOP and bring-
ing back the Democrats. Barack Obama won a resounding victory for 
the presidency, with two-thirds of the electoral vote, and Democrats 
gained dominant majorities in the House and Senate.
 Two years later, with the economy still floundering and soldiers still 
dying, Americans again voted in a big way for change. Republicans 
picked up sixty-three seats in the U.S. House, regaining the majority. 
They also won six seats in the U.S. Senate, leaving Democrats with a 
narrow margin and an inability to overcome GOP-led filibusters. But 
turning to new leaders failed once again to solve the country’s chal-
lenges. House Republicans proposed unpopular reforms such as their 
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idea to privatize Medicare, many party leaders took a hard line on 
immigration and reproductive issues, and public enthusiasm dimmed 
quickly. In 2012, the public preferred the Democratic Party again, 
reelecting Obama with 62 percent of the electoral vote. In addition, 
Democrats increased their working majority in the Senate from six to 
ten seats and picked up ground in the House.
 Americans think they can fix their problems by finding better 
elected officials to run the government. But America’s problems lie 
not in the candidates the voters elect; rather, they lie in the political 
system into which candidates are elected.
 Indeed, by all accounts, the system is broken. Once public offi-
cials arrive in Washington, they become more interested in winning 
partisan victories than promoting the public interest. According to 
Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell in November 2010, “the 
single most important thing” that he and his Republican colleagues 
could achieve was for “President Obama to be a one-term president.”1 
Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush, faced similar hostility from 
Democratic legislators. When Bush tried to restructure Social Secu-
rity during his second term, Capitol Hill Democrats decided that 
opposition would be their “highest priority.” By choosing obstruction 
over negotiation, Democrats were able to block Bush’s proposal for 
private Social Security accounts and to weaken him politically, but 
they also prevented any meaningful effort to secure the long-term sol-
vency of the Social Security system.2
 Instead of solving problems such as the struggling economy, global 
warming, and budget deficits, elected officials often make the prob-
lems worse. The debt ceiling crisis of 2011 is illustrative. When Dem-
ocrats and Republicans could not settle on a long-term solution to 
close the nation’s budget gap, the United States suffered the first low-
ering of its credit rating in the country’s history.
 Not surprisingly, the public is disgusted. Approval ratings for Con-
gress reached an all-time low of 10 percent in February and August 
2012, and they have generally fallen below 20 percent in Gallup polls 
since May 2011.
 As these ratings suggest, observers lay most of the blame for politi-
cal dysfunction with Congress. Partisan polarization has left legisla-
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tors too keen to support a president from their party and too eager 
to obstruct a president from the other party. The moderate center 
that can cut bipartisan deals no longer exists. In this view, we can fix 
Washington if we reform Capitol Hill.
 But focusing on Congress is like dealing with the symptoms rather 
than the causes of an illness. The problems with Congress are largely 
the result of a deeper problem with the U.S. political system  —  the 
decision by the founding fathers to place a single president atop the 
executive branch. When one person exercises the enormous power 
of the modern U.S. presidency, we should not be surprised that the 
system breaks down. A single president represents the views of just 
one political party. All citizens want to have a voice in their govern-
ment, but only half the public enjoys meaningful input into the devel-
opment of presidential policy. It is no wonder that the party out of 
power spends more of its time trying to regain the White House and 
less of its time trying to address the country’s needs.
 A one-person, very powerful presidency not only sparks partisan 
conflict; it also invites imperious behavior in the Oval Office. Modern 
presidents violate their constitutional limits by sending the military 
into battle without a congressional authorization of war and by giv-
ing short shrift to civil liberties. They also usurp legislative preroga-
tives with signing statements, executive orders, and the granting of 
waivers from statutory obligations. And presidents are quick to elimi-
nate transparency in their activities. The Bush administration shaped 
energy policy behind closed doors with oil company executives, and 
the Obama administration shaped health care policy behind closed 
doors with health insurance and pharmaceutical executives.
 While the framers gave the United States its single president, 
their decision was hardly preordained. When delegates discussed the 
structure of the presidency at the Constitutional Convention in June 
1787, serious objections to a unitary executive were raised. Edmund 
Randolph warned, for example, that a one-person presidency would 
become the “foetus of monarchy.”3
 Controversy over the idea of a single president was predictable. 
Only recently had the framers freed themselves from the tyranny of 
King George III, and they were firmly committed to creating a new 
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government that would not abuse its powers and oppress its citizens. 
It must have seemed preposterous to replace a hereditary monarch 
with an elected monarch.
 Yet much as the founding fathers wanted to break with the past, 
they preserved many of its key elements. The U.S. president is a sub-
stitute for the British royal family, a constitutional monarch, if you 
will.4 The Senate finds its origins in Britain’s aristocratic House of 
Lords, and the House of Representatives emerged from the popular 
House of Commons. It is difficult for anyone, even visionary leaders, 
to abandon fundamental traditions, regardless of their imperfections.
 To be sure, the framers invoked important arguments for a unitary 
executive. While Congress would deliberate, the president would act 
with decisiveness and dispatch. A single president would bring order 
and energy to the national government.5
 With the passage of time, however, it has become clear that the 
founding fathers misjudged the consequences of their choice:

n They did not anticipate the extent to which executive power 
would expand and give us an “imperial presidency” that domi-
nates the national government and that too often exercises its 
authority in ways that are detrimental to the country’s interests.6

n They did not predict the role that political parties would come 
to play and how battles to capture the White House would 
greatly aggravate partisan conflict.

n They did not recognize that single presidents would represent 
party ideology much more than the overall public good.

n And they misjudged the advantages and disadvantages of single 
versus multiple decision makers.

 Had the framers been able to predict the future, they would have 
been far less enamored with the idea of a unitary executive and far 
more receptive to the alternative proposals for a plural executive that 
they rejected. Like their counterparts in Europe, they might well have 
created an executive branch in which power is shared among multiple 
persons from multiple political parties.
 If the presidency is to fulfill the founding fathers’ vision and func-
tion more effectively, it needs to be reconceived. This need for consti-
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tutional change led me to the proposal for reform that I consider in 
this book  —  the replacement of the one-person, one-party presidency 
with a two-person, two-party presidency.
 A coalition presidency carries the potential for many important 
benefits  —  a cabining of power in the executive branch, a dampening 
of partisan conflict in Washington, a White House more representa-
tive of the entire electorate, real opportunities for third-party candi-
dates to win election, and wiser presidential decision making.
 After more than two hundred years with the Constitution’s one-
person presidency, it may seem preposterous to suggest a plural exec-
utive. But a bipartisan presidency would be far more faithful to the 
framers’ view of executive power. They wanted a president with lim-
ited authority who would serve as a coequal with Congress. They also 
believed that power should be contained by dividing it and requir-
ing it to be shared. A two-person presidency relies on the framers’ 
structural devices to promote their core values. And by correcting the 
dysfunction in Washington and making the executive branch operate 
more effectively, a two-person, coalition presidency can be justified 
even without reference to original intent.
 The rest of this chapter provides a more developed summary of 
the book’s argument.

For decades, the United States has struggled with two critical prob-
lems in its political system  —  an imperial presidency susceptible to 
the abuse of power and a partisan political atmosphere that can poi-
son relations among members of Congress and between Congress 
and the president.
 While these are longstanding problems, they have been especially 
troublesome in recent years, with George W. Bush violating basic 
civil liberties and human rights in the “war on terror” and Congress 
riven by partisan politics over legislative proposals to stimulate the 
economy, balance the budget, expand access to health care coverage, 
or respond to global warming.
 The imperial presidency and partisan conflict are bipartisan prob-
lems, with culprits on both sides of the political aisle. Barack Obama 
may have addressed some of the excesses of his predecessor, but he 
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too flouted the executive branch’s constitutional limits, as when he 
contributed armed forces to the military operations against Libya 
without congressional authorization. Obama also took presidential 
obsession with secrecy to new heights. And members of Congress 
from both the Democratic and Republican Parties place partisan gain 
over the public good.
 In trying to understand and address the imperial presidency and 
partisan conflict, scholars generally have proceeded on parallel tracks, 
inattentive to the ways in which the two problems are connected. But 
the connections are fundamental. Both problems reflect key miscal-
culations by the constitutional framers when they designed the exec-
utive and legislative branches. Both problems can be addressed by a 
common solution  —  the replacement of the one-person, one-party 
presidency with a two-person, two party presidency.

The imperial presidency

The drafters of the U.S. Constitution did not adequately protect 
against the imperial presidency because they did not anticipate the 
central role that the executive branch would come to play in shap-
ing national policy. As the Federalist Papers indicate, the framers saw 
Congress as the potentially dominant institution. To ensure balance 
between the executive and legislative branches, the framers did two 
important things. They weakened the legislative power by divid-
ing it between a House and a Senate, and they rested an undivided 
executive power with a single president. But presidential power has 
expanded over time to a degree unanticipated by the framers and has 
become much more susceptible to the kind of abuse that the framers 
feared and tried to guard against.7
 In foreign affairs particularly, presidents play a far larger role in 
the determination of U.S. policy  —  and Congress plays a far smaller 
role  —  than intended by the framers. As illustrated most recently by 
the country’s military intervention in Libya, presidents send troops 
into combat without congressional authorization. They also conclude 
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agreements with foreign governments without Senate ratification 
or other congressional approval. In addition, with the huge growth 
of the regulatory state and its many federal departments and agen-
cies, presidents have gained considerable and unanticipated domestic 
policy- making power.
 The expansion of presidential policy making is problematic for 
two key reasons. First, it has skewed the balance of power between 
the legislative and executive branches in favor of the executive branch. 
In the effort to prevent a politically dominant Congress, the framers 
left the country instead with a politically dominant executive branch.
 More importantly, presidential policy making has changed the 
nature of presidential power. The Constitution envisions a president 
with secondary responsibility for the creation of national policy and 
primary responsibility for the execution of national policy. However, 
the contemporary president enjoys primary responsibility for both 
the creation and execution of national policy. This assumption of 
policy- creating responsibility by the president allows national policy 
to be made in the absence of a robust debate among multiple decision 
makers. It may make sense to have a single person who can act deci-
sively and with dispatch when the person is an executor of policy. But 
the founding fathers correctly reserved policy making for multiple-
person bodies.
 Dividing the power of the executive branch between presidential 
partners would respond to the expansion of presidential power. Just 
as dividing the legislative power weakened the legislative branch, 
dividing the executive power would weaken the executive branch. A 
bipartisan presidency would not undo the transfer of policy-making 
power to the executive branch, but it would decrease the ability of 
the executive branch to exercise its power unwisely or to usurp the 
power of the legislative branch. In addition, a two-person presidency 
would turn policy making in the executive branch into a deliberative 
process with multiple decision makers. The framers may have mis-
calculated how much presidential power would grow and the extent 
to which it would become a policy-making power, but we can cor-
rect for their miscalculation by revising the structure of the execu-
tive branch.
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Partisan conflict

The problem of partisan conflict reflects a second miscalculation. 
Although the founding fathers recognized the threat to democracy and 
effective governance from factions such as political parties, the framers 
did not adequately protect against partisan conflict because they mis-
judged the ability of the constitutional structure to suppress factional 
activity. The Constitution’s system of checks and balances simply has 
not served its purposes sufficiently. As scholars agree, political par-
ties play a far larger role in our governmental system than originally 
envisioned. The framers incorrectly assumed that candidates would be 
chosen by a “politics of virtue” rather than a “politics of party.”8
 While there are salutary effects from the competition among par-
ties, there also are serious ill effects. In particular, partisan conflict can 
too greatly impede the efforts of Congress to remedy national prob-
lems through legislative change. Party divisions have prevented Con-
gress from addressing concerns about high budget deficits; they also 
have stalled efforts to alleviate the threat from global warming and to 
reform the immigration system. And partisan differences are becom-
ing more intense  —  public polling data in the first three years of the 
Obama administration identified an electorate more polarized than 
in any other president’s first three years in office going back to Dwight 
Eisenhower (for whom we have the earliest comparable data).9
 While partisan conflict arises from a number of causes, a single-
executive structure greatly exacerbates the problem. Under the current 
system, the Democratic and Republican Parties mount aggressive and 
expensive campaigns to capture the White House. Moreover, once an 
election is over, each party launches its effort to win the next presi-
dential race. The party of the president lines up behind the president’s 
initiatives to ensure a successful administration. The losing party tries 
to block the president’s proposals so it can invoke a more persuasive 
argument for a change in party at the next presidential election.10 If, 
on the other hand, each party knew it would elect a partner in a coali-
tion presidency every four years, it would not stand to gain as much 
political advantage through partisan tactics. Instead, it would be freer 
to judge legislative proposals on their merits.
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 Or to put it another way, strong partisan conflict can be expected 
under a winner-take-all system for a presidency whose power has 
grown to the level of an imperial presidency. Indeed, the sharp 
increase in partisan behavior over the past several decades paral-
lels the marked expansion of presidential power over the same time 
period. Currently, a candidate can win election with a small majority 
or even a minority of the popular vote. As a result, substantial num-
bers of voters feel that that their interests and concerns are not rep-
resented in a politically dominant White House. Instead of having a 
“government of the whole people by the whole people, equally repre-
sented,” the United States has a “government of the whole people by a 
mere majority of the people, exclusively represented.”11
 With a two-person, coalition presidency, a much higher percent-
age of voters will have their preferred candidate serving and will be 
much more comfortable with the initiatives that emerge from the 
executive branch. A presidential partnership, with the two execu-
tives coming from different political parties, could promote the kind 
of political harmony that the framers thought desirable in the new 
nation. Instead of one major party being out of power and working to 
brake  —  and break  —  the president’s administration, both major par-
ties would have a stake in the success of the executive branch.
 In short, as long as the United States has a one-person, one-party 
executive branch, we should expect highly partisan behavior in Wash-
ington. A two-person, coalition executive branch constitutes a reform 
of the constitutional structure that actually could foster a more bipar-
tisan ethic.

Decision making in the executive branch

The framers might have adopted a two-person presidency but for a 
third miscalculation  —  the constitutional drafters overestimated the 
leadership qualities of a single executive. I have mentioned the fram-
ers’ misguided preference for a single executive as a bulwark against 
a potentially dominant legislature. The framers also were incorrect 
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in thinking that a single president would more effectively steer the 
national government.
 To be sure, a single president is a key component of our consti-
tutional structure, and Alexander Hamilton invoked important 
arguments against multiple executives in Federalist 70. In the Ham-
iltonian view, the executive branch needs to act with decisiveness and 
dispatch, and that requires a single officeholder. There may be draw-
backs to granting so much power to one person, but, thought Ham-
ilton and a majority of the other framers, the advantages outweigh 
the disadvantages.
 However, the framers overestimated the value of a single presi-
dent because they misjudged the differences between single decision 
makers and multiple decision makers. There is much truth to the 
maxim that two heads are better than one. Over the past two hun-
dred years, our understanding of decision making has evolved. Stud-
ies by economists, psychologists, and other researchers demonstrate 
that shared decision making works well and indeed better than uni-
lateral decision making. As the example of George W. Bush waging 
war against Iraq illustrates, a single decision maker can make very 
poor choices. Two presidents from different parties would bring the 
different perspectives and problem-solving skills that make for bet-
ter decision making. And the benefits of multiple decision makers 
are especially important as the executive branch has assumed more 
policy-making responsibilities.
 It is not only the case that two presidents would make better deci-
sions for the country than a single president would. They also would 
make decisions that are viewed by the public as having greater legiti-
macy. A coalition presidency would ensure that most people feel they 
have a voice in executive branch decision making and therefore that 
their interests are adequately represented. Despite the common per-
ception that contemporary presidents move to the middle to appeal 
to a broad range of voters, they generally hew to the partisan views 
that are representative of their political base.12
 The representational benefit of a two-person presidency would 
have been especially valuable after the 2000 presidential campaign. 
Instead of George W. Bush taking office with half the country ques-
tioning the validity of his election and the Supreme Court compro-

9780814789490_Orentlicher_i-xii_1-292.indd   10 12/14/12   9:55 AM



 Introduction 11

mising its credibility with the controversial decision in Bush v. Gore,13 
Bush and Al Gore would have assumed office together in a much 
more conciliatory atmosphere.
 Society already has come to recognize the importance of shared 
decision making in other settings  —  husbands and wives for families 
and doctors and patients for medical care, for example. Similarly, the 
United States can improve the decision making of its national gov-
ernment if it changes from a single president to a coalition executive. 
To be sure, this is not to suggest that two presidents can or should 
have a marital- or medical-like relationship. Rather, the point is 
that decision making is improved by including more stakeholders in 
the decision-making process instead of assigning decision-making 
responsibility to a single person.
 Elected officials realize the representational virtues of coalition 
governing. When faced with necessary but politically risky decisions, 
members of Congress and the president often turn to bipartisan deci-
sion making. Thus, for example, bipartisan commissions have been 
created to address high budget deficits, to propose reforms of the 
Social Security system, and to preserve the solvency of the Medi-
care program.14
 Two presidents could provide more effective leadership than a 
single president not only when there is time for careful study and 
deliberation but also in times of crisis. As the internment of Japanese 
Americans during World War II and the torture of suspected terror-
ists after 9/11 indicate, it is all too easy for a president to act in author-
itarian and unconstitutional ways during an emergency. The founding 
fathers thought that Congress and the courts would check presiden-
tial exercises of power, but these external checks have rarely been able 
to avoid the abuse of executive power. Having a two- person, biparti-
san presidency could provide the kind of internal check on the exec-
utive branch that is necessary precisely in emergencies, when other 
checks are not effective. And two-person decision making can accom-
modate the need for rapid decision making. Presidents always confer 
with trusted advisers before making even the most urgent decisions.
 But would two presidents bicker too much and become paralyzed 
by their inability to share power? While the framers were concerned 
about dissension and rivalry between multiple executives, it is more 
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likely that two presidents would develop a meaningful willingness to 
cooperate with each other. That is the lesson of the Swiss model for 
the executive branch. In Switzerland, the Federal Council comprises 
seven department heads who possess equal decision-making author-
ity. Decisions are made by consensus, with resort to a majority vote 
only in exceptional cases.15 For more than fifty years, the seven coun-
cilors have come from the major political parties (currently five) that 
represent roughly 80 percent of the country’s voters, and the council-
ors work cooperatively. Similarly, when presidents and prime ministers 
from different parties shared the executive power in French “cohabita-
tion” governments for much of the time between 1986 and 2002, their 
level of cooperation resulted in governments that were popular with 
the public. And of course, in all parliamentary systems, the cabinet 
ministers participate in the decision making of the executive branch.
 Even if the Swiss, French, or other plural-executive experiences 
would not transfer readily to the different political culture of the 
United States, there are many other reasons to be confident about the 
functioning of a bipartisan presidency. Consider in this regard the pro-
ductive working relationships that can develop between senior U.S. 
senators from the Democratic and Republican Parties, as happened 
with Senators Orrin Hatch (R-UT) and Ted Kennedy (D-MA).
 There are important reasons why we can expect collegial, rather 
than unfriendly, working relationships between two presidents. In 
particular, the presidents would not have incentives to develop a rela-
tionship of conflict. Elected officials may be highly partisan, but they 
are partisan for a purpose. Drawing sharp distinctions with candi-
dates or officeholders of the opposing party can help politicians gain 
power.16 In addition, in typical power-sharing settings, one person can 
hope to establish a dominant position by outmaneuvering the other 
person. In the coalition presidency that I discuss, neither president 
could hope to prevail over the other president. During their terms, 
they would share power equally, and reelection also would come with 
half of the executive power.
 Not only would the two presidents lack an incentive to engage in 
conflict; they also would have an important incentive to work coop-
eratively. Having reached the pinnacle of political life, their focus 
would turn to making important contributions and establishing a 

9780814789490_Orentlicher_i-xii_1-292.indd   12 12/14/12   9:55 AM



 Introduction 13

meaningful and enduring legacy. George W. Bush’s decision in 2003 
to invade Iraq and overthrow Saddam Hussein is illustrative. While 
there were a number of reasons for his decision, it appears that he was 
influenced by the potential for introducing democratic governance to 
the Arab Middle East and providing a model that could spread to 
neighboring countries. The possibility of transforming a major region 
of the world overcame his opposition during the presidential cam-
paign to policies of “nation building.”
 Similarly, when Barack Obama pressed his health care legislation 
in 2009 and 2010, he was driven by the desire to accomplish a goal 
that had been pursued by many Democratic and Republican presi-
dents from Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Bill Clinton. Even though 
his advisers warned him that the pursuit of health care reform was 
unwise when the public wanted its president to devote his energies 
to the economy, Obama wanted to do something more than secure 
his reelection. He wanted to secure his legacy, and “for greatness he 
needed health care.”17
 If the two members of a coalition presidency spent their terms 
locking horns, they would not be able to implement key propos-
als that could enhance their reputations and burnish their legacies. 
Accordingly, they likely would come to accommodations that would 
allow them to implement meaningful policy changes.
 My predictions about the behavior of presidential pairs may be 
based on educated guesses, but they also are well supported by prin-
ciples of game theory. Game theory can identify the kinds of rela-
tionships that are likely to encourage cooperative strategies. And a 
coalition presidency would incorporate the key elements of coop-
erative relationships. Thus, for example, when individuals have an 
ongoing relationship, they are much more likely to choose coopera-
tion than if they have a one-shot relationship with another person. 
Other factors that promote cooperation are frequent interactions and 
regular communication between the individuals in the relationship, 
factors that would be features of a relationship between two execu-
tives. Cooperative strategies also are more likely in two-person rela-
tionships, where noncooperation is obvious, than in many-person 
relationships, where some participants can hope to exploit the coop-
eration of others and become free riders.18
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 Most importantly, the coalition presidents would be in a sym-
metrical relationship with respect to the amount of power that they 
exercise. As I have indicated, the willingness of presidential partners 
to work cooperatively depends in large part on the fact that each of 
them would possess exactly half of the executive power. No maneu-
vering could change that symmetry and give one or the other of the 
two presidents the upper hand in the relationship. This feature of a 
coalition presidency is a key consideration in applying principles of 
game theory. If the potential benefits from not cooperating become 
too large, then we can expect people to act in a noncooperative fash-
ion. But in the bipartisan executive, nothing would be gained by 
obstruction rather than collaboration, and we could expect each pres-
idential partner to cooperate out of self-interest.19
 The inclination of people to adopt cooperative strategies in long-
term relationships extends even to individuals who come into the 
relationship from highly antagonistic positions  —  as one might expect 
with presidents from different political parties. An important illus-
tration comes from the example of trench warfare in Europe during 
World War I at the Western Front of battle. When small units faced 
each other for extended periods of time, the British or French foot 
soldiers often would develop cooperative strategies with their Ger-
man counterparts. Each side realized that noncooperation would 
result in both sides being bloodied, while cooperation would mini-
mize casualties on each side of the battle line.20
 That elected officials with strong philosophical differences would 
work cooperatively may seem surprising. But it is important to recog-
nize that the ideological views of candidates and elected officials are 
as much means as they are ends. While candidates and officials may 
choose their positions out of core beliefs (ideological views as ends), 
they more often stake out positions because they view the positions 
as useful for getting elected (ideological views as means). Thus, it is 
common to see candidates change their positions dramatically when 
doing so is politically expedient. Recall in this regard how Mitt Rom-
ney moved from his moderate positions as Massachusetts governor to 
much more conservative positions as a presidential candidate in 2008 
and 2012.
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Presidents and the savior phenomenon

If shared decision making is better than individual decision making 
and the framers suffered mightily under the dominion of a single 
ruler, we would do well to wonder whether the usual arguments for a 
one-person presidency fully explain its use. Might there be additional 
reasons for the adoption and retention of a form of leadership that 
has not worked well and that has been rejected by the many countries 
with a parliamentary system?21
 Much of the enthusiasm for a single president may reflect a ten-
dency for the public to develop exaggerated expectations as to what its 
leaders can accomplish. For many people, there seems to be an impor-
tant psychological drive for an all-powerful savior who can solve seri-
ous problems and deliver individuals from their travails. Thus, just 
as the framers turned to a president despite their experience with a 
king, so did the Israelites ask for a king despite their enslavement by 
the Egyptian pharaohs and despite the warnings they received about 
the royal abuse of power. More recently, corporate boards have taken 
the view that a poorly performing company can be saved by hiring a 
star CEO, despite empirical evidence to the contrary. Candidates and 
presidents appear to recognize the desire for a savior and appeal to it 
in the way they speak about the presidential role and the results they 
promise to achieve.22
 The savior status of presidents is damaging not only because it 
rests on unrealistic expectations. In addition, it discourages the pur-
suit of meaningful reform.23 In particular, the savior phenomenon 
encourages voters to believe that they can solve the dysfunction in 
Washington simply by changing their elected officials rather than by 
making the changes in the political system that really could correct 
the dysfunction.

In sum, there is much to be said for a two-person, coalition execu-
tive. It can address two serious concerns about the current opera-
tion of our national government  —  it can provide a check against the 
excessive expansion of executive branch authority, and it can remove 
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incentives for strongly partisan behavior and replace them with incen-
tives for a more bipartisan ethic. In addition, a coalition presidency 
can address these serious concerns while fostering the interest in an 
executive branch that provides both effective leadership and broad 
public representation. Thus, this book considers the possibility of a 
presidency of two persons, with no political party supplying more 
than one of the two presidents.

The nature of a bipartisan executive

What would a two-person, bipartisan presidency look like? The exec-
utive power would be shared by the two presidents such that they 
would enjoy joint and equal authority. Both presidents would have 
to agree on any decision, whether it entailed the signing of legislation 
passed by Congress, the issuance of an executive order, or the nomi-
nation of a cabinet member or judge. In all likelihood, the two presi-
dents would choose to divide primary responsibilities for different 
areas of authority. For example, one might oversee health care policy, 
while the other might direct energy policy. Nevertheless, when a deci-
sion needed to be made, the concurrence of both presidents would 
be required.
 Joint decision making would make for more representative deci-
sion making. Instead of a Democratic president pressing the agenda 
of the Democratic Party or a Republican president championing the 
platform of the Republican Party, there would be presidential part-
ners advocating policies that reflect the preferences of the full range 
of voters.

A two-person presidency and 
constitutional values

This book does not suggest that people have misunderstood the text 
of the Constitution or the intent of the framers with regard to the 
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structure of the presidency. Rather, it argues that the founding fathers 
were too rooted in the thinking of their day and the traditions of 
their British heritage. When countries were ruled by kings, and fami-
lies were governed by husbands, one would expect the constitutional 
framers to take for granted the need for a single president. The found-
ing fathers also assumed the rightness of Britain’s winner-take-all sys-
tem for elections.24 However, it has become clear that a one-person, 
one-party presidency leaves us too vulnerable to the problems of the 
imperial presidency and of factional activity from political parties. It 
also has become clear that the framers overestimated the benefits of a 
single president.
 Although a two-person, bipartisan presidency may ignore the ex-
press intent of the framers about the structure of the executive branch, 
it would be more faithful than a single president to the framers’ over-
all vision of the national government. The framers did not anticipate 
the emergence of a powerful, policy-making president, nor did they 
foresee its impact on the constitutional balance between the execu-
tive and legislative branches. They also did not predict the enormous 
role of political parties and their distortion of the political process. 
A two-person presidency can do much to address these problems so 
the national government better realizes the founding fathers’ vision. 
And it can do so via the kind of structural approach that typifies the 
U.S. constitutional system. Just as the framers protected against the 
accumulation of power and factional conflict by dividing power and 
requiring it to be shared, so would a coalition presidency work by di-
viding the executive power and requiring it to be shared.
 My claim that a two-person presidency would be more faithful to 
the framers’ vision gains support from an important theory for the 
imperial presidency. As Woodrow Wilson wrote, principles of repre-
sentation can justify viewing the president  —  the one official elected 
by the entire country  —  as the central institution in the national gov-
ernment. But as Wilson recognized, ceding a dominant role to the 
president requires a break from the framers’ conception of separate 
and equal powers checking and balancing each other.25
 One need not subscribe to original intent to find virtue in a two-
person presidency. It also would be more faithful to basic democratic 
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principles. Sanford Levinson and other scholars have discussed the 
many ways in which the Constitution has spawned an undemocratic 
political system.26 Currently, the United States suffers from a too-
powerful president who represents half or less of the public. With 
a bipartisan presidency that gives most of the people a voice in the 
shaping of presidential policy, the executive branch would become a 
much more democratic institution.

A two-party presidency and third-party or 
independent candidates

There are other advantages of a two-person, coalition presidency. In 
particular, it would help counteract the unhealthy “duopoly” that the 
Democratic and Republican Parties enjoy in U.S. politics. Currently, 
third-party or independent candidates have little chance of winning 
the presidency. With a two-person presidency, third-party and inde-
pendent candidates would have a much better chance at success. In 
2000, for example, many Democratic voters preferred Ralph Nader 
but believed that a vote for Nader would simply ensure the election 
of George W. Bush. With a two-person presidency, those Democrats 
could have voted for Nader with the assurance that either Nader or 
Al Gore would become one of the two presidents. Similarly, in 1980, 
many voters preferred John Anderson to Jimmy Carter or Ronald 
Reagan. Although opinion polls indicated that Anderson had nearly 
as much support as did Carter, he ended up with only 7 percent of 
the vote. A coalition presidency could convert third-party and inde-
pendent candidates from being at best spoilers who can determine 
which of the major party candidates wins election to candidates who 
can win in their own right.27

A feasible approach to governance?

While a two-person presidency would be novel for the United States, 
single executives are by no means used universally. Indeed, a collegial 
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or collective executive cabinet is one of the hallmarks of parliamen-
tary systems. The prime minister or premier may have a preeminent 
position, but decision making is, to a high degree, a joint endeavor 
of the cabinet ministers. Thus, for example, major policy decisions 
by the executive branch in parliamentary systems are taken up for a 
vote by the full cabinet. In contrast, cabinet secretaries in a presiden-
tial system serve only as advisers, and presidents may take action on 
major policies alone or even against the advice of their cabinets.28
 The two-person presidency that I consider has an important ad-
vantage over the shared decision making in a parliamentary system. 
Parliamentary coalitions can be unstable from partisan maneuvering 
designed to gain majority control of the government, especially since 
new elections can be called at any time. In a two-person executive, the 
presidents would recognize that they could not gain dominant power 
by obstructive behavior, either during the current four-year term or 
after the next presidential election. They could achieve their goals 
only through cooperation with their presidential colleague.
 Even in the United States, the executive branch has deviated in 
practice from a pure model of single-person control to include ele-
ments of a plural executive. Congress has established boards or 
commissions such as the Federal Reserve and the Securities Ex-
change Commission that are independent of presidential control, and 
a number of federal statutes vest authority for their execution with 
cabinet secretaries rather than with the president.29
 A two-person, coalition presidency would require a constitutional 
amendment, but we can expect a good deal of interest in the possibil-
ity. For both institutional and personal reasons, members of Congress 
should like the idea. Weakening the executive power by dividing it 
would level the balance of power between the executive and legisla-
tive branches. In addition, members of Congress find the partisan 
atmosphere unpleasant to the extent that prominent legislators such 
as Senators Evan Bayh (D-IN) and Olympia Snowe (R-ME) choose 
to leave office rather than continue working in Washington. Defus-
ing partisan conflict would make for a more rewarding experience for 
senators and representatives.
 To the extent that members of Congress aspire to the presidency, 
the calculus is more complicated. But they might well prefer a system 
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in which their chances of becoming president double even though 
they would have to share power. In addition, the reduction in parti-
san conflict facing the executive branch might more than compensate 
for the need of one president to cooperate with the other president. 
It would be easier to work with a presidential partner of another 
party inclined to be collegial rather than legislators of another party 
inclined to be uncompromising.
 The public also might like the idea of a two-person presidency 
since that would accommodate the desire of the public for a more bi-
partisan ethic in Washington, DC. Partisan conflict has bred greater 
and greater cynicism among voters about their government.
 Most importantly, other proposals to address the imperial presi-
dency and partisan conflict will not resolve those problems. A two-
person presidency may seem radical, but dysfunction in Washington 
has gotten to the point that radical reform is needed. Moreover, a 
change to a two-person presidency would not be written in stone. In 
the end, I may be wrong about the advantages of a coalition presi-
dency, but its potential for substantial benefit gives good reason for a 
trial run to see whether the functioning of the national government 
improves. If not, then it would be a simple matter to restore the one-
person executive.
 And even if a two-person presidency would not be adopted, there 
is much to gain by its consideration. Other authors have discussed 
the problems of presidential power and partisan conflict, but no one 
has analyzed the extent to which they reflect the one-person, one-
party presidency. This book breaks new ground in illuminating the 
very high costs the United States pays for the current structure of its 
executive branch. Considering the alternative of a two-person execu-
tive will bring greater understanding to critical problems in the U.S. 
political system and the remedies that might be implemented for 
those problems. Indeed, it is through thinking about goals that may 
be infeasible that we often identify policies that are feasible and that 
move us down the path to finding a full solution to our challenges.30
 This book continues in chapter 2 with a discussion of how a two-
person presidency would operate and why it would improve the judi-
cial nomination process, negotiations with foreign countries, and 
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other features of our political system. Chapter 3 documents the rise 
of the imperial presidency and explains how two presidents could 
correct for the excesses of executive power. Chapter 4 reviews the 
problem of partisan conflict and discusses how it could be defused 
by a coalition presidency. Chapter 5 presents the view that two presi-
dents would make for better decision making, and chapter 6 shows 
how a bipartisan executive would provide the public with broader 
representation in Washington. Chapter 7 provides reasons why the 
prospects for adopting a two-person presidency are greater than one 
might expect, and chapter 8 concludes with some final reflections.
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