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INTRODUCTION

JOHN V. DENSON

presidency, that unique political institution created by our
eighteenth-century Founders. Two of the most popular
books on this subject are The Imperial Presidency, by Arthur M.
Schlesinger, Jr.,! and The American Presidency, by Forrest McDon-
ald.2 These books are well-researched, and both authors are
competent scholars who express their ideas through excellent
prose. So why another book on this subject? The main reason is
to express various viewpoints in the long tradition of classical
liberalism which are not contained in any other books on the
presidency with which I am familiar. Schlesinger essentially
states the viewpoint of modern liberals, and McDonald states
basically that of the conservatives. Also, the viewpoints
expressed in this volume are very different from the perspectives
of most of the professional historians whose polls are studied in
the first essay herein by professors Richard Vedder and Lowell
Gallaway. In every published poll taken of selected groups of
professional historians since 1948, Presidents Abraham Lincoln
and Franklin Roosevelt have been rated as two of the three
“greatest,” compared with the judgment expressed in this book
which rates them as the two “worst” presidents.3 Therefore, we
need to begin with an explanation of the term classical liberalism
and distinguish it from conservatism and modern liberalism.
Ralph Raico, a classical liberal and a professional historian
who has an excellent chapter on President Truman in this vol-
ume, has correctly stated that, “Classical liberalism—or simply
liberalism, as it was called until around the turn of the century—

There are already many books analyzing the American

1Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Imperial Presidency (Boston: Houghton Mif-
flin, 1973).

2Forrest McDonald, The American Presidency: An Intellectual History
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1994).

3President Washington is invariably ranked with Lincoln and Franklin Roo-
sevelt as the three greatest presidents in these polls of the professional his-
torians, which speaks volumes about the political persuasion of a large part
of this profession.
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is the signature political philosophy of Western civilization.”4 He
is referring to the political philosophy of a limited, constitu-
tional government which follows an economic policy of the free
market and a foreign policy of noninterventionism, all ideas
which were very popular and influential in America in the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. He is not praising the phi-
losophy of big government associated with the term “liberal—"
which today signifies a belief in a central government designed
to promote egalitarianism, with a regulated, highly taxed econ-
omy and an interventionist foreign policy appropriately
described, in my opinion, as “globaloney.” These modern liber-
als, who were calling themselves “progressives” or “socialists” in
the early part of the twentieth century, later adopted the term
“liberal” for the same reasons that the American Whig Party
adopted the venerable term “Whig” from the British in the nine-
teenth century. American Whigs believed in big government and
the British Whigs believed in limited government. The adoption
of the terms “liberal” and “Whig” were done to confuse the
American people about the true intentions of the advocates of
big government. Felix Morley described this shell game of labels
in 1951 as follows:

Those who urge the progressive intervention of government in
business were once accurately and dispassionately known as
“Socialists.” But most American Socialists now describe them-
selves as “liberals,” although that designation for a believer in
State planning is directly opposite to the historic meaning of
the word. There is no doubt that this type of semantic duplic-
ity, or double-talk, has been politically influential.>

However, today the political label “liberal” has become such
an opprobrious word of political baggage to a significant num-
ber of the general public that many modern liberals have
retreated to their previous label of “progressives.” The modern
liberal wants to bring about his plan of the welfare state
through the democratic process, or “social democracy,” a term
born during the French Revolution. The egalitarian ideas of the

4Ralph Raico, “The Rise, Fall, and Renaissance of Classical Liberalism—
Part 1” Freedom Daily (August 1992): 11.

SFelix Morley, The Foreign Policy of the United States (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1951), p. 4.
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French Revolution inspired the socialist movement in the nine-
teenth century, which filtered into the American political system
at the end of that century through the “progressive” movement.
As progressives became the dominant political force in the early
part of the twentieth century, they changed their label to “liber-
als.”6

The word “classical” is defined by the dictionary as “not new
and experimental; as, classical political science.”” In an excellent
recent book entitled Classical Liberalism: The Unvanquished Ideal,
the British political philosopher David Conway points out that
the term “liberalism,” as used today to describe a political phi-
losophy, must be further defined as either modern liberalism or
classical liberalism. He points out that these terms have an
opposite meaning, primarily as they relate to the size, power,
and purpose of the central government. This is especially true in
regard to the role of government as it relates to the economy.8
We also learn from Conway’s book, and as indicated in its sub-
title, that classical liberalism is an “unvanquished ideal” which
has been almost completely discarded in the twentieth century,
primarily as a result of World War L.

Conway traces the historical development of classical liber-
alism back as far as the seventeenth century, although its roots
can actually be traced to ancient Greece, and he states,

After falling into almost complete intellectual disrepute toward
the end of the nineteenth century, classical liberalism was res-
cued from oblivion and revived in the twentieth century by
such notable thinkers as Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich
Hayek.?

6This was first noted in two popular magazines at the time, the New Repub-
lic and Nation which both supported their ideas. See Dwight D. Murphey,
Liberalism in Contemporary America (McLean, Va.: Council for Social and
Economic Studies, 1992).

"Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary, deluxe 2nd ed. (New York:
New World Dictionaries/Simon and Schuster, 1979), p. 334.

8David Conway, Classical Liberalism: The Unvanquished Ideal (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1995); see also another excellent history and analysis of
classical liberalism in Great Thinkers in Classical Liberalism, vol. 1, The
Locke-Smith Review, Amy H. Sturgis, ed. (Nashville, Tenn.: LockeSmith
Institute, 1994).

9Conway, Classical Liberalism, p. 8.

xi
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Later, Conway comments on the importance of this philosophy:

No society has ever fully exemplified that form which classi-
cal liberals maintain is best. Classical-liberal ideas greatly
influenced the founding fathers of the U.S.A. in their design of
its constitution. They also inspired much reform in Britain in
the nineteenth century. However, today, neither society comes
close to being a liberal polity as classical liberals conceive of
one. Both contain far too much legislation and regulation
restrictive of the liberty of members.10

Conway reviews the ideas of some of the principal advocates
of classical liberalism, such as John Locke in the seventeenth
century, Adam Smith and David Hume in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and John Stuart Mill in the nineteenth century.

Ludwig von Mises, one of the two most prominent classical
liberals identified by Conway in the twentieth century, is mainly
known today as an economist, but he expressed many of his
political ideas in 1927 in a book entitled Liberalism. He had to
change the title in subsequent editions to distinguish classical
liberalism from the term “liberal” that is used today. The title of
a later edition of the same book was Liberalism: In the Classical
Tradition.1! The other classical liberal identified by Conway,
Friedrich A. Hayek, who is also known mainly as an economist,
was a student of Mises and attended his famous seminars pre-
sented in Vienna. Hayek won the Nobel Prize for economics in
1974, though his views on classical liberalism can be seen in his
influential books, The Road to Serfdom and The Constitution of Lib-
erty.

At the probable risk of justified criticism for oversimplifica-
tion, I will give a brief statement of the ideas and differences of
the three main political philosophies which are important for
readers of this book. Probably the main issue which distin-
guishes classical liberalism from both modern liberalism and
conservatism is the recognition by the classical liberal that a
citizen’s own government is more likely to be a threat to his

10[bid., p. 25.

11Ludwig von Mises, Liberalism: In the Classical Tradition (Irvington-on-
Hudson, N.Y.: Foundation for Economic Education and San Francisco: Cob-
den Press, 1985).
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liberty than any foreign government or domestic criminal.12
Therefore, the classical liberal is sensitive to the issue of big gov-
ernment and wants it to be limited to a very narrow range of
powers to which it is best suited and otherwise restrained by a
constitution from violating the citizens’ rights. Therefore, the
issue of “liberty versus power” is the essential reference point for
the classical liberal regarding government.!3 The American
Founding Fathers were very sensitive to this issue of their own
government taking away their freedom because of their experi-
ence as subjects of the British Empire. They primarily designed
the American government through the Constitution and the Bill
of Rights, to protect citizens from their own central or federal
government by preventing the concentration of too much
power into the hands of that government and by letting most of
the political power remain with the States and the people. This
was made explicit in the Ninth and Tenth Amendments.

On the other hand, modern liberals and conservatives both
want a larger, more powerful federal government, but each
wants this for different purposes. The modern liberals want a
big government to regulate the economy and for the egalitarian
purposes of the welfare state, so that tax money can be redistrib-
uted by central planners and bureaucrats to various groups. Con-
servatives want a large and powerful government, although usu-
ally not as big as the modern liberals, primarily for “national
defense,” including the CIA, and for “law and order,” including the
FBI and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. Also, con-
servatives believe that government should be in partnership with
business and grant it certain favors such as subsidies, tariffs, and
protection for its economic interests, both at home and abroad.

Conservatives believe in private enterprise, but classical lib-
erals believe in free enterprise with no partnership or help from
the federal government and with virtually no controls or regula-
tions by the federal government over the economy. Both modern
liberals and conservatives supported big government during the
cold war to fight communism, and they have continued their
support in recent times to allow America to become the world'’s
policeman. Classical liberalism believes in free-market global

12See the classic work by Albert Jay Nock, Our Enemy, The State (New York:
Free Life Editions, 1973).

13See Joan Kennedy Taylor, ed., Liberty Against Power: Essays by Roy A.
Childs, Jr. (San Francisco: Fox and Wilkes, 1994).

xiil
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trade but also believes that business and banking interests should
engage in foreign trade at their own risk without government aid
and that America should not be the world’s policeman. This is
the classical-liberal idea of a noninterventionist foreign policy.
As Conway states, classical liberalism had a dominant influ-
ence at the time of the formation of the American government.
Among the Founders, Thomas Jefferson is usually identified as
the person most representative of classical liberalism and is most
often quoted for his belief “That government governs best which
governs the least.”14 Jefferson applied this general idea specifi-
cally to the American government: “The policy of the American
government is to leave their citizens free, neither restraining nor
aiding them in their pursuits.”15 Alexander Hamilton, among the
Founders, is usually designated as the best representative of con-
servatism. Christopher Hollis, in his excellent work on American
history, summarizes the Jefferson-Hamilton conflict as follows:

Hamilton was content to support the Constitution because he
was confident that, once a central government was estab-
lished, it would be able at each crisis, or pretended crisis, to
filch from the States such powers as might seem to it conven-
ient. In this he has been proved disastrously right. Jefferson,
also foreseeing the danger, thought to guard the liberty of the
individual by the addition to the Constitution of a series of
Amendments [the first Ten Amendments, known as the Bill of
Rights]. Many others doubted and were induced to support
ratification only by the argument that there could be no dan-
ger in giving the Constitution a trial, since any state could
always secede again if it wished to do so. What a sorry joke
have their descendants made of poor Jefferson and his friends.
How Alexander Hamilton must grin from his grave!16

Both Jefferson and Hamilton served in the first cabinet of
President George Washington. Washington is not usually
remembered as an intellectual, and he probably favored more of
Hamilton’s views than Jefferson’s concerning the size and power

14Charles T. Sprading, ed., Liberty and the Great Libertarians: Anthology on
Liberty, A Handbook of Freedom (New York: Arno Press and The New York
Times, 1972), p. 82.

15Antony Jay, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of Political Quotations (New York
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 193 (emphasis added).

16Christopher Hollis, The American Heresy (New York: Minton, Balch,
1930), p. 38.
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of the federal government. Clearly he did so in regard to the
issue of central banking. Nevertheless, Washington was defi-
nitely influenced by the classical-liberal ideas which pervaded
the eighteenth century and expressed one of the principal classi-
cal-liberal viewpoints about government: “Government is not
reason, it is not eloquence—it is force! Like fire it is a dangerous
servant and a fearful master; Never for a moment should it be
left to irresponsible action.”17 Ludwig von Mises went into more
detail in describing the danger of government in general, or “the
state,” by expressing the following classical-liberal idea in his
excellent book on politics entitled Omnipotent Government: The
Rise of the Total State and Total War:

The state is essentially an apparatus of compulsion and coer-
cion. The characteristic feature of its activities is to compel
people through the application or the threat of force to behave
otherwise than they would like to behave. . . .

The state is, if properly administered, the foundation of
society, of human cooperation and civilization. It is the most
beneficial and most useful instrument in the endeavors of man
to promote human happiness and welfare. But it is a tool and
a means only, not the ultimate goal. It is not God. It is simply
compulsion and coercion; it is the police power. . . .

The state is a human institution, not a super human
being. He who says “state” means coercion and compulsion.
He who says: There should be a law concerning this matter,
means: The armed men of government should force people to
do what they do not want to do, or not to do what they like.
... The worship of the state is the worship of force. There is
no more dangerous menace to civilization than a government
of incompetent, corrupt, or vile men. The worst evils which
mankind ever had to endure were inflicted by bad govern-
ments. The state can be and has often been in the course of his-
tory the main source of mischief and disaster. . . .

The essential characteristic features of state and govern-
ment do not depend on their particular structure and constitu-
tion. They are present both in despotic and in democratic gov-
ernments. Democracy too is not divine. We shall later deal with
the benefits that society derives from democratic government.

17Sprading, ed., Liberty and the Great Libertarians, p. 53.
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But great as these advantages are, it should never be forgotten
that majorities are no less exposed to error and frustration
than kings and dictators. That a fact is deemed true by the
majority does not prove its truth. That a policy is deemed
expedient by the majority does not prove its expediency. The
individuals who form the majority are not gods, and their
joint conclusions are not necessarily godlike.18

The danger of democracy to liberty was an important point
considered by the American framers, who were as concerned
about the dangers to liberty from the majority as from a
monarchy. They often referred to the danger of “King Numbers”
or “Mobocracy” as a severe threat to liberty, and, therefore, they
designed the Constitution, especially the Bill of Rights, to protect
citizens’ rights from majority rule. Today, most conservatives
and modern liberals speak of “protecting democracy” at home or
“spreading democracy” abroad, but rarely do they speak of
“protecting liberty” or “spreading liberty.” As pointed out by
Mises, democracy does not necessarily promote liberty and it
may even become despotic to a substantial minority.

A couple of aphorisms serve to describe the general philoso-
phy of classical liberalism, which believes in trying to solve
social and economic problems primarily through private, vol-
untary action and in the market economy rather than turning
to government. One of these was often expressed by President
Ronald Reagan during his campaigns, but, unfortunately, he did
not—or was not allowed to—put the idea into practice during
either of his two administrations. His campaign slogan was
“Government is not the answer, it is the problem.” Another
which captures the essence of classical liberalism was made by
an obscure lyric poet in Germany who died in 1843. He stated,
“What has made the State a hell on earth has been that man has
tried to make it his heaven.”1?

There have been many reforms, especially in the twentieth
century, beginning with the “progressives” and coming up to the

18Ludwig von Mises, Omnipotent Government: The Rise of the Total State and
Total War (New Rochelle, N.Y.: Arlington House, 1969), pp. 46-47.

19Yohann Christian Friedrich Holderlin as quoted by FA. Hayek in The Col-
lected Works of EA. Hayek, vol. 10, Socialism and War: Essays, Documents,
Reviews, Bruce Caldwell, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997),
p- 175.
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modern liberals today who want specific and good social pro-
grams. To accomplish their ends, they pass laws to force the
program onto everyone and to force all of the taxpayers to pay
for it. It is this constant increase in taxation and the power of
government in order to create “good” government programs
that has been one of the major causes of government becoming
a “Leviathan,” which then becomes a threat to the liberty of all
the citizens.

As noted earlier, the ideas of conservatism and classical lib-
eralism were dominant in American politics at the beginning of
the Republic. The battle over what the proper role and power of
the federal government should be continued up until the time of
the American Civil War. Those individuals who controlled the
American government during and at the end of the Civil War
believed in a strong central government with a high or protec-
tive tariff, which amounted to a partnership between big busi-
ness and big government. These were the basic ideas of Alexan-
der Hamilton and conservatism at that time. The ideas of
Thomas Jefferson and of limited government and states’ rights
were largely discarded after this war.

One of the principal goals and great achievements of classical
liberalism was the abolition of slavery—which occurred
throughout Western civilization in the nineteenth century—
without war being necessary—except for the revolt in Haiti—
despite the fact that slavery had been a significant, well-accepted,
worldwide institution for thousands of years. The great tragedy
for classical liberalism, and for American political thought, was
that the ideas of limited government and states’ rights, which
were the classical-liberal ideas adopted by the South, became
intertwined with the idea of slavery, which classical liberalism
opposed. Even though the Civil War was not waged by the North
for the purpose of the abolition of slavery, as will be shown in
my essay on Lincoln herein, slavery was abolished after the war
through the Thirteenth Amendment. However, the war also had
the unfortunate effect of destroying the classical-liberal ideas of
states’ rights and limited government at the same time because
they were all advocated by the South. Big government advo-
cates stated, then and now, that states’ rights and slavery went
hand in hand. Big government advocates, even today, often
claim that the abolition of slavery was their great achievement
in spite of the fact that big government and slavery had been
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joined together for many centuries and were the twin evils clas-
sical liberalism always opposed.

Immediately after the Civil War, the famous historian of lib-
erty, Lord Acton, wrote to General Robert E. Lee and asked what
the result of the Civil War was in Lee’s opinion. Lee replied in a
letter dated December 15, 1866, and, in part, stated:

[Tlhe consolidation of the states into one vast republic, [is]
sure to be aggressive abroad and despotic at home . . . [and]
will be the certain precursor of that ruin which has over-
whelmed all those [governments] that have preceded it.20

At the end of the nineteenth century in America the political
battle was no longer between classical liberalism and conser-
vatism. It was between two advocates of big government, but
for different purposes: one was conservatism, which favored big
government and a partnership with big business, and the other
was “progressivism,” which wanted big government to regulate
or control the economy and move toward egalitarianism and the
welfare state.21

Turning now to the American presidency as viewed by clas-
sical liberals, one of my favorite presidents is not covered in this
book. He was the first president after the Civili War who
attempted to revive the ideas of Jefferson and classical liberalism;
unfortunately, however, he was also the last. Grover Cleveland, in
my opinion, is the last good president from a classical-liberal per-
spective, and a few illustrations of his actions while in office will
show that classical liberalism does not advocate a “do-nothing”
president or one that is weak. Classical liberalism believes that
the president should use his power to promote and protect indi-
vidual liberty rather than to increase the power of the federal

20John V. Denson, ed., The Costs of War: America’s Pyrrhic Victories, 2nd ed.
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1999), app. 1, p. 496; see
also Essays in the History of Liberty: Selected Writings of Lord Acton, J. Rufus
Fears, ed. (Indianapolis, Ind.: Liberty Classics, 1985), p. 365.

21See Christopher Hollis, The American Heresy, cited earlier. This is an excel-
lent study of American history which concludes that the Jeffersonian the-
ory of a limited central government and States’ rights ended with the Civil
War and was replaced by Hamilton's ideas of big government in partner-
ship with big business, which was solidified into place by Woodrow Wil-
son who led America into World War 1.

xviil
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government. Cleveland stood for sound money and the gold
standard,22 and he was opposed to the protective tariff.23 He
advocated the increased respect and sovereignty of the States as
a check and balance on the power of the central government.24
Cleveland generally supported the ideas of a limited federal gov-
ernment and the strict construction of the Constitution, a free-
market economy, and the separation of banking from the gov-
ernment.2>

Two good examples of Grover Cleveland acting as a strong
president, trying to protect individual liberty rather than pro-
moting power in the federal government, will illustrate my
point. The first relates to a domestic issue regarding a rather
meager attempt by Congress to create a welfare system—which
Cleveland fought because of his belief that the federal govern-
ment should not be involved in any welfare program, not only
because it increased the power of the federal government, but
also because it decreased the liberty and the moral character of
the people who might become dependent upon it. This political
principle in no way meant he was opposed to private charity,
which of course he supported. Cleveland used the power of the
presidency to veto a federal welfare program of only $10,000
for drought relief in Texas, and he stated:

I do not believe that the power and duty of the general Gov-
ernment ought to be extended to the relief of individual suffer-
ing. . . . A prevalent tendency to disregard the limited mission
of this power should, I think, be steadfastly resisted, to the end
that the lesson should be constantly enforced that though the
people support the Government the Government should not
support the people. . . . Federal aid in such cases encourages the
expectation of paternal care on the part of the Government and
weakens the sturdiness of our National character.26

22Richard E. Welch, Jr., The Presidencies of Grover Cleveland (Lawrence: Uni-
versity Press of Kansas, 1988), pp. 118, 129.

231bid., pp. 83, 88, 93.

241bid., p. 147.

25Tbid., pp. 147, 207.

26Garet Garrett, “The Revolution Was” in The People’s Pottage (Caldwell,
Idaho: Caxton Printers, [1953] 1993), p. 55.
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Garet Garrett notes that Cleveland’s veto was: “[O]ne way of
saying a hard truth that was implicit in the American way of
thinking, namely, that when people support the government they
control government, but when the government supports the
people it will control them.”27 Modern liberalism completely
supports government welfare as a principle, and although most
conservatives condone the practice, they mainly oppose the
amount of tax money for the program and want it to be smaller,
rather than opposing the principle of government welfare alto-
gether.

The second example of Cleveland’s use of presidential power
to promote liberty was his restraint on Congress in regard to the
declaration of war which prevented the Spanish-American War
during his presidency. Louis Fisher, in his excellent book on the
presidential war power, relates the following account of Presi-
dent Cleveland’s confrontation with several congressmen:

Some members of Congress itched for war. An associate of
President Cleveland was once present when a delegation from
Congress arrived at the White House to announce, “We have
about decided to declare war against Spain over the Cuban
question. Conditions are intolerable.” Cleveland responded
bluntly, “There will be no war with Spain over Cuba while I
am President.” A member of Congress protested that the Con-
stitution gave Congress the right to declare war, but Cleveland
countered by saying that the Constitution also made him
Commander in Chief and “I will not mobilize the army.” Cleve-
land said that the United States could buy Cuba from Spain for
$100 million, whereas a war “will cost vastly more than that
and will entail another long list of pensioners. It will be an
outrage to declare war.” This standoff raises the intriguing
possibility that a President, presented with a declaration of war
from Congress, could veto it on the ground that intelligence
obtained from diplomatic sources demonstrated that war was
unnecessary. In such situations, one would assume that this
information would be shared with Congress and derail efforts
to declare war.28

271bid.

281 ouis Fisher, Presidential War Power (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1995), p. 42.
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However, Congress later had a willing president to go along
with their efforts to abandon the ideas of the Founders, espe-
cially George Washington's ideas in his famous Farewell Address
wherein he promoted a noninterventionist foreign policy. It was
President McKinley, who led America into its first imperialistic
war by using the lie that the battleship USS Maine was sunk by
the Spanish.29 America made its tragic mistake of forgetting its
heritage of liberty and by seeking power with the conquest of
the Philippines in Asia. The new foreign policy of imperialism
was thus born in America.

I had a discussion with Jeffrey Hummel regarding his selec-
tion of Van Buren as the best example of a good classical-liberal
president, and I asked him if he had considered Grover Cleveland.
He stated that while he ranked him very high in most respects,
he did not rate him above Van Buren because of Cleveland’s use
of federal troops to break up the Pullman strike. This action by
Cleveland certainly increased the power of the central govern-
ment over the States. One of his biographers, Richard E. Welch,
Jr., sums up this mistake by Cleveland, who severely violated one
of the main principles of federalism that was inherent in the Con-
stitution, as it was originally conceived:

Cleveland was not the first American president to send federal
troops to maintain law and order during a railroad strike;
Hayes had done so during the “Great Strike” of 1877. Cleve-
land was, however, the first president to do so at his own ini-
tiative and not at the application of a state governor. Not only
did the governor of Illinois not request the dispatch of federal
troops, he objected publicly and often. Cleveland insisted that
under Section 5298 of the Revised Statutes, he possessed the
unrestricted authority to dispatch federal troops wherever
there was a threat to life and property. [Governor] Altgeld
insisted that police powers were reserved exclusively for the
states; in time of peace, federal troops could only intervene if
invited to do so by a state legislature or governor. Altgeld
wrote angry letters to the president and received equally angry
replies. Cleveland argued that the troops had been sent only
after he had received conclusive evidence from the judicial offi-
cers of the United States “that the process of the Federal courts
could not be executed through the ordinary means, and upon

29H.D. Rickover, How the Battleship Maine was Destroyed (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Department of Navy, 1976), p. 91.
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competent proof that the conspiracies existed against com-
merce between the States.”30

Welch further elaborates on this use of federal troops by
Cleveland and his evolving stance regarding the authority of the
president:

For a student of the American presidency, the most interesting
feature of Cleveland’s actions during the Pullman strike is the
witness they offer to his evolving conception of presidential
authority. In the campaign of 1884, Cleveland had run on a
Democratic platform calling for renewed respect for the rights
and sovereignty of the individual states, and for many years
thereafter he had given periodic warning against undue cen-
tralization of power in the federal government. In 1894 he
claimed for the chief executive of the national government the
authority to supersede the state of Illinois as the protector of
law and order within its boundaries. Brushing aside the objec-
tions of Governor Altgeld, Cleveland assumed the police pow-
ers traditionally reserved to state and local governments as he
authorized the use of federal military power in a labor-man-
agement dispute. Like his hero Andrew Jackson, Cleveland
could simultaneously speak against the centralization of
power in the federal government and expand the power of the
federal executive. Cleveland’s interpretation of the traditions of
the Democratic Party was, at least, flexible. He quoted Jeffer-
son when denouncing federal interference in local elections,
but he acted like Jackson when he overrode Governor Altgeld
and claimed supremacy for the federal government and its
chief executive during the Chicago railroad strike.31

I think Jeffrey Hummel is probably right to downgrade
Cleveland’s status because of his action in the Pullman strike,
but I want to relate another example about Grover Cleveland
which shows him to be a person of sound political principles
rather than simply a person loyal to his political party regard-
less of its principles. This occurred in the presidential election in
1896, when Cleveland refused to vote for William Jennings
Bryan, who was the Democratic Party nominee, and he also
refused to vote for William McKinley, who was the Republican

30Welch, The Presidencies of Grover Cleveland, p. 145.
311bid., p. 147.

xxii



INTRODUCTION

nominee. Instead he voted for a third-party candidate, Senator
John M. Palmer. His biographer, Welch, states:

Here perhaps, he could be indicted for party recusancy, if not
treason. Cleveland, however, believed that the Democratic
Party under Bryan was no longer the party of Jefferson and
Jackson. The Bryan Democrats were Populists, and the Gold
Democrats who were running as a third party were the true
heirs of the Founding Fathers of Democracy.32

There is still much to admire about President Cleveland from a
classical-liberal viewpoint.

David Conway’s book, as mentioned earlier, states that clas-
sical liberalism is the “unvanquished ideal.” It is true that these
ideas have never been proven wrong or defeated but were sim-
ply discarded after the American Civil War. With the exception of
the two terms of Grover Cleveland, classical liberalism never again
became a major influence in American politics, in my opinion.33
Some might argue that the administrations of Presidents Harding
and Coolidge demonstrate a rebirth of classical liberalism, but I
question this. They certainly did not seem to have the commit-
ment to classical liberalism that Cleveland did, and they were
greatly affected by the results of President Wilson’s war and his
despotic domestic policy during the war confirming Robert E.
Lee’s prediction that the consolidated federal government would
become “aggressive abroad and despotic at home.” The successive
Harding and Coolidge administrations attempted to return Amer-
ica to “normalcy” after the war was over, but while they both
stood for the principle of reducing government spending, as well
as the excessive rates of Wilson’s income tax, they were still
“good” Republicans who advocated a higher protective tariff to
help business. They also were caught up in the ideas of the “Pro-
gressive Era” and supported much government regulation of
industry, like the radio, so long as government also remained in a
partnership with industry.34

320bid., p. 211.

33For the same opinion, see David T. Beito and Linda Royster Beito, “Gold
Democrats and the Decline of Classical Liberalism, 1896-1900,” The Inde-
pendent Review: A Journal of Political Economy vol. 4, no. 4 (Spring 2000):
555-71.

34The interested student may want to consult the following works ana-
lyzing the Harding and Coolidge administrations: Eugene P. Trani and
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My study of constitutional history indicates that the
Founders intended for the legislative branch of Congress, com-
posed of both the House and Senate, to be the dominant branch
of the federal government, which was then very limited in scope
and power. Today the executive has become, by far, the domi-
nant branch of government, even to the point that it is the main
threat to the liberty and freedom of American citizens. Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., a modern liberal, admits and comments on this
fact as follows:

The Imperial Presidency was essentially the creation of foreign
policy. A combination of doctrines and emotions—belief in
permanent and universal crisis, fear of communism, faith in
the duty, and the right of the United States to intervene swiftly
in every part of the world—had brought about the unprece-
dented centralization of decisions over war and peace in the
Presidency. With this came an unprecedented exclusion of the
rest of the executive branch, of Congress, of the press and of
public opinion in general from these decisions. Prolonged war
in Vietnam strengthened the tendencies toward both central-
ization and exclusion. So the imperial Presidency grew at the
expense of the constitutional order. Like the cowbird, it hatched
its own eggs and pushed the others out of the nest. And, as it
overwhelmed the traditional separation of powers in foreign
affairs, it began to aspire toward an equivalent centralization
of power in the domestic polity.

We saw in the case of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New
Deal that extraordinary power flowing into the Presidency to
meet domestic problems by no means enlarged presidential
authority in foreign affairs. But we also saw in the case of FDR
and the Second World War and Harry S. Truman and the steel
seizure that extraordinary power flowing into the Presidency
to meet international problems could easily encourage Presi-
dents to extend their unilateral claims at home.35

Schlesinger continues:

The imperial Presidency, born in the 1940s and 1950s to save
the outer world from perdition, thus began in the 1960s and

David L. Wilson, The Presidency of Warren G. Harding (Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 1977) and Robert Sobel, Coolidge: An American Enigma
(Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, 1998).

35Schlesinger, The Imperial Presidency, p. 208.
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1970s to find nurture at home. Foreign policy had given the
President the command of peace and war. Now the decay of
the parties left him in command of the political scene, and the
Keynesian revelation placed him in command of the economy.
At this extraordinary historical moment, when foreign and
domestic lines of force converged, much depended on whether
the occupant of the White House was moved to ride the new
tendencies of power or to resist them.3¢

Of course, we know that all the occupants of the White
House after Franklin Roosevelt rode this vast presidential power
over foreign and domestic matters, although at different paces,
rather than resisting it.

Another competent observer of this phenomenon of the shift
of power to the presidency during the Franklin Roosevelt era is
Dean E. Blythe Stason of the University of Michigan Law
School, who stated that the years immediately prior to and dur-
ing World War 1II caused a “shift in constitutional dominance
over the affairs of the nation from the legislative and judicial
supremacy of bygone years to the ascendancy of the executive
branch of government.”37 Constitutional scholar E.S. Corwin
agrees with Schlesinger and Stason that presidential power was
greatly increased by war, but he traces the origin of the danger-
ous “war powers” doctrine back to President Lincoln, who dras-
tically increased the powers of his office and the federal govern-
ment in general during the Civil War. Corwin states:

The sudden emergence of the “Commander-in-Chief” clause as
one of the most highly charged provisions of the Constitution
occurred almost overnight in consequence of Lincoln’s wed-
ding it to the clause that makes it the duty of the President “to
take care that the laws be faithfully executed.” From these two
clauses thus united, Lincoln proceeded to derive what he
termed the “war power,” to justify the series of extraordinary
measures that he took in the interval between the fall of Fort
Sumter and the convening of Congress in the special session on
July 4, 1861.38

361bid., p. 212.

37Edward S. Corwin, Total War and the Constitution (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1947), p. vii.

381bid., p. 16.
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Another knowledgeable observer of the phenomenon of the
increased powers of the federal government, and especially the
power of the presidency because of war, all at the expense of lib-
erty, was Charles Evans Hughes.3? As a result of World War I,
and on June 21, 1920, Hughes expressed his fear for the future
of the country with the following words: “We may well won-
der in view of the precedents now established whether constitu-
tional government as hitherto maintained in this Republic could
survive another great war even victoriously waged.”40

Another dangerous expansion of the power of the presidency
is commented upon by Dean Blythe Stason. He shows that the
executive branch received vastly increased powers through the
regulatory legislation of the administrative bodies to which
Congress unconstitutionally delegated its lawmaking powers.
He states:

[Hlow far can we continue to progress in the direction of con-
ferring upon administrative officials more and more virtually
unreviewable discretionary power over the lives and activities
of men without finally reaching a state of absolutism that can
no longer be called a liberal democracy.4!

He continues by stating that:

[W]e are confronted by the uncomfortable fact that the experi-
ence of history has not yet shown us how constitutional dem-
ocratic institutions can be preserved in the presence and under
the control of ever-increasing administrative discretion.42

The process of the general increase in the power of the fed-
eral government from the Civil War to the present is a good
demonstration of the “ratchet effect” made famous in Robert
Higgs’s excellent book Crisis and Leviathan. In the Civil War, Lin-
coln vastly increased the power of the presidency, and after his

3%9Hughes served in numerous public offices including Governor of New
York, Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, Secretary of State and
as Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court from 1930 to 1941. Woodrow
Wilson barely defeated him for the presidency in 1916.

40Corwin, Total War and the Constitution, p. 2; see also Schlesinger, The
Imperial Presidency, p. 93 (emphasis added).

41Corwin, Total War and the Constitution, pp. vii and viii.
421bid., p. viii.
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death Congress reacted and tried to assert its supremacy. Finally,
the Supreme Court stepped in to assert its power over Congress
and the presidency. The McKinley and Wilson administrations
then reacted on behalf of the presidency through the “war pow-
ers” established by Lincoln and asserted the supremacy again of
the presidency. The net effect of the three branches jockeying for
positions of power, which has continued throughout the
remainder of the twentieth century, has increased the power of
the federal government in general. However, as Schlesinger
stated, the “Imperial Presidency” is the main problem today and
it was created primarily by Franklin Roosevelt. The Constitu-
tion, as written by our Founders, is now in shreds and all but
forgotten. No longer do presidents go to Congress to ask for a
declaration of war. They simply send troops where and when
they please throughout the world. Rarely does the Supreme
Court hold acts of Congress unconstitutional because they can-
not find in the Constitution where Congress has been given spe-
cific authority to legislate. Congress simply does what it wants
and the Supreme Court turns its head. The Supreme Court no
longer merely interprets the law, it makes laws, a power granted
in the Constitution only to Congress.

It is because of this vast increase in the power of the presi-
dency to its present “imperial” status that the Mises Institute
decided to hold a conference at Callaway Gardens in Pine Moun-
tain, Georgia, to study this threat to our liberty. The Mises Insti-
tute was formed in 1982 by Lew Rockwell to promote the ideas
of Ludwig von Mises, which fit comfortably within the long
tradition of classical liberalism and the ideas of the American
Founding Fathers. If America is ever to regain its greatness and
again become the best example of individual freedom and liberty
in the world, as envisioned by our Founders, we must investi-
gate how, where, and when we abandoned those ideas. The con-
ference and this book have attempted to do this. The chapters on
the presidencies of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Johnson and
the Jacksonian era were not part of the conference but were vital
to the scope and role of the present-day “imperial presidency.”
Jefferson was the first classical-liberal president, and while
Andrew Johnson was not a classical liberal, he was a Jackson-
ian Democrat who opposed a strong centralized government.
During Johnson’s administration, immediately following that
of Lincoln, he took a courageous stand against a runaway
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Congress which sought to impose on the South the most
aggressive and dictatorial government in American history.

The chapters in this volume are arranged generally in the
chronological order of the presidents they discuss. The first, by
Richard Vedder and Lowell Gallaway, sets the stage for all of the
other chapters and shows the ratings by the professional histo-
rians, and other polls, which differ greatly from the assessment
of the presidents made by the classical-liberal viewpoint of the
authors herein. Vedder and Gallaway attempted to rate the pres-
idents through an objective standard by determining the growth
of the central government during their respective terms since the
size and power of the central government is a key factor for
classical liberals. While this objective standard is useful, it cer-
tainly has its problems, as Vedder and Gallaway admit, since it
rates Andrew Johnson and Harry Truman as two of the best.
This result follows mainly because Johnson and Truman fol-
lowed presidents who greatly expanded the federal government,
and therefore the Johnson and Truman administrations looked
very good by comparison as they both attempted to reduce, in
some fashion, the size and power of the federal government.
This was especially true of Andrew Johnson, as Scott Trask’s
chapter demonstrates. However, as Ralph Raico points out later,
Harry Truman certainly is not rated highly from a classical-lib-
eral viewpoint. Vedder-Gallaway show ratings by establishment
historians or “court historians” over the years and then place the
polls beside their objectively-created standard. The reader will see
that other authors herein differ at times and to some degree
from the Vedder-Gallaway objective rating insofar as whether a
president is “good” or “bad” from a classical-liberal viewpoint.

David Gordon shows that President Washington has been
rated as one of the three greatest presidents by most historians’
polls, as well as the general public opinion, because of his
unquestionable integrity rather than his philosophy of govern-
ment or his actions during his two terms as president. Scott
Trask covers the two administrations of Thomas Jefferson and
shows the difficulty of working within the framework of the
Constitution to accomplish goals which the president feels are
“right,” such as the Louisiana Purchase. Trask also refers to the
problems of Jefferson and the Barbary pirates. Modern advo-
cates of the idea that the Constitution does not require a decla-
ration of war by Congress to enable the president to send troops
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abroad often point to the experience of Presidents Jefferson and
Madison in dealing with these pirates without a declaration of
war. Therefore, they argue that modern presidents need no dec-
laration of war by Congress. Louis Fisher comments about this
modern position and replies specifically to historian Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., as follows:

Harking back to Jefferson’s use of ships to repel the Barbary
pirates, Schlesinger claimed that American Presidents “have
repeatedly committed American armed forces abroad without
prior Congressional consultation or approval.”

Schlesinger neglected to point out that Jefferson told Con-
gress he was “unauthorized by the Constitution, without the
sanction of Congress, to go beyond the line of defense.” It was
the prerogative of Congress to authorize “measures of offense
also.” Congress enacted ten statutes authorizing action by
Presidents Jefferson and Madison in the Barbary wars.43

Marshall DeRosa points out that the Supreme Court has
been an accomplice to the rise of executive power, and while this
is true throughout the presidency, and especially during the
term of President Franklin Roosevelt, most of his emphasis
relates to the period of time from 1812 to 1826, and therefore
showcases Jefferson. He emphasizes that the attack on states’
rights by the Supreme Court in the early Republic weakened the
checks and balances intended by the Founders on the power of
the central government. Randall Holcombe’s chapter on the elec-
toral college centers mainly on its evolution from the time of
President Washington to the election of President Jackson, with
special emphasis on the administration of Jackson. He points
out correctly that the framers of the Constitution had a great
fear that democracy would destroy liberty if left unchecked and
unrestrained, therefore the electoral college was designed to pre-
vent “King Numbers” from selecting the president. He further
points out that Andrew Jackson had an unrealistic confidence in
democracy and failed to see the wisdom of the Founding Fathers.
The demise of the electoral college, as it was envisioned by the
Founders, has contributed greatly to the decline in the quality of
presidents, especially in the twentieth century.

Clyde Wilson relates the problem of political parties as it
may affect the presidency, and while this theme is applicable to

43Fisher, Presidential War Power, p. 90.
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all of the presidents, he concentrates mainly on the Jacksonian
era, and for that reason, I have put his essay at this point. The
title of Wilson’s chapter, “The American President: From Cincin-
natus to Caesar,” could have served as the title of this book.

The Founders looked to the example of the ancient Roman
Republic and its leaders for much of their inspiration in creating
the American Republic. One of the heroes of the Roman Repub-
lic was the legendary general and statesman Cincinnatus who
was chosen by the Senate and called from his farm in 458 B.C.
to lead Rome and its army in order to save the Republic. Upon
achieving victory he immediately relinquished all of his political
and military powers and returned to his plow on his four-acre
farm. In fact, George Washington became the first president of
The Society of Cincinnati in America because of his relinquish-
ment of military and political power and retirement to his home
at Mt. Vernon.#4

The main theme of the book traces the progression of power
exercised by American presidents from the early American
Republic, which compared favorably with the laudatory ideal of
Cincinnatus, up to the eventual reality of the power-hungry
Caesars which later appeared as presidents in American history.
The history of Rome is very similar in this respect to the history
of America. The question inherent in our study of the American
presidency created by our Founders is to determine how it
degenerated into the office of American Caesar. Did the charac-
ter of the man who held the office corrupt it, or did the power
of the office, as it evolved, corrupt the man? Or was it a combi-
nation of the two? Was there too much latent power in the orig-
inal creation of the office as the Anti-Federalists claimed? Or was
the power externally created and added to the position by cor-
rupt or misguided men?

Jeffrey Hummel’s chapter on Martin Van Buren asserts that
he is our best example of a “good” classical-liberal president and
compares him to the British statesman and classical liberal,
William Gladstone. Hummel shows that during Van Buren’s one
term, he was primarily concerned with protecting individual lib-
erty in both his domestic and foreign policies and resisted the
temptation to enlarge the powers of the central government
when given the opportunity to do so. Presidents must be

44See Garry Wills, Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment,
Images of Power in Early America (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984).
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Jjudged on their “greatness” when they had the levers of power
in their hands. While Jefferson, by most measurements,
would be considered a “great” man and maybe the greatest to
serve as president, Van Buren may have been a “better” president
because of the actions he took when he had the power to do so.
The reader will see in a footnote to Clyde Wilson’s chapter that
he nominates John Tyler as one of the great classical-liberal
presidents, placing him possibly above Van Buren.

Tom DilLorenzo and I team up on the critique of Abraham
Lincoln, who is generally considered by most professional histo-
rians and the general public as one of the three “greatest” presi-
dents in American history. DiLorenzo concentrates on Lincoln’s
economic policies, and specifically the protective tariff and mer-
cantilism, which were major causes of the American Civil War.
I also show the importance of the protective tariff and other
political pressures which motivated Lincoln to wage war against
the South and examine in detail his masterful political trick of
maneuvering the South into firing the first shot at Fort Sumter,
rallying what had been weak support in the North into a strong
force to preserve the Union. Lincoln’s war resulted in a victory
for the economic policies of mercantilism and the political idea of
a strong centralized government which destroyed the idea of
states’ rights thereby changing the course of American history
by 180 degrees.

Scott Trask and Carey Roberts cover the amazing administra-
tion of President Andrew Johnson. Johnson took a courageous
stand against the Radical Republicans in Congress, who wanted to
impose military rule and conquest of the South in order to per-
petuate the new, regional Republican Party. The period of Andrew
Johnson’s administration and the several which followed it are
known as the Reconstruction era, one of the most neglected peri-
ods of study. It is also one of the most important in order to
understand the purpose and result of the Civil War as demon-
strated by the increase of power into the central government and
general decline of states’ rights and individual liberty. Generally,
modern professional historians have not been kind to Andrew
Johnson. John F Kennedy, in his excellent book, Profiles in Courage,
tells the interesting and courageous story of Senator Edmund G.
Ross of Kansas, who, along with six other senators, voted not
guilty at the impeachment trial of President Andrew Johnson,
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and thus destroyed their own political careers while supporting
the Constitution. Kennedy could have easily just written about
the political courage of Andrew Johnson.45

Joseph Stromberg addresses the next major change in Amer-
ican history which occurred during the administration of Presi-
dent McKinley, which carried America into foreign imperialism
by acquiring an Asian empire. The abandonment of the 100-
year-old tradition of noninterventionism was largely the result
of big government joining with big business. Thomas Woods
examines the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt and shows how
he enjoyed the exercise of power and openly advocated the
“Imperial Presidency,” which would later be consummated by
his cousin, Franklin. Theodore Roosevelt completely turned the
ideas of the Founders upside down by assuming that, as presi-
dent, he had the power to act unless specifically prohibited from
doing so by the Constitution. He is truly an excellent example of
the beginning of the modern American Imperial Presidency.
George Bittlingmayer’s chapter on the presidential use and abuse
of the Sherman Antitrust Act from Cleveland to Clinton is
inserted at this point because much of the history he examines
relates to the actions of Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and
William H. Taft during the “Trust Busting Era.” The Sherman
Act became the principal weapon in the battle of the economic
titans as the House of Morgan battled the Rockefeller interests.
This Act made winning the presidency a major economic factor
since the executive branch included the Justice Department which
administered this Act, and it could be used as a weapon against
one’s economic enemies. Willlam Marina examines William
Howard Taft, who was first the administrator of McKinley's
colonial empire in Asia. Marina addresses the question of
whether Taft supported imperialism or was a reluctant imperi-
alist and examines the bureaucracy that he created.

Richard Gamble’s assessment of Woodrow Wilson’s admin-
istration is very timely since America, under President Clinton,
reinstituted Wilson’s policy of “humanitarian” wars. President

45John F. Kennedy, Profiles in Courage (New York: HarperPerennial, 1964),
pp- 132-58. Also for a very favorable and thorough analysis of the amaz-
ing career of Andrew Johnson, including his presidency and his subsequent
return to the U.S. Senate, see Lloyd Paul Stryker, Andrew Johnson: A Study
in Courage (New York: Macmillan, 1929).
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George Washington, in his Farewell Address, strongly warned
against America becoming involved in the constant wars of
Europe. Woodrow Wilson explicitly repudiated that advice and
launched America into World War 1, which has drastically
changed both American and European history. It was primarily
Wilson’s war which caused the great ideas of classical liberalism
to be abandoned for the remainder of the twentieth century.

Tom DiLorenzo and I again team up on the president who
firmly established the Imperial Presidency, Franklin Roosevelt.
DiLorenzo covers his New Deal economic policies and I cover the
story of Pear] Harbor and show how he followed Lincoln’s
example by causing the “enemy” to fire the first shot, thereby
unifying a reluctant American people into waging a war by
deceitfully making them believe that Japan was the aggressor.

Barry Dean Simpson and Yuri Maltsev team up to show
how Josef Stalin and Franklin Roosevelt joined forces to cause
despotism to be a dominant factor following World War II.
Maltsev was an economic adviser to the Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev and he has a unique perspective in viewing Franklin
Roosevelt as a world leader who had the bloody dictator Stalin
as his “partner in crime.”4¢

Paul Gottfried examines the original ideas of the framers
who designed the Constitution to allow the legislative branch to
lead the American Republic, but today it is the presidency which
is dominant and the main danger to individual liberty. Ralph
Raico shows how President Truman exercised the imperial pow-
ers established primarily by his predecessor in office in both for-
eign and domestic affairs and openly proclaimed for the first time
in American history that a president can declare war and may
ignore the Constitution which clearly provides that only Con-
gress can declare war. Truman said he could simply send troops
to Asia without Congressional authority or approval. Raico’s
article, which covers Truman'’s foreign and domestic policies,
demonstrates clearly that Truman does not deserve, from a clas-
sical-liberal viewpoint, to be rated highly, as the Vedder-Gall-
away objective test rated him.

46For an excellent analysis of the disastrous consequences of Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s alliance with the bloody dictator Josef Stalin, see Amos Perlmutter,
FDR and Stalin: A Not So Grand Alliance, 1943-1945 (Columbia: University
of Missouri Press, 1993).
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Michael Levin examines the presidency in the role of social
engineer over the American people, and he discusses mostly the
presidencies of Truman, Lyndon Johnson, and Nixon. Joseph
Salerno examines the presidential mismanagement of the econ-
omy, and in particular the monetary policies of John Kennedy
and Richard Nixon.

The final chapter is by Hans-Hermann Hoppe, who states
his objections to the Constitution in the same spirit as such
notable Anti-Federalists as Patrick Henry and George Mason did
when the Constitution was being written and ratified. Patrick
Henry refused to go to the Constitutional Convention because he
“smelled a rat,” and George Mason refused to sign the Constitu-
tion as a delegate because of the strong centralization of power
into the federal government which the document provided.
Patrick Henry and George Mason have been proven correct by
American history and Hoppe believes that the fatal error was to
give the central government the power to tax and legislate, even
though the original Constitution placed much limitation on
these powers. It took a Constitutional amendment in 1913 dur-
ing the administration of Woodrow Wilson to allow the income
tax, and Congress now legislates on almost all issues, not just
those involving powers delegated to the central government by
the Constitution. Federalism and the Ninth and Tenth Amend-
ments have very little, if any, meaning to any of the three
branches of government today. Hoppe suggests that we may
have reached a point of no return with our present Constitution
and that a new “American Revolution” in political thought may
be needed in order to protect individual liberty.

Appendix A contains the courageous speech by Congress-
man Clement Vallandigham of Ohio, and it cost him dearly. He
was later arrested and tried by a military court in Ohio which
convicted him for the expression of his political opinions and
exiled him from the United States—a rare and unconstitutional
sentence. He condemned the dictatorial conduct of President Lin-
coln who virtually destroyed the Constitutional limitations on
the power of the president through his concept of the “war pow-
ers.” Lincoln’s actions during the Civil War were the greatest
usurpations of power by any president in American history and
set a harmful example which had tremendous influence on such
twentieth-century presidents as Woodrow Wilson and Franklin
Roosevelt.
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Appendix B contains the outstanding speech by U.S. Senator
Robert M. La Follette, Sr., opposing President Woodrow Wilson's
request for a declaration of war against Germany for World War L.
The Senator has been proven correct. America’s entry into that
war was probably the greatest error in American history.
America’s entry into the war led to the Treaty of Versailles,
which was so unfair to Germany that it created conditions
which allowed Hitler to assume power by advocating the repeal
or overthrow of the treaty. Senator La Follette has been proven
correct in his opposition to entering World War I, signing the
Treaty of Versailles, and joining the League of Nations. The
League of Nations proved to be simply a vehicle by which Eng-
land and France tried to enforce the unfair and vindictive Ver-
sailles treaty.
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RATING PRESIDENTIAL
PERFORMANCE

RICHARD VEDDER AND LOWELL GALLAWAY

variety of reasons. Presidents are guaranteed a comfortable

life of moderate affluence, as they usually are able to com-
mand a lifetime income of millions of dollars in book royalties,
lecture, and corporate director fees after leaving office. A presi-
dent has a great deal of power and derives satisfaction from
being the most important person in the country, if not the
world. Yet there is a third form of compensation that is partic-
ularly alluring: the chances of receiving eternal recognition in
the history books. The reputation of chief executives with histo-
rians, political scientists, and other presidential scholars is
important in defining a president’s long-term legacy. Thus sev-
eral presidents have taped their office conversations with a view
of improving their post-presidential standing. Dick Morris,
sometime adviser to President Bill Clinton, suggested in his lively
account of his years advising Clinton that the president was par-
ticularly attentive and interested in discussions of his longer-
term historical reputation.! In their conversations with aides
and friends, presidents as diverse as Harry Truman and Richard
Nixon made frequent references to the presidency in a historical
context.2 Like his predecessors, Bill Clinton thought of his role in

Politicians crave to be president of the United States for a

IDick Morris, Behind the Oval Office: Winning the Presidency in the Nineties
(New York: Random House, 1997).

2Richard Nixon liked to discuss presidential leadership with world leaders.
For example, he had a lengthy conversation about Lincoln and his great-
ness with Chou En-lai during his first China visit. See Richard Nixon, The
Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1978), pp. 577-78.
Discussions of the relative performance of past leaders, both in the U.S. and
in the world, were common with key staff personnel. See, for example, H.R.
Haldeman, The Haldeman Diaries: Inside the Nixon White House (New York:
G.P Putnam’s Sons, 1994), p. 227. Harry Truman was an amateur histo-
rian who ruminated considerably on the performance of his predecessors.
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history with nearly every move he made, and in that he was
hardly unique.

STATIST BEHAVIOR AND PRESIDENTIAL REPUTATION:
A HYPOTHESIS

Thus modern presidents not only try to appeal to voters, but
to the constituency of historians and other presidential scholars
who are influential in interpreting the presidency in future
years. It is our thesis that these scholars generally are dependent
on government for their income and tend to be sympathetic to
an expansive role for the state. Most are politically liberal in the
modern American sense of that word. To persons with this per-
spective, a “good” president is one who actively uses the powers
of the American federal government, while a president who cur-
tails the state and allows markets greater primacy in the alloca-
tion of resources and the distribution and creation of income is
considered lackluster or mediocre.

This hypothesis is to some extent testable. There have been a
number of surveys of presidential scholars asking them to rank
the presidents. These give a good guide to the reputations of for-
mer heads of state among the group who write the history
books and biographies which ultimately impact on popular
opinion. Also, there is some imperfect but useful information
about the relative size of American government. Budgetary data
are available for the U.S. government since the Washington
administration, and scholars have likewise estimated the size of
the national output back to the beginning of the Republic.
Accordingly, it is possible to calculate federal government expen-
ditures as a percent of the national output throughout history.

It is reasonable to assume that government’s share of total
output will grow with activist presidents, and that it will fall with

See Harry S. Truman, Memoirs By Harry S. Truman, vol. 2, Years of Trial and
Hope (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1956), pp. 191-204. No one takes a
back seat to Lyndon Johnson in being absorbed by his role in history. As
Michael Beschloss says,

So seized was Johnson by the historical and managerial importance
of secretly recording his conversations that on his first night as pres-
ident, despite all his other worries, he apparently had the presence of
mind to ensure that his first conversations in his new job were cap-
tured on a . . . taping system. (Taking Charge: The Johnson White House
Tapes, 1963-64 [New York: Simon and Schuster, 19971, p. 548)

2
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presidents who are skeptical of the ability of the government to
positively promote the common welfare. If presidential scholars
on balance have a bias toward activism, we would hypothesize
that there would be a positive relationship between the growth
of the relative size of government during a presidency and the
reputation of that president with the presidential scholars.

Austrian scholars tend to be cautious about the use of quan-
titative measures, and with good reason. Several caveats are in
order before we proceed. First, the gross national product (GNP)
or gross domestic product (GDP) is a statistic that is profoundly
difficult to calculate with any reasonable degree of accuracy in
the best of circumstances. To cite just two problems, there is
much market activity that is excluded (illegal services, intra-
family transactions, etc.), and governmental output is valued at
the prices government paid for inputs, which often is consider-
ably more than the amount that consumers of governmental
services value the output. The problem is compounded for ear-
lier eras, for which data are limited.3

In addition, while government expenditures are but one
measure of the command that the state has over the citizenry, it
is not a perfect one. For example, government can establish reg-
ulatory mandates that impose enormous costs on the public but
involve only modest government expenditures. A case in point:
Consumers probably spend billions of dollars annually buying
air bags for their cars that they otherwise would not spend.
Consequently, government spending as a percent of GNP or GDP
does not fully capture the impact of this mandate on our lives.

Despite these caveats (and others not mentioned), govern-
ment spending as a percent of total output is probably a rea-
sonably good proxy for government activism. If government
spending as a percent of GNP is rising, government in some
sense is becoming more important in our lives and is interven-
ing in some sense to a greater extent in our economy. If such
spending falls as a percent of total output, there is a strong like-
lihood that governmental influence in our lives is declining.

3See, for example, Richard Vedder, “Statistical Malfeasance and Interpreting
Economic Phenomena,” Review of Austrian Economics 10, no. 2 (1997):
77-89.
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RANKING THE PRESIDENTS
FROM A CLASSICAL-LIBERAL-AUSTRIAN PERSPECTIVE

We took data on governmental expenditures by fiscal years,
as reported in Historical Statistics of the United States and other
documents, and related them to estimates of total output
reported by the Department of Commerce for modern times, by
Simon Kuznets for a few decades around the beginning of this
century, and by Thomas Senior Berry for the century between
the beginning of constitutional government and 1889.4 We have
calculated federal expenditures as a percent of GNP or GDP for
the entire period.5 Figure 1 shows that there have been signifi-
cant fluctuations in that statistic,c with a generally strong
upward trend.

We then calculated the change in government spending as a
percent of GDP during the administration of each president,
comparing the year prior to the inauguration of the president
with the president’s last year in office. Thus in his last full year
in office, 1980, Jimmy Carter presided over a government that
spent 21.22 percent of the nation’s total output, compared with
20.44 percent in 1976, the year before he assumed office. Sub-
tracting the latter figure from the former, we conclude that the
federal government absorbed 0.78 percent more of the gross
domestic product during the Carter presidency. Two presidents,
William Henry Harrison and James Garfield, served as presi-
dents for only a fraction of a year, and thus are excluded from
our analysis.

From a classical-liberal or Austrian perspective, increases in
government’s share of total output would likely be considered
bad or intrusive on personal liberty, while decreases would be
considered good. In Table 1, we rank the presidents solely using

4Our output data were obtained from Thomas S. Berry, Production and Pop-
ulation Since 1789: Revised GNP Series in Constant Dollars (Richmond, Va.:
The Bostwick Press, 1988), U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the
Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), and the Eco-
nomic Report of the President, various years.

SBefore 1929, the measure of output used is gross national product. From
1929 to the present, the U.S. Department of Commerce has calculated gross
domestic product, which we use. The difference between GNP and GDP is
typically very small, less than 1 percent.

4
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FIGURE 1
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SPENDING
AS A PERCENT OF TOTAL OQUTPUT, 1792-1997

such a criterion, ignoring any other factor that might be used to
evaluate the president. We also indicate what the ranking of the
presidents was using the broadest of the conventional presiden-
tial scholar assessments, namely that conducted by Murray and
Blessing, as well as a Chicago Tribune ranking compiled by Steve
Neal.6 These ratings end with President Carter. The Murray—
Blessing survey involved 846 American historians belonging to
the American Historical Association; the Neal study involved a
self-selected group of 49 rather distinguished presidential
scholars.? Finally, we include another recent large survey

6Robert K. Murray and Tim H. Blessing, Greatness in the White House: Rat-
ing the Presidents, Washington Through Carter (University Park: Pennsylva-
nia State University Press, 1988) and Steve Neal, “Our Best and Worst Pres-
idents,” Chicago Tribune Magazine (January 10, 1982).

’The original ranking of presidents was conducted by Arthur M.
Schlesinger, Sr. His last poll appeared as “Our Presidents: A Ranking by 75
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Table 1

Four Rankings of Presidential Performance
(Ranked from Best [no. 1] to Worst)

Vedder-Gallaway Murray-Blessing Steve Neal Ridings-Mclver
1. Truman 1. Lincoln 1. Lincoln 1. Lincoln
2. A. Johnson 2. F Roosevelt 2. Washington 2. E Roosevelt
3. Harding 3. Washington 3. F Roosevelt 3. Washington
4. Clinton 4. Jefferson 4. T. Roosevelt 4. Jefferson
5. Nixon 5. T. Roosevelt 5. Jefferson 5. T. Roosevelt
6. Coolidge 6. Wilson 6. Wilson 6. Wilson
7. Grant 7. Jackson 7. Jackson 7. Truman
8. Eisenhower 8. Truman 8. Truman 8. Jackson
9. Washington 9. J. Adams 9. Eisenhower 9. Eisenhower
10. Monroe 10. L. Johnson 10. Polk 10. Madison
11.J.Q, Adams 11. Eisenhower 11. McKinley 11. Polk
12. Jefferson 12. Polk 12. L. Johnson  12. L. Johnson
13. Taft 13. Kennedy 13. Cleveland 13. Monroe
14. Taylor 14. Madison 14. Kennedy 14. J. Adams
15. Arthur 15. Monroe 15. J. Adams 15. Kennedy
16. T Roosevelt 16.J.Q, Adams 16. Monroe 16. Cleveland
17. Van Buren  17. Cleveland  17. Madison 17. McKinley
18. Hayes 18. McKinley 18. Van Buren  18. J.Q, Adams
19. Buchanan 19. Taft 19. J.Q. Adams 19. Carter
20. Reagan 20. Van Buren 20. Taft 20. Taft
21. Cleveland 21. Hoover 21. Hoover 21. Van Buren
22. Tyler 22. Hayes 22. Hayes 22. G.HW. Bush
23. Fillmore 23. Arthur 23. Ford 23. Clinton
24. Jackson 24. Ford 24. Arthur 24. Hoover
25. McKinley 25. Carter 25. B. Harrison 25. Hayes
26. Pierce 26. B. Harrison 26. Taylor 26. Reagan
27. B. Harrison 27. Taylor 27. Carter 27. Ford
28. Kennedy 28. Tyler 28. Tyler 28. Arthur
29. Carter 29. Fillmore 29. Coolidge 29. Taylor
30. Polk 30. Coolidge 30. A. Johnson  30. Garfield
31. J. Adams 31. Pierce 31. Fillmore 31. B. Harrison
32. Madison 32. A. Johnson 32. Grant 32. Nixon
33. G.HW. Bush 33. Buchanan 33. Pierce 33. Coolidge
34. L. Johnson  34. Nixon 34. Buchanan  34. Tyler
35. Ford 35. Grant 35. Nixon 35. W.H. Harrison
36. Hoover 36. Harding 36. Harding 36. Fillmore
37. Wilson 37. Pierce
38. Lincoln 38. Grant
39. F Roosevelt 39. A. Johnson
40. Buchanan
41. Harding
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(Ridings—Mclver) of about 700 political scientists which extends
up to Bill Clinton.8

Before going into the specifics of the rankings, we calculated
the correlation coefficient between our libertarian-oriented rat-
ings and those involving historians and presidential scholars.
The correlation coefficient between our ranking and the Mur-
ray-Blessing assessment was -0.35 and was statistically signif-
icant at the 5-percent level. The correlation between our ranking
and the Chicago Tribune and Ridings—-Mclver rankings was a bit
lower, -0.31 and -0.30, respectively. The negative correlation
coefficient is interesting. Since our ranking is solely determined
by the relative size of government, the results support our ini-
tial hypothesis that, other things equal, presidential historians
prefer presidents who expand the relative size of the public sec-
tor. Within the presidential scholar community, there seems to
be great agreement, as the correlation coefficients between the
various “mainstream” rankings above is between +0.964 and
+0.977.

The Founding Fathers (Washington, John Adams, Jefferson,
and Madison) rank very well among presidential scholars, all
above average, with Washington and Jefferson consistently in the
top five. While both Washington and Jefferson rank in the top
third of presidents in our initial rankings, John Adams and James
Madison rank in the bottom third of presidents, as government
spending expanded significantly in their administrations, with
Madison presiding over the War of 1812, one of the least glori-
ous moments in American military history by any reckoning.

Looking at the antebellum presidents (Monroe through
Buchanan), our assessment of Monroe and John Quincy Adams
is moderately more favorable than the scholars, but we rank
Andrew Jackson sharply lower than the other scholars (see
Table 1). Jackson is something of an enigma to libertarians or
Austrians, who like his suspicion of central power and his suc-
cessful efforts to rid America of central banking but dislike his
expansionist view of the federal government and his increased

Historians,” New York Times Magazine (July 29, 1962). The poll stops with
President Eisenhower and thus is viewed as too dated for discussion here.

8William J. Ridings and Stuart B. Mclver, Rating the Presidents: A Ranking of
U.S. Leaders, from the Great and Honorable to the Dishonest and Incompetent
(Secaucus, N.J.: Carol Publishing Group, 1997).
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spending, among other things. Our assessment of Van Buren
and Tyler does not deviate radically from the presidential schol-
ars, but that is not the case with James Polk, who consistently
ranks in the top third of presidents among the scholars but
makes it into our bottom ten. Again, he is an expansionist pres-
ident. We rate Zachary Taylor and Millard Fillmore higher than
the scholars, but share with them a generally mediocre evalua-
tion of Franklin Pierce. Finally, we find Buchanan to be a rather
average president who presided over a slight decline in govern-
ment spending relative to total output, whereas the presidential
scholars all view Buchanan as one of our five worst presidents.

Abraham Lincoln is revered by presidential scholars and, by
most Americans, is considered the greatest president in all the
surveys mentioned above, greater even than such giants as
George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. In our “black box”
calculations, however, Lincoln appears as America’s second
worst president. Under Lincoln, the government’s role in Amer-
ican economic life grew to what were, up to then, unprecedented
levels. The country was subjected to hyperinflation, ended links
of the currency to precious metals, and introduced an income
tax, as well as such nonlibertarian phenomena as military con-
scription and the suspension of habeas corpus rights. More
importantly, it endured a massive civil war that killed more
Americans than any other conflict. The robust rate of economic
growth prevailing in the 1840s and 1850s ground to a halt for
several years, and it took the South over a century to regain its
relative economic standing. To Austrians, this is a nightmare. On
moral grounds as well as the grounds of promoting free mar-
kets for labor services, Lincoln can be championed for ending
slavery, but such subjective considerations did not enter into our
rankings, which were purely based on the statistical evidence
relating to the size of government.

Looking at the postbellum nineteenth-century presidents
(Andrew Johnson through McKinley), we diverge sharply from
presidential scholars with respect to the first two, Andrew John-
son and U.S. Grant, whom the scholars view as being among
the worst presidents, but whom we evaluated very highly.? In a

9Another surprising admirer of Andrew Johnson was Harry S. Truman,
who referred to him as “one of the most mistreated of all Presidents.” See
his Memoirs, vol. 2, p. 197.
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sense, both presidents were in the right place at the right time
from the standpoint of our approach to evaluating greatness, as
they presided over dismantling most of the governmental appa-
ratus that existed during the Civil War. While government
spending as a percent of total output fell sharply under both
Johnson and Grant, the decline was only about two-thirds of
the increase in government’s share of output that occurred dur-
ing the Lincoln years. This is consistent with the notion of
Robert Higgs that “crises” lead to a ratchet effect, whereby gov-
ernment spending rises dramatically, then declines only mod-
estly during the subsequent return to normalcy.10 We will
return to this later. We generally like Rutherford B. Hayes and
Chester A. Arthur a bit more than the presidential scholars, and
Grover Cleveland and William McKinley a bit less. We are in
agreement with their mediocre evaluation of Benjamin Harrison.

Turning to the first third of the twentieth century, we
diverge sharply from the presidential scholars with respect to
virtually every president. Theodore Roosevelt is always on the
presidential scholars top-five list, but we put him near the mid-
dle. His type of activist “progressive” regulatory policies and for-
eign policy initiatives do not endear him to Austrian libertarian
types, but do to statist-oriented presidential scholars. We like
William Howard Taft a good deal more than the other scholars,
but our divergence here is nothing like that in the case of
Woodrow Wilson. Wilson ranked sixth in all the cited polls, but
third from the bottom in our list. On his watch the income tax
was enshrined in the American Constitution, the Federal Reserve
was established, and more militant government intervention
ensued in the private sphere (for example, new antitrust laws).
And, from the standpoint of rankings, the most important fact
was that the United States became embroiled in World War |,
beginning the era of extensive American involvement in foreign
disputes.

We evaluated Harding and Coolidge highly, placing them in
the top ten. Naturally, they both are in the bottom ten in the
lists of the presidential scholars, with Harding ranking dead last.
While Harding’s administration was mired in scandals, they
appear to be modest relative to those of the Clinton era. Moreover,

10Robert Higgs, Crisis and Leviathan: Critical Episodes in the Growth of Amer-
ican Government (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987).

9
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taxes were slashed, and industrial production during Harding’s
tragically short tenure rose over 60 percent. Furthermore, Hard-
ing let markets work to end the 1920-1921 depression. Playing
golf and poker and drinking whiskey, Harding allowed the price
mechanism to lower unemployment from double-digit levels
when he assumed office to less than 4 percent when he died. Yet,
returning to Higgs’s ratchet effects, the combined exertions of
Harding and Coolidge in reducing government, while commend-
able, did not return us to the prewar norm. Herbert Hoover is a
horse of a different color. No one seems to like Hoover, but we
like him even less than the presidential scholars, putting him on
our short list of worst presidents. Aside from being a pre-Key-
nesian big spender, Hoover interfered in major ways in labor
markets, setting the stage for the Great Depression.1! He was a
meddling interventionist, a Franklin D. Roosevelt without the
charisma.

In the large presidential surveys, Franklin D. Roosevelt ranks
above George Washington, right behind Abraham Lincoln. In
our objective evaluations, he was absolutely the worst American
president. Roosevelt, more than any other man, set the stage for
the modern American welfare state. We are today still grappling
with problems that are part of the Roosevelt legacy, ranging
from Social Security to anachronistic laws regulating labor and
financial markets. Whether Roosevelt could have kept America
out of World War II may be debatable, but Roosevelt’s statist
legacy is significant independent of the war effort. To main-
stream scholars, Roosevelt’s activism is something to be
admired. Ignored are the facts that America took longer to get
out of the Great Depression than any other nation, and that the
median annual unemployment rate during Roosevelt’s twelve
years in office exceeded 17 percent.

Turning to the postwar presidents, Harry Truman is another
example of someone whose ranking benefitted from his predeces-
sor’s profligacy. Truman is on everyone’s top-ten list, including

11See Murray N. Rothbard, America’s Great Depression (Auburn, Ala.: Mises
Institute, 2000), especially chaps. 7 and 8, or Richard Vedder and Lowell
Gallaway, Out of Work: Unemployment and Government in Twentieth-Century
America, updated ed. (New York: New York University Press, 1997), espe-
cially chap. 5. Government spending as a percent of GDP rose dramatically
during the Hoover administration, far more than during the first two (pre-
war) terms of Franklin D. Roosevelt.

10
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ours. Truman presided over a sharp decline in government
spending—but to nowhere near the levels relative to output pre-
vailing in the prewar era. Truman’s reduction in government
spending as a percent of total output ranks first, but that
occurred despite his basic interventionist instincts. We return to
this point later. /

The same thing can be said for Eisenhower, whom we rank
highly, similar to the mainstream scholars. His good ranking
comes from the end of the Korean War. We think the scholars
seriously overrate John F Kennedy, but our divergencies regard-
ing Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon are even greater. The
historians think Lyndon Johnson was a very good president, no
doubt because of his Great Society, which essentially is the rea-
son we reach the opposite conclusion, ranking him, along with
Gerald Ford, as the worst postwar president. Nixon, on the other
hand, gets high marks from us and very low marks in the other
surveys. Many presidential scholars were born and raised as
Nixon-haters. Our high evaluation relates to some modest
reduction in the public sector as a consequence of the end to the
Vietnam War. Spending soared during Gerald Ford’s brief tenure,
as he went along with a Democratic Congress’s spending spree,
ostensibly to get the nation out of a severe recession.

Our ranking of Jimmy Carter is similar to that of Murray-
Blessing and Steve Neal—a below-average president. Carter is
rising in the rankings over time, however, and actually is
slightly above the average in the Ridings—-Mclver poll, no doubt
reflecting both Carter’s postpresidential efforts at winning popu-
larity and the statist orientation of political scientists. Ronald Rea-
gan is right in the middle in our rankings. While his antigovern-
ment rhetoric was good, the actual reduction in governmental
spending as a percent of GDP was extremely small. Unsurpris-
ingly, the Ridings—Mclver poll ranks Reagan well below average.
George H.W. Bush ranks lower in our estimation than in the Rid-
ings-Mclver poll. Government spending grew significantly in
the Bush years, as well as such other interventions as the Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act, a law raising the minimum wage,
expanded civil rights legislation, and so forth.

Any evaluation of Bill Clinton must be tentative. Based on
his first five years of performance, however, Clinton ranks high.
Government spending as a percent of GDP has declined notice-
ably during his administration, although more credit probably
goes to the antistatist Republican Congress elected in 1994 than

11
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to the president, a man who tried to foist a major expansion in
government (the Clinton healthcare proposal) onto the Ameri-
can people. Interestingly, the Ridings—Mclver poll gives Clinton a
mediocre ranking, far below ours.

ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF RANKING PRESIDENTS

Our rankings based on changes in government spending
relative to total output can be criticized on a number of
grounds, some of which we mentioned above. To begin, a shift
in, say, one-half of 1 percent of the national output away from
government today is not a dramatic change in the role of gov-
ernment in our society—after all, federal spending exceeds 20
percent of GDP. Yet in the early nineteenth century, a reduction
in government spending from 2 to 1.5 percent of GDP involved
a very significant relative downsizing of government. Perhaps
we should evaluate presidents by the percentage change in the
proportion of national output absorbed by the federal govern-
ment. For example, if government spending falls from 2.0 to
1.5 percent of GDP, we would consider that a 25 percent decline
(1.5 is 25 percent less than 2 percent), while a reduction from
20 percent to 19.5 percent of GDP, precisely the same absolute
change, is a change of only 2.5 percent-—one-tenth as much.
Accordingly, in Table 2, we offer a variant of the original rank-
ings based on percentage changes in the government spend-
ing—GDP ratio.

Another problem arises because some presidents inherit a
government swollen in size by a recent crisis (most often a war)
and despite interventionist tendencies manage to reduce it in
size. Harry Truman is the classic case in point. Accordingly, we
used a different statistical approach to a third variant of presi-
dential rankings. With ordinary least squares regression analy-
sis, we used as our dependent variable annual government
spending as a percent of GDP for the years 1792 to 1997, and
introduced the inherited size of government for each president as
an independent variable in the analysis, along with “dummy”
variables for each president, referenced on Bill Clinton. We derived
our rankings from the coefficients for the dummy variables.

The alternative approaches to presidential assessment have
little impact on the rankings at the extremes. Harry Truman,
Andrew Johnson, and Warren G. Harding are at the top in all

12
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Table 2
Alternative Presidential Rankings Based on Government Size

Percent Change in the Federal
Government’s Share of GDP

Regression Model With Inherited

Status and Dummy Variable

. A. Johnson
. Truman

. Harding

. Washington
. Coolidge

. Grant

. J.Q. Adams
. Taylor

. Taft

. Jefferson

. Monroe

. Van Buren
. Arthur

. T. Roosevelt
. Buchanan

. Hayes

. Tyler

. Clinton

. Nixon

. Eisenhower
. Cleveland

. Reagan

. Kennedy

. Carter

. McKinley

. Jackson

. Fillmore

. G.H.W. Bush
. L. Johnson
. Pierce

. Ford

. B. Harrison
. Madison

. Polk

. Adams

. Hoover

. Wilson

. E. Roosevelt
. Lincoln
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. Truman

. A. Johnson
. Harding

. Taylor

. Van Buren

. Grant

. Washington
. Monroe

. Tyler

. Cleveland

. Jefferson

. Fillmore

. Jackson

. Madison

. J. Adams

. B. Harrison
. J.Q. Adams
. Arthur

. Pierce

. Polk

. Eisenhower
. Hayes

. T. Roosevelt
. McKinley

. Buchanan

. Coolidge

. Taft

. Clinton

. L. Johnson
. Nixon

. Kennedy

. Reagan

. Carter

. G.HW. Bush
. Wilson

. Ford

. Hoover

. Lincoln

. F Roosevelt
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variants. Likewise, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln,
Herbert Hoover, and Woodrow Wilson rank in the bottom five
in all rankings. Most of the modern presidents rank lower in the
alternative rankings. Bill Clinton goes from 4th to 18th or 28th,
for example, and Richard Nixon from 5th to 19th or 30th, that
is from above average to about average (in the first variant) or
into the bottom third of the presidents (second variant). Dwight
Eisenhower goes from 8th to 20th or 21st in the rankings. Our
own sense is these are probably more accurate statements of the
contributions of these presidents from the standpoint of human
liberty. Several modern presidents (for example, Gerald Ford,
Lyndon Johnson, John F Kennedy, George H.W. Bush) are
viewed poorly in all variants of the rankings. In one ranking
(the regression model), Ronald Reagan falls into the bottom third
of all presidents, which strikes us as somewhat too harsh, as he
ranks below Nixon and Lyndon Johnson.

John Adams and James Madison are viewed as bad presi-
dents in two of our models, but slightly above average using the
regression model. Andrew Jackson, who is ranked 24th and
26th in the spending models, moves up to the bottom of the top
third (13th) in the regression model. Moving up even more is
Martin Van Buren, who goes from a so-so 17th in the original
estimation to 12th in the percentage change model to 5th in the
regression model. Similar movements occur for John Tyler and
Zachary Taylor, with the latter being among the top ten by
either of the two alternative variant models. The regression
model likewise moves Millard Fillmore into the top third of
American presidents. Other presidents move less dramatically.

In the postbellum era, U.S. Grant is highly rated in all rank-
ings, Rutherford B. Hayes is consistently in the middle, Chester A.
Arthur a bit above the middle, and William McKinley consistently
below the middle. In the regression model, Grover Cleveland
moves from just below the median to the bottom of the top ten.

Turning to the twentieth century, the historians consistently
rank Theodore Roosevelt high, while we consistently rank him
in the middle third of presidents. The regression model moves
Taft down out of the top third of the presidents where our other
estimates put him. The nonregression spending models consis-
tently put Coolidge in the top ten, but the regression model
drops him to the bottom of the middle third of presidents.

14
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COMPOSITE RANKINGS: SPENDING-BASED MODELS
AND THE MAINSTREAM SCHOLARS

There are arguments for and against any set of our rank-
ings, or, for that matter, those of the mainstream scholars. In Table
3, we present a composite of both our and the mainstream rank-
ings, ordering the presidents from best to worst by summing our
three rankings shown in Tables 1 and 2 above, and by combining
the rankings shown in the three polls of mainstream scholars.

The differences in the two sets of rankings are profound. For
sake of discussion, let us assert that the top thirteen (or one-third)
of the presidents (excluding William Henry Harrison and James
Garfield) were “good,” that the middle thirteen were “average” and
that the bottom thirteen were “poor.” Using that taxonomy, a
majority of the presidents considered good by us using government size
as the measurement of assessment were considered poor by main-
stream scholars. Specifically, we are speaking of Andrew Johnson,
Warren G. Harding, U.S. Grant, Zachary Taylor, Calvin Coolidge,
John Tyler, and Chester A. Arthur. Almost half (six) of the presi-
dents that the mainstream scholars considered good, we assessed
as being poor: Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Woodrow
Wilson, James Polk, Lyndon B. Johnson, and James Madison. All
six of these presidents by any definition were highly activist chief
executives. Others on their “good” list, such as Andrew Jackson
and Theodore Roosevelt, also were known for their aggressive use
of presidential authority. Thus the “good” presidents as evaluated
by mainstream scholars were mostly highly activist, while their
“poor” president list was dominated by relative laissez-faire types
such as Arthur, Taylor, Coolidge, and Harding.

Another way in which we differ from the mainstream schol-
ars is that we tend to find most of the good presidents in the
early decades of the Republic, while we evaluate the more recent
presidents far less favorably. For analytical purposes, let us divide
the history of the U.S. into three periods of roughly equal length:
the early period encompassing the first thirteen presidents, Wash-
ington through Pierce; a middle period encompassing thirteen
presidents from Buchanan through Harding; and a modern period
encompassing the thirteen presidents since Calvin Coolidge.

A majority (seven) of the thirteen presidents on our “good”
list came from the early period, while only two came from the
modern (Coolidge and after) era. By contrast, a majority (seven)
of the bad presidents came from the modern era, compared with
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Table 3

Composite Rankings: Vedder-Gallaway and “Experts”

Vedder-Gallaway Mainstream “Experts”
1. Truman 1. Lincoln
2. A. Johnson 2. E Roosevelt
3. Harding 3. Washington
4. Grant 4. Jefferson
5. Washington 5. T. Roosevelt
6. Taylor 6. Wilson
7. Monroe 7. Jackson
8. Jefferson 8. Truman
9. Van Buren 9. Eisenhower
10. J.Q, Adams 10. Polk
11. Coolidge 11. L. Johnson
12. Tyler 12. J. Adams
Arthur 13. Madison
14. Eisenhower 14. Kennedy
15. Taft 15. Monroe
Clinton 16. Cleveland
17. J. Adams McKinley
18. Cleveland 18. J.Q, Adams
19. T. Roosevelt 19. Van Buren
20. Nixon Taft
21. Hayes 21. Hoover
22. Buchanan G.H.W. Bush
23. Fillmore 23. Hayes
24. Jackson Clinton
25. McKinley 25. Carter
Reagan 26. Ford
27. Pierce 27. Arthur
B. Harrison 28. Reagan
29. Madison 29. B. Harrison
30. Polk 30. Taylor
Kennedy 31. Tyler
32. Carter Pierce
33. L. Johnson 33. Coolidge
34. G.H.W. Bush 34. Fillmore
35. Ford 35. A. Johnson
36. Hoover 36. Nixon
Wilson 37. Grant
38. Lincoln 38. Buchanan
39. F. Roosevelt 39. Harding
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three each in the early and middle periods. Why? In the modern
era, government spending has tended to grow fairly consistently
as a share of gross domestic product, and the most conservative
and laissez-faire of presidents (Ronald Reagan in particular
comes to mind) have done relatively little about it. In the early
years of the Republic, this strong upward trend in government
spending was not apparent.

Our time preference (to use an Austrian expression) for the
earlier period was not shared as enthusiastically by the conven-
tional historians and political scientists. They find modern pres-
idents to be far better than we do. For example, they believe four
of the good presidents come from the modern period, compared
with two for us. We believe seven of the bad presidents come in
the modern era, compared with their three.

TAKING INFLATION INTO ACCOUNT:
FINAL RANKINGS

Any mechanistic procedures for evaluating presidents based
on a single, albeit important, criterion is bound to have deficien-
cies. We do not really believe, for example, that Harry Truman
is the best of all presidents, although we would agree that such
presidents as Franklin D. Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson are
probably about as bad as the rankings indicate. One important
factor that is not included in the above rankings is measurable,
however; namely price stability. While we have made the equiv-
alent of a respectable, if modest, scholarly career out of pointing
out deficiencies in price indices, they nonetheless crudely
approximate changes in the purchasing power of currency. Most
economists, and virtually all free-market oriented ones, would
argue that price inflation is typically a bad thing. Five percent
inflation annually is worse than 1 percent inflation, which in
turn is worse than overall price stability.

The institutional arrangements governing our monetary
system have varied substantially over time, and with that the
president’s ability to effect stability. Over a majority of the his-
tory of the nation, some form of central bank (for example, the
Second Bank of the United States, the Federal Reserve System) has
played a significant role in the creation of money, and that bank
usually has had a fair amount of independence from the president.
Nonetheless, the central bank itself is a creation of the govern-
ment, and typically the president has made key appointments of
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personnel to the bank (for example, the chairman and members
of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System). More-
over, the president has been influential in other ways in influenc-
ing prices, such as Lincoln’s support of the issuance of green-
backs (fiat paper money) during the Civil War, or through their
policies on the role of gold and silver in the monetary system. For
example, both Franklin D. Roosevelt and Richard Nixon took
steps to essentially eliminate gold as a medium of exchange.

While most economists with an appreciation of the powers
of markets in allocating resources would agree that inflation is
bad, there is some division of opinion on what is the optimal
policy regarding the purchasing power of money. Austrians tend
to look with great disdain on the discretionary creation of
money by central banks, even if that creation is associated with
price stability as measured by price indices. To Austrians, such
increases in the supply of money lead to a divergence of money
interest rates from the true rate of time preference, or of what
Wicksell called the “natural rate” of interest. The classic case of
inappropriate monetary manipulation occurring within an
environment of measured price stability was in the 1920s.12

From that perspective, a zero rate of reported inflation is not
necessarily good. Austrians would probably in general applaud
the moderately deflationary monetary record of the last third of
the nineteenth century during the heyday of the classical gold
standard, for example, and would have condemned a “stable
price” monetary policy in that period that augmented monetary
growth induced by increased gold stocks with paper money cre-
ation in order to maintain price stability in some version of the
consumer price index. In our “variant 1” in Table 4, a negative
rate of inflation is considered good, and the more negative the
inflation rate, the better.13

In variant 2 in Table 4, we assume that the “optimal”
amount of measured inflation is zero, and that ideally the nation
is best served by having currency that maintains its purchasing

125ee Rothbard, America’s Great Depression, chap. 4.

13Another approach would have been to look at some measure of mone-
tary aggregates, or of paper money created by government fiat, or bank
credit expansion. Unfortunately, good monetary statistics are not available
for the earlier decades under examination.
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Table 4

Rankings Based on Size of Government and Inflation*

Variant 1 Variant 2
1. Harding 1. J.Q, Adams
2. A. Johnson 2. Jefferson
3. Grant 3. Taylor
4. Monroe 4. J. Adams
5. Van Buren Coolidge
6. Taylor 6. Buchanan
7. Jefferson 7. Fillmore
8. Arthur 8. Jackson
9. Tyler 9. Grant
10. J.Q., Adams Cleveland
11. Hayes 11. Tyler
12. Cleveland 12. A. Johnson
13. Coolidge McKinley
Truman Eisenhower
15. J. Adams 15. Arthur
16. Polk 16. Van Buren
Buchanan 17. B. Harrison
Hoover T. Roosevelt
19. Eisenhower 19. Truman
20. Fillmore 20. Taft
21. Jackson 21. Monroe
22. Washington 22. Madison
23. T. Roosevelt 23. Washington
24. Taft 24. Clinton
25. McKinley 25. Hayes
26. B. Harrison 26. Kennedy
27. Clinton 27. Pierce
28. Madison 28. Harding
29. Nixon 29. Polk
30. Pierce 30. Nixon
Kennedy 31. Reagan
32. Reagan 32. L. Johnson -
33. L. Johnson 33. F. Roosevelt
34. G.H.W. Bush 34. G.H.W. Bush
35. E Roosevelt 35. Ford
36. Carter Carter
37. Ford 37. Wilson
38. Wilson 38. Hoover
39. Lincoln 39. Lincoln

*See text for explanation; both variants based one-half on size of govern-
ment considerations and one-half on price stability—inflation considerations.
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power at a constant rate over time.14 It can be argued that infor-
mation costs of understanding the signals generated by markets
are lower during periods of aggregate price stability. Under this
scenario, the “best” presidents from a monetary policy perspec-
tive are the ones who maintain price stability, and 5 percent
annual deflation (which occurred, for example, under Herbert
Hoover) is as bad as 5 percent annual inflation (which occurred,
for example, under Ronald Reagan). Since negative rates of
inflation occurred during thirteen presidencies, these alternative
views on appropriate monetary policy lead to somewhat differ-
ent results.

Before presenting the rankings, several caveats must be
stated. Aggregating price changes into an index is an exercise
fraught with peril. It is doubly a problem in the earlier era when
systematic price data were not collected by a small army of
bureaucrats as is the case today. Problems of quality change,
weighting, changing relative price effects, and other issues make
it prudent to treat any findings with caution.!> Nonetheless, as
indicated earlier, these price indices are probably roughly
right—they report huge inflation during the administrations of
Lincoln, Wilson, and Truman, for example, and even the most
orthodox Austrian would agree that such inflation in fact did
occur, despite deficiencies in price indices.

In Table 4, we report our rankings of presidents with an
inflation adjustment. We took the rankings in Table 3, added the
numerical rank based on the rate of inflation, and then ranked
the presidents based on the numeric sum of the two numbers
(the lower the number, the better the perceived performance).
Implicitly, we are putting an equal weight on size-of-government

145till another option would be to look at the variations in the rate of infla-
tion, taking the view that any given inflation, if highly predictable, will be
anticipated by economic agents, reducing if not eliminating most of the
adverse effects of the inflation.

15A special problem exists for the Washington and Adams administrations.
We used the consumer price index (CPI) as reported by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. That index starts in 1800. We corre-
lated the Warren—Pearson index of wholesale prices against the aforemen-
tioned CPI for the years 1800 through 1830, and then used that regression
to predict values of the CPI for the years 1788 through 1799, which we
then used in our rankings. Data used were obtained in Historical Statistics
and the 1997 Economic Report of the President.

20



RATING PRESIDENTIAL PERFORMANCE

and price stability considerations. As discussed above, variant 1
assumes that measured deflation is preferable to perfect price
stability, while variant 2 considers perfect price stability as opti-
mal.

Turning to the variant 1 (which we suspect many Austrians
would find preferable), six presidents move at least ten ranks from
that reported in our rankings based on the size-of-government
consideration alone (Table 3). Harry Truman goes from 1st
(which we are subjectively uncomfortable with) to tied for 13th.
Because of the lifting of World War II price controls in 1946, the
reported inflation rate is probably too high for Truman, and too
low (because of the price controls) for Roosevelt.1¢ Two other
presidents fall dramatically on the basis of high reported infla-
tion: George Washington goes from 5th to 22nd, which may be
very unfair given the particularly dubious quality of the data in
that era, and Bill Clinton goes from being tied for 15th to 27th,
which we subjectively view as very fair indeed. Three presidents
move up in the rankings substantially. James Polk goes from
being tied for 30th to being tied for 16th, that is, from being
clearly in the list of “bad” presidents to being one that might be
called roughly average. The same thing happens even more dra-
matically to Herbert Hoover, who moves from 36th to 18th. The
high recorded deflation of the Hoover era is viewed as a sign of a
highly inspired monetary policy, a view that to our knowledge is
actually espoused by no economist, living or dead. Even with this
decidedly pro-Hoover interpretation, he barely is above the
median for all presidents. Last, the moderate deflation of the
Hayes presidency helps him move from 21st to 11th in our
rankings.

In variant 2, monetary greatness depends on achieving price
stability. Compared with our rankings in Table 3, fully thirteen
(one-third) of the presidents move dramatically in the rankings.
John Quincy Adams moves from 10th to 1st. Others moving up
importantly include John Adams (17th to 4th), Millard Fillmore
(23rd to 7th), James Buchanan (23rd to 7th), Andrew Jackson

16Truman wanted to continue price controls and vetoed the bill continuing
them on the grounds that it was too weak. This left the nation with no
price-control law. Repressed inflation came out into the open in 1946. Cor-
recting for this problem, however, would not dramatically change the
rankings of Truman or Roosevelt.
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(24th to 8th), William McKinley (tied for 25th to 12th), and
Benjamin Harrison (27th to 17th). Moving down in the rank-
ings in a significant fashion are Washington (5th to 23rd), Hard-
ing (3rd to 28th), Andrew Johnson (2nd to 12th), Harry Tru-
man (first to 19th), James Monroe (7th to 21st), and Richard
Nixon (20th to 30th).

With either set of inflation-related rankings, the modern
presidents fare poorly. Using variant 1, eight of the thirteen
worst presidents are from the modern era (defined as from
Coolidge to the present); in variant 2, seven of the worst come
from this period. None of the top ten presidents in either list is
from the modern era. The inflation associated with the era of
Keynesian economics leads to relatively low evaluations of mod-
ern presidents.

Comparing the two variations of the inflation adjustment,
most of the bad presidents are the same in both cases. Looking
at the best presidents, four are in the top ten in both lists:
Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams, Zachary Taylor, and
U.S. Grant. Warren Harding, James Monroe, Martin Van Buren,
and Andrew Johnson drop sharply in rankings in the second
variant that evaluates deflation negatively. In the first variation,
Herbert Hoover is slightly above average; in the second varia-
tion, he is America’s second worst president.

PRESIDENTIAL PERFORMANCE
AND POLITICAL AFFILIATION

The mainstream scholars are largely liberal and probably
mostly vote for Democratic Party candidates for president. Con-
ventional wisdom suggests that Republican candidates tend to
favor smaller government and sound money, so our classical-
liberal rankings should be expected to give higher assessments of
Republican presidents than Democrats. Examining the presidents
since 1860, when the first Republican was elected (Lincoln), we
can look at the party affiliation of the twenty-four presidents
who were Republicans or Democrats. (Andrew Johnson was not
a member of either party at the time of his election to the vice
presidency in 1864.)

Looking first at the mainstream scholar evaluations (from
Table 3), let us arbitrarily give the grade of A to the top eight
ranked, B to the second eight, etc. The mainstream scholars
give three Democrats As (Franklin D. Roosevelt, Wilson, and
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Truman), three Bs (Lyndon Johnson, John F Kennedy, and
Grover Cleveland), one C (Clinton) and one D (Carter), for a
cumulative grade point average (on a 4.0 scale) of 3.0, or a B
average.

The mainstream evaluation of Republicans is far more neg-
ative. The only As go to activists Lincoln and Theodore Roo-
sevelt. Eisenhower, Arthur, and McKinley get Bs, while Hayes,
Taft, Hoover, and G.H.W. Bush get Cs. The experts give three Ds,
to Ford, Reagan, and Benjamin Harrison. While no Democrats
are considered failures, four Republicans are: Coolidge, Nixon,
Grant, and Harding. The cumulative average is 1.75, about a
C-, dramatically below the B average given Democrats. The
Democratic-interventionist bias of the so-called experts seems
confirmed.

In Figure 2, we show our distribution of grades (using the
same grading scale as above) for Republican and Democratic
presidents, using variant 1 of Table 4 (taking into account infla-
tion) as our measure. Our distribution of grades of Republicans
is almost even across the board, with three at every level except
D. As go to Harding, Grant, and Arthur; Bs to Hayes, Coolidge,
and Hoover; Cs to Eisenhower, Theodore Roosevelt, and Taft; Ds
to McKinley, Benjamin Harrison, Nixon, and Reagan; and Fs to
G.H.W. Bush, Ford, and Lincoln. The cumulative grade point
average is a lowly 1.93, a little below a C average, and below the
average of all presidents (including the antebellum ones before
the modern two-party system is fully established). So much for
the possible pro-Republican bias of our rankings. Indeed, the evi-
dence here seems to show that Republicans are not overwhelm-
ingly supportive of principles of small government and sound
money, their rhetoric notwithstanding. No Republican in the past
two-thirds century received a grade above C.

At the same time, however, our assessment of the Democ-
rats is even more scathing, as Figure 2 shows. There are no As,
Cleveland and Truman getting B. While Clinton and Kennedy
eked out passing grades (Ds), fully four presidents were given
failing grades: Lyndon Johnson, Franklin Roosevelt, Jimmy
Carter, and Woodrow Wilson. The cumulative average is 1.0, or
a D. While it is true that we find the Republicans on average to
be better than the Democrats, modern presidents of either polit-
ical affiliation have tended to be mediocre, Democrats somewhat
more so than Republicans.
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FIGURE 2
VEDDER—GALLAWAY “GRADES” FOR PRESIDENTS,
BY POLITICAL PARTY, BASED ON TABLE 4, VARIANT 1

ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS

The rankings above are based on the size of government and,
in Table 4, on the presence of inflationary or deflationary condi-
tions. There are numerous other things that could be used to
evaluate presidents—for example, the growth in real income per
capita or the level of tariffs. Unfortunately, the data on these
(and most other possible additional variables) are not available in
a reliable enough form for us to feel comfortable with their use
over the entire two-century sweep of American history.

The purpose of these rankings is to call into doubt the sub-
jective evaluations of so-called experts on the presidency, a
group dominated by individuals with a bias toward state inter-
vention. From the standpoint of the philosophy that “the best
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government is the one that governs least,” conventional wisdom
is severely wanting. That wisdom considers Warren G. Harding,
U.S. Grant, and Chester A. Arthur to be mediocre or bad presi-
dents. Our assessment (using variant 1 of Table 4) evaluates
these men as very good presidents. Conventional wisdom sug-
gests that Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and
Lyndon Johnson were very good or great presidents; our rank-
ings puts these activist chief executives in the bottom ten.

At the same time, we do not consider these rankings infalli-
ble. The performance of presidents depends on factors other than
government expenditure size and inflationary trends. There are
issues of integrity and character, adeptness in foreign policy, and
so forth. Our own subjective evaluations, while highly corre-
lated in a positive direction with those reported in either Table 3
or Table 4, are somewhat different than those reported. We
believe, for example, that Ronald Reagan was a better president
than Richard Nixon or Bill Clinton, the quantitative evidence
cited above notwithstanding. We do not think the totality of evi-
dence suggests that Lincoln is about our worst president or,
using Table 4, that George Washington was a mediocre one.

One thing that is striking, looking at the evidence: It takes sev-
eral good presidents to undo the damage caused by one bad one. The
Higgs spending ratchet, cited earlier and visually observable in Fig-
ure 1, is a very powerful force in American history. The first ratchet
effect occurs with James Madison and the War of 1812. Federal
spending goes from 1.23 percent of total output in 1811 (the low-
est level ever recorded) to 3.87 percent two years later—more than
a tripling. We never returned to the 1811 level, and it took eighteen
years and three presidents to get us more than 90 percent of the
way back in 1831. In 1860, spending was 1.59 percent of GDP,
more than quintupling during the war (and our statistics under-
state the total, since Confederate spending is not included). In
1912—fifty-two years after the previous trough—spending had
returned about 97 percent of the way back to that trough, to 1.75
percent of GDP We never completely returned to the antebellum
spending norm, and it took decades to even approach it.

The second decade of the twentieth century is often under-
rated in terms of the destructive impact that it had on human
liberty in the United States. Spending as a percent of GDP rose
from 1.75 percent of GDP in 1912 to over 19 percent in fiscal
year 1919. While it fell back to slightly over 3 percent in the
Coolidge administration (over 90 percent of the way back to the
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prewar trough), again it never quite reached the prewar level
(and it took a decade to even partially recover). The Hoover-Roo-
sevelt surge in spending, the next great ratchet, was followed by
some decline in the Truman era, but, unlike after earlier ratch-
ets, the drop was nowhere near 90 percent or more of the way
back to the prewar trough. While some may blame this on the
cold war, the rise in nondefense spending and the modern wel-
fare state is the chief culprit. Fifty years ago, in 1948, federal
government spending was less than 12.7 percent of GDP—now
it is around 20 percent. The downward drift in the federal spend-
ing—output ratio, present during most of peacetime history,
seems to have disappeared. The modest drop in that ratio since
1982 is tepid indeed in terms of returning to the postwar (1948)
level. The decline in fiscal restraint associated with the break-
down in the unwritten fiscal constitution of balanced budgets
existing in the pre-Keynesian era has assisted in the erosion of
individual liberty.17

There is also some evidence of an inflationary ratchet effect
in the post-Keynesian era. Beginning in 1933, prices have risen
rather consistently, never falling for more than two consecutive
years. While there has been some healthy popular revulsion
developing in recent years against the use of inflationary fiscal
and monetary stimulus, we have not had a single year of stable
prices in any presidential administration since John F. Kennedy,
even allowing for possible distortion in the consumer price
index.

FURTHER EVIDENCE ON THE
HiGGs RATCHET EFFECT

The phenomenon of the Higgs ratchet deserves a more in-
depth treatment. We have performed an econometric analysis to
determine the impact of previous peak levels of federal govern-
ment spending on the current volume of outlays. The overall
results are consistent with the Higgs hypothesis. On average,
federal government spending is ratcheted upward by almost 40
percent of the previous peak level of spending. Thus, the long-
term effects of a surge in federal spending to new heights are
indeed profound. We have also explored the individual impacts

170n this point, see James M. Buchanan and Richard E. Wagner, Democracy in
Deficit: The Political Legacy of Lord Keynes (New York: Academic Press, 1977).
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of the spending peaks reached in specific presidencies. Six presi-
dents established new highs for federal spending: Washington
(since he was the first president), John Adams, Madison, Lin-
coln, Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt. The ratchet effects of the
first two of these, Washington and Adams, are not statistically
significant. However, the last four are, and they provide some
revealing insights into the impact of extremely high levels of
federal government spending.

Table 5 provides summary statistics concerning the four sig-
nificant ratchets. The econometric analysis allows us to calcu-
late the permanent effects of these four presidents on the level of
federal government spending. The Madison ratchet contributes
0.81 percentage points, Lincoln 2.39, Wilson 4.72, and Franklin
Roosevelt 9.93. Collectively, the impact of these four presidents
amounts to 17.85 percent of national output, over 88 percent of
the 1997 level of spending. This is the permanent legacy of the
profligacy of the past. It is remarkable to note that, though he
died over fifty years ago, to this day Franklin Roosevelt is still
appropriating one dollar of every ten dollars of national output
to be used by the federal government establishment. In a sense,
all of us tithe to the memory of this man.

WAR AND PEACE

A clear pattern emerges from the discussion of the ratchet
effects. The four statistically significant ones are associated with
the phenomenon of war, in sequence, the War of 1812, the Civil
War, and the two world wars. Further, there is a pronounced
association between major wars and the presidential rankings
offered by both the mainstream experts and us. The average
expert ranking of the four presidents associated with the war-
induced ratchets is 5.5, with Madison being the lowest, ranked
at 13th. On the other hand, we rank these four on average at
35.6. More generally, the mainstream scholars liked virtually all
war presidents, including ones presiding over other wars, such
as James Polk, William McKinley, and Lyndon Johnson. Indeed,
the experts universally ranked high all the presidents in office
during what might be called the high cold war, from 1945 to
about 1968.

To the extent that presidents try to maximize their perceived
historical legacy, the prowar bias of the conventional historians
and political scientists suggests that at the margin some wars
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Table 5

Selected Statistics Relating to Impact of Previous
Peak Federal Spending Levels Established During
Administrations of Four Presidents

Statistic

President under Whom Ratchet is Established

Madison

Lincoln

Wilson

Franklin
Roosevelt

Number of
Years Ratchet
in Effect

50

56

25

54

Mean Federal
Spending
During
Ratchet

2.00%

3.41%

9.03%

20.36%

Mean Value
of Ratchet
Variable

3.84%

11.55%

21.80%

46.02%

Recovery
Factor

39%

69%

54%

59%

Long-Term
Impact on
Federal
Spending*

+ 0.81

+ 2.39

+ 4.72

+ 9.93

Source: Authors’ Calculations

* Measured in percentage points.

may be fought to enhance presidential reputation rather than to
right wrongs or maximize the national interest.1® In making a
cost-benefit calculation whether to engage in war, presidents
might consider the private benefit they receive from a probable

18This does not only apply to recent presidents. James Polk seemed to want
a little war with Mexico to enhance his standing, but instead ended up with
a bigger conflict than he expected. See Paul Johnson, A History of the Amer-

ican People (New York: HarperCollins, 1997), p. 380, for more details.
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enhancement in their presidential reputation. Wars make presi-
dents look heroic, and everyone loves a hero. Indeed, wars are
responsible for the election of many presidents, beginning with
George Washington, and including Zachary Taylor, U.S. Grant,
and, more recently, Dwight Eisenhower.

Should the experts exalt wartime leaders or should we den-
igrate them? We think the weight of the evidence on this issue is
on our side. While it may be inappropriate to assign complete
responsibility for the advent of war to the nation’s chief execu-
tive when hostilities occur, neither is treating the onset of war as
a random event warranted. War does not occur in a vacuum. It
is the culmination of a series of public-policy positions either
avowed or pursued prior to its outbreak. In the case of the
American Civil War, for example, the very persona of the newly
elected president, Abraham Lincoln, was a contributing factor in
accounting for the commencement of hostilities. As to World
War I, a significant degree of responsibility for our entry into
that conflict has to be assigned to the president who campaigned
for reelection in the summer and fall of 1916 invoking the slo-
gan, “He kept us out of war,” and then, in a remarkable about-
face, some five months after the election stood before the Con-
gress asking for a declaration of war against Germany.

Things are not as clear-cut in the case of World War II, but
the Japanese attack on the naval base at Pearl Harbor did follow
a series of policy initiatives that escalated tension between Japan
and the United States, a set of circumstances for which Franklin
Roosevelt does bear the responsibility.19

Of course, war impacts on our presidential rankings by
increasing the level of federal spending. However, such surges in
spending are not permanent. Or are they? Whatever the reason
for government spending, it diverts resources from the private
sector of the economy. In the process, the public must become
accustomed to a lower level of private consumption. Customarily,
this is regarded as acceptable in the name of patriotism or some
other civic virtue. At the conclusion of hostilities, this period of
public sacrifice is over and there exists what has come to be

19Even mainstream historians criticize the Roosevelt administration for
failing to heed signals that Japan was ready to attack the United States.
See, for example, Gordon W. Prange, At Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of
Pearl Harbor (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1981).
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called a “peace dividend” that may be “spent.” The operative
word here is “spent.” The simplest thing to do with a peace div-
idend is to return it to the public to be used in the pursuit of its
private consumption. However, once resources have passed
under the control of the central government, it is often difficult
to retrieve them. To be sure, some of the peace dividend will be
returned to the private sector. But much of it will be retained in
the public arena to do “good works”; that is, to enhance social
spending. A large pool of public resources is an irresistible
attraction for what Mancur Olson has called the “distributional
coalitions” in a society.20 To the extent they are able to capture a
portion of the peace dividend for their special-interest purposes,
the volume of public spending will be maintained at levels that
are greater than the prewar ones.21 This is the Higgs ratchet.

The phenomenon of the ratchet disguises the permanence of
the impact of war by transforming military spending into social
outlays. Thus, the ratchet effects attributable to the Madison,
Lincoln, Wilson, and Franklin Roosevelt presidencies are still
with us today in the form of higher taxes, either explicit or
implicit, that have funded a remarkable expansion of social pro-
grams. Therefore, our downgrading of the presidential perform-
ance of those who were wartime leaders would seem to be
appropriate. To illustrate the magnitude of these effects, Figure
3 shows the contributions of the four wars that produced sig-
nificant ratchet effects to current levels of federal government
spending, which amounted to slightly over 20 percent of GDP in
1997. This figure dramatically demonstrates the long-term
costs of war to a society.22

20See Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1982), for a more extended discussion of this point.

21For a more extended discussion of the peace dividend, and the historical
experience relating to the ending of wars, see Dwight Lee and Richard Ved-
der, “The Political Economy of the Peace Dividend,” Public Choice 88 (1996):
29-42.

22For an excellent extended discussion of the cost of wars to American soci-
ety, see John V. Denson, ed., The Costs of War: America’s Pyrrhic Victories
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1997).
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FIGURE 3
WAR AND PEACE
PERCENT OF FEDERAL SPENDING ATTRIBUTABLE TO WAR PRESIDENTS

CONCLUSIONS

Individual happiness is not created in large part through the
actions of political leaders. The dynamic, chaotic market
processes of individual human economic actions have had far
more to do with America’s material prosperity and happiness
than the behavior of any president. Yet bad political leaders can
have lasting negative consequences. The half-life of the adverse
consequences of ill-considered political activism is long.

Classical-liberal scholars should ponder why this is so. Why
cannot or did not, say, a Ronald Reagan do much to roll back
government? Why has the seemingly promising laissez-faire
behavior of the 94th Republican Congress (1995-1996) not been
followed by a really substantial retreat of government, rather
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than the tepid (although still welcome) amounts observed to
date? Insights by Austrian and public-choice scholars on the
nature of government, bureaucracies, special interest groups,
and so forth help us pave the way to finding answers to these
questions.23 One of the “special interest groups” is academia, and
its government-funded prointerventionist bias, as demonstrated
in the mainstream presidential performance polls. It contributes
to the reluctance of presidents to be decisive in reducing the fed-
eral role in our affairs. In striving to please the academic man-
darins evaluating the presidency, modern chief executives have
stimulated the growth of Leviathan and the nanny state.

235ee, for example, Ludwig von Mises, Bureaucracy (New Rochelle, N.Y.:
Arlington House, 1969); William Niskanen, Bureaucracy and Public Economics
(Brookfield, Vt.: Edward Elgar, 1994); and Thomas E. Borcherding, ed.,
Budgets and Bureaucrats: The Sources of Government Growth (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 1977).
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(GEORGE WASHINGTON::
AN IMAGE AND
ITs INFLUENCE

DAaviD GORDON

an asset of inestimable value. People viewed him as the

hero of the American Revolution who, disdaining power,
had like the Roman general Cincinnatus returned home to his
farm. When he allowed himself, with great reluctance, to be
nominated as chief executive, his prestige was unparalleled.
Indeed, his reputation was worldwide. When he died,

[ ; eorge Washington took office as president in 1789 with

Napoleon Bonaparte decreed that the standards and flags of the
French army be dressed in mourning crepe. The flags of the
British Channel Fleet were lowered to half-mast to honor the
fallen hero. Talleyrand, the French minister of foreign affairs, . . .
[called] for a statue of Washington to be erected in Paris.!

Poets likewise sang his praises.

Washington achieved mythic status in his own lifetime,
receiving poetic encomia from English poets as different as
William Blake and Byron, who contrasted Washington favor-
ably with the despotic Napoleon. . . . His contemporaries were
impressed by the fact that the general who led a successful rev-
olution did not establish a personal dictatorship.2

Were the effects of the influence that accompanied this pres-
tige good or bad for liberty? This chapter shall endeavor to show
that in two instances, these effects were bad; in one case, though,
Washington’s fame led to fortunate consequences for individual

IMatthew Spalding and Patrick J. Garrity, A Sacred Union of Citizens (Lan-
ham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), p. 189.

2Michael Lind, ed., Hamilton’s Republic (New York: The Free Press, 1997),
p- 99.
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freedom. Washington, though not a principal author of the
Constitution, supported calling a convention to revise the Arti-
cles of Confederation. At the convention itself, he strongly
backed Madison’s plans for centralized control.

On assuming power, Washington soon faced a division of
opinion in his cabinet. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander
Hamilton was not satisfied with the centralization already
achieved by the Constitution. He called for a national bank and
a governmentally directed program of industrial development.
Thomas Jefferson raised a decisive objection to Hamilton’s pro-
posal: Did it not entirely exceed the bounds of power granted the
central government by the new Constitution? The constitutional
issue did not faze Hamilton, who produced an analysis that
granted the central government broad power to do whatever
Hamilton thought best. In this conflict, Washington once again
weighed in on the side of the centralizers.

In his Farewell Address, though, Washington at least partially
redeemed himself, from a classical-liberal standpoint. He cau-
tioned against America’s involvement in European power poli-
tics, with which the United States had no concern. His warning
against permanent alliances guided much of American foreign
policy in the nineteenth century; and, in the twentieth, oppo-
nents of the bellicose policies of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin
Roosevelt appealed to it. Washington’s prestige for once had ben-
eficial results.

We have spoken of whether Washington’s influence was
“good” or “bad” for liberty. By what standard are these judg-
ments made? This author writes from a classical-liberal perspec-
tive, in which the growth of government is viewed as an unmit-
igated disaster and expansionist foreign policy is resolutely
opposed. Thus, “states’ rights” receive support as against
increases in federal authority, and wars, except in cases of exer-
cising self-determination or repelling direct invasion, are
opposed.3

One might object to the proposed criterion in this way. The
goal of classical liberalism is to promote individual liberty. Why
then tie it down to the specific policies indicated?

3A classical-liberal analysis of just wars has been well set forth by Murray
Rothbard in “America’s Two Just Wars: 1775 and 1861” in The Costs of War,
John V. Denson, ed., 2nd ed. (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publish-
ers, 1999), pp. 119-33.
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In certain cases, may not the federal government serve bet-
ter to protect the individual than the states? Further, even if
local control is in ideal circumstances best, may not a decentral-
ized polity prove no match for a strong opponent? Along the
same lines, why must a realistic foreign policy be confined to
defense of the national territory? In some cases, may not the
best defense be to strike at a prospective enemy first?s

These worries cannot be addressed in detail here. Suffice it to
say that a good rule-utilitarian case can be constructed for
spurning federal interventions that allegedly aim at promoting
liberty. In like fashion, aggressive war shackles us with devasta-
tion and restriction of liberty in order to combat speculative
dangers.6

These remarks have at least the appearance of dogmatism,
and they are advanced rather to indicate a viewpoint than to
make a case. One illustration of how such a case would proceed
is taken from Murray Rothbard. The Articles of Confederation
established a much less centralized system than the Constitu-
tion. Yet because ratification by all the states was required for
the Articles to come into effect, most of the American Revolution
was fought with no written structure of authority over the
states at all. As Rothbard notes,

The Articles were not exactly received with huzzahs; rather,
they were greeted quietly and dutifully, as a needed part of the
war effort against Britain. One of the keenest critiques of the
Articles, as might be expected, came from Thomas Burke, who
warned that, under cover of the war emergency, eager power-
seekers were trying to impose a central government upon the
states. . . . [t]he Articles of Confederation were not to be ratified

4For a defense of this position, see Clint Bolick, The Affirmative Action Fraud
(Washington, D.C.: The Cato Institute, 1996). See also my criticisms in The
Mises Review 2, no. 2 (Summer 1996): 13-17.

5Walter Lippmann opposed “isolationist” policy during the 1930s, charg-
ing it with unrealistically ignoring the increasing power of Germany. For a
criticism of his views, see my “A Common Design: Propaganda and World
War” in The Costs of War, John V. Denson, ed., 2nd ed. (New Brunswick,
N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1999), pp. 312-19.

6For a strong historical case showing that war has led to growth in gov-
ernment, see Robert Higgs, Crisis and Leviathan (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1987).
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and go into effect until 1781, when the Revolutionary War
would be all but over.”

So much for the supposed necessity for a strong central govern-
ment to combat other nations.

However much supporters of localism might view even the
Articles as going too far in the wrong direction, Washington
held a decidedly different view. In 1783, he wrote to Alexander
Hamilton: “It is clearly my opinion, unless Congress have pow-
ers competent to all general purposes, that the distresses we
have encountered, the expense we have incurred, and the blood
we have spilt, will avail nothing.”#

Among the “distresses” of which Washington spoke, one
may speculate that personal considerations loomed large.
Throughout his adult life, Washington avidly sought land. “His
family had first speculated in Ohio Valley land decades ago
[before the 1780s], and Washington owned nearly sixty thou-
sand acres.”?

A project that aroused his interest offered a chance to appre-
ciate greatly the value of his land. “If a canal could be pushed
over the mountains to link up with the Allegheny river system,
then all the future produce of the Ohio Valley could flow through
Virginia land, (not coincidentally, past Mount Vernon).”10

A crucial obstacle confronted Washington’s hopes for a
Potomac Canal. Under the Articles of Confederation, a state had
the right to levy fees on the use of waterways that passed
through its boundaries. If the states bordering the Potomac were
to do so, the proposed canal might generate no profit for him.
One can readily see why the great general was “distressed.” As

’Murray N. Rothbard, Conceived in Liberty, vol. 4, The Revolutionary War,
1775-1784 (Auburn, Ala.: The Mises Institute, 1999), pp. 255-56. Donald W.
Livingston argues that David Hume saw a confederation of small republics
as the solution to the defense problem. Further, Livingston argues that Hume
influenced the American founders. See his Philosophical Melancholy and Delir-
ium (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 317-32.

8W.E. Woodward, George Washington: The Image and the Man (New York:
Horace Liveright, 1962), p. 411.

9Richard Brookhiser, Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington (New
York: The Free Press, 1996), p. 49.

107bid., p. 48.
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one observer notes, “[h]e was drawn to the plan by important
private and public interests, and the political steps he took to
fulfill it led directly to the Constitutional Convention, if not a
canal.”11 A strong central government would remove the threat
of interstate taxation.

This is not to suggest that Washington’s economic interests
determined his support for a stronger central government. To do
so would be to fall into the fallacy that wrecked Charles Beard’s
An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution. Nevertheless, per-
sonal interest cannot be neglected in an explanation of Washing-
ton's policy.

Regardless of Washington’s motives, the fact that someone
of his probity and reputation advocated a Constitutional Con-
vention eased the doubts of those who feared centralization.
How could one suspect the proposed convention of aims
destructive of liberty if Washington, the Cincinnatus who had
spurned dictatorship, endorsed the call for it? Was not the case
for the good intentions of the proposed convention conclusively
made once it became known that Washington himself had
agreed to serve as a delegate to it? Richard Brookhiser puts the
essential point well:

Much of the political class was happy with the current arrange-
ments. . . . Supporters of change would have to make the case
that a new government would not threaten liberty. . . . Wash-
ington’s presence would help immeasurably to make that case.
He had already held more power than any man in America,
and after eight and half years, he had surrendered it. He was
the most conspicuous example of moderation and disinterest-
edness that the nation could supply.12

At the convention, Washington’s primary aim was not to
enact a particular plan of government. The need rather was to act
immediately, so that centralization could be secured as fast as
possible.

During the constitutional debates, Washington insisted that
the Articles of Confederation be overhauled quickly. “Other-
wise,” he wrote, “like a house on fire, whilst the most regular
mode of extinguishing it is contended for, the building is

1bid., p. 49.
121bid., p. 56.
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reduced to ashes.” What was needed, Washington thought,
was any solid national government.13

Washington was quite willing to push his argument to
extremes. So essential did he deem centralization that he con-
templated a monarchy for America, should the Constitutional
Convention fail. He was not himself a monarchist—far from it.
But a letter of March 31, 1787, to James Madison shows that
conceivable circumstances mi