Cal and the Tea Party
by Tim Holland

I recently came across an Associated Press news story about a Tea Party group that was celebrating the birthday of Calvin Coolidge at his homestead in Vermont.  The reason expressed was that our 30th president has become a favorite of the small government, low tax group because his political philosophy mirrored that of the Tea Party.

Having done some research on Calvin Coolidge's presidency in the past, it seemed like a good idea to take another look just to see if Tea Party's reverence is not only justified but also if Coolidge and his political philosophy are truly worthy of emulation.

By way of background, Coolidge came to national office as Warren G. Harding's vice president in the election of 1920 and then to the presidency with the death of Harding on August 2, 1923.  One could say that Harding was Coolidge's political mentor and, essentially set the tone for the United States government during the 1920s.
During the 1920 campaign, Harding espoused deflation, restricted immigration and high tariffs to protect American business.  Once elected, with Coolidge at his side, he chose Herbert Hoover for his Secretary of Commerce, and embarked on a policy of instituting much needed Federal budget systems, the establishment of the promised higher tariff barriers and restricted immigration and implemented government economies across the board.  The new Republication conservative administration worked tirelessly to eliminate all Federal regulation of the nation's corporations wherever it proved possible to do so.
While the hands off policy seemed to spark the beginning of the boom years of the 1920s, there appeared a downside in the opening of the floodgates for lobbyists with full wallets, which were made excellent use of with Harding appointees.  Scandal after scandal began to appear after Harding's death.
Coolidge's views reportedly dominated the Republican platform of the 1924 convention: government economy, debt reduction, agricultural reforms, the condemnation of compulsory arbitration of labor disputes and continued restrictions on immigration.  Needless to say, it all sounds very familiar here in the 21st century.
The campaign of 1924 developed some very interesting quotes such as the following from Coolidge himself:  "I am for economy.  After that I am for more economy.  At this time and under present conditions, that is my conception of serving the people." The theme of the campaign was clearly: the best government was the least government.  Coolidge's belief was that it was the President's job to encourage private enterprise and to keep government out of the way.
I suppose is you stopped at this point you could certainly say that the Tea Party had their man.  However, history goes on and we get the opportunity to see what the gang of three Harding, Coolidge and Hoover produced when theory hit the road and became practice.
I suppose you could say it all began to come apart with Coolidge's veto (1926) of the McNary-Haugen bills for farm aid (the agriculture sector was severely depressed due to world market prices and lagged behind the prosperity of the rest of the country).  Coolidge claimed it would represent government interference in the economic life of the country.
Non-intervention on Wall Street also reared its ugly head as it became clear that the prosperity of the 1920s was built on anything but a solid foundation.  Lobbyists from the financial world, oil interests, the Sugar Trust and just about every other power broker roamed the halls of congress to keep any thought of regulation and government interference at bay. The growth in wealth left the average citizen behind while the speculators amassed fortunes.  The income of wage earners remained constant or declined; corporations reaped huge profits while the purchasing power of farm communities declined by two thirds and unemployment continued to rise despite the appearance of boom times.
So yes, I would think Calvin Coolidge could serve as a poster model for the current Tea Party based on his political philosophy.  However, on second thought, one might wonder that if he truly believed he led the country on the right course, why then did he decide not to run for a second term in 1928 and turn the country over to Herbert Hoover?  Perhaps he realized that there are risks to pure political theory once they enter the realm of political policy when, in making his decision not to run, Mrs. Coolidge was reported to have exposed his reasoning with: "Papa says there's going to be a depression." 
