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Coolidge, Amity Shlaes 
  
Under Coolidge, the federal debt fell, the top income tax rate 
came down by half to 35%, the federal budget was always in 
surplus, and unemployment dropped under 3%.  He kept gov-
ernment out of the way of commerce. When he left office after 
67 months, the federal government was smaller than when he 
had become president in 1923. Coolidge resisted the expan-
sion of government and perfected the use of the pocket veto. 
He made a virtue of inaction. Give administration a chance to 
catch up with legislation. It is much more important to kill bad 
bills than to pass good ones. 
 Perhaps the deepest reason for Coolidge’s recent ob-
scurity is that the 30th president spoke a different economic 
language from ours. He said national government, not federal 
government; commerce, not private sector; thrift or economy, 
not savings. It is hard for modern students of economics to 
know what to make of a government that treated economic 
weakness by raising interest rates 300%, cutting tax rates, and 
halving the federal government--so much at odds with the an-
tidotes to recession our own experts tend to recommend. 
 Coolidge, from Vermont, spoke about the importance 
of the obvious: perseverance, property rights, contracts, civil-
ity to one’s opponents, silence, smaller government, trust, cer-
tainty, restraint, respect for faith, federalism, economy, and 
thrift. The New Englander’s winters revealed the terrifying 
price of not living within one’s means. “One should never 
trouble about getting a better job, but one should do one’s pre-
sent job in such a manner as to qualify for a better job when it 
comes along.” New England’s soil might be wanting, but her 
legal tradition was rich. Blackstone held that that the job of the 
formal law is to protect individuals in the enjoyment of those 
absolute rights which were vested in them by the immutable 
laws of nature. Men do not make laws; they discover them.  
 In college Coolidge observed that men succeeded in 
politics when they got in front of a movement that other politi-
cians had not yet identified. He was something of an Abraham 
Lincoln type: the hardest man to nominate and the easiest to 
elect.  
 We have no money to bestow upon a class of people 
that is not taken from the whole people. The chief business of 
the American people is business. The framers of the Constitu-
tion made Washington the political center of the country and 
left New York to develop into its business center. When people 
are bewildered, they tend to become credulous.  It is difficult 
for men in high office to avoid the malady of self-delusion. 
They are always surrounded by worshipers. The chance of 
having wise and faithful public service are increased by a 
change in the presidential office after a moderate length of 
time. Dictation was recommended to him, but in the end he 
wrote his articles in longhand, alone. 

 
 A national disaster, the 1927 flood, made the case for 
federal management of water. He established and tested a pol-
icy position for the federal government: rescue, yes; recon-
struction, no. In 1923 about ¾ of federal costs had to do with 
war in one way or another.  
 The Supreme Court upheld the pocket veto, the presi-
dent’s ability to kill a bill during the congressional recess. The 
Budget Law of 1921 remained on the books as a tool for other 
presidents. 
 Grace, his wife, kept her wits at the end of her 
tongue. I sewed and wrote in turn until I became rather more 
interested in the paper than in the cloth (Grace).  
 Sanctioning an enormous tax increase in one law re-
versed every step forward they had taken with the income tax. 
The Hoover election became a spending contest, the sort Re-
publicans always lost.  
 Coolidge was in the class of presidents who were dis-
tinguished for character more than for heroic achievements. 
 
 [Under Coolidge, the federal debt fell, the top income 
tax rate came down by half to 35%, the federal budget was al-
ways in surplus, and unemployment dropped under 3%. He 
treated economic weakness by raising interest rates 300%, cut-
ting tax rates, and halving the federal government. The New 
Englander’s winters revealed the terrifying price of not living 
within one’s means. It is difficult for men in high office to 
avoid the malady of self-delusion. They are always surrounded 
by worshipers In 1923 about ¾ of federal costs had to do with 
war in one way or another.] 
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