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Looki ng through American history since George Washi ngton was el ected as our first
president in 1789, it appears that every coupl e of generations (about 40 years) we
face some sort of constitutional crisis. That we have survived these crises is a
tribute to the strength of our political system

For our first 40 years, our presidents were all nenbers of the original aristocrats,
founding fathers and Virginia | andowners for the nost part), with two New Engl anders
(John Adans and John Qui ncy Adans). John Qui ncy Adans, perhaps the best educated and
nost experienced man to becone president, lost his second termelection in 1828 to a
popul i st: a tough general nanmed Andrew Jackson. Adanms was the only president to step
down fromthe presidency and serve the rest of his life as a U S. congressman. This
was a man born and reared to public service. Jackson, however, was an unashaned sl ave
owner who defied the Suprenme Court in an action of genoci de agai nst peaceful Cherokee
I ndi ans, exiled fromtheir |ands.

Jackson transformed the country in a way that pleased the uneducated, adventurous,

har d- dri nki ng common nen who were noving ever westward in peopling North America.
Jackson pushed through new rules for voting: extending voting rights to every adult
White man, who then el ected the nost inconpetent |egislators and presidents that
noney could buy. (Free drinks were part of the election-day circus for the next

hal f-century.) He also undid A exander Hanilton\222s good work in creating a nationa
bank. Fromthat point on, the econony fluctuated between boom and bust.

The el ection of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 ushered in a crisis that nearly split the
United States into two countries. Lincoln winning the Gvil War ended that crisis and
we were once nore the United States of America, one country, with slavery abolished.

The next societal (and constitutional) changes came when Theodore Roosevelt as Vice
President, replaced assassinated president WIliam MKinley. Roosevelt, although a
long tinme nenber of the country\222s elites, believed that the great mllionaires had
becorme robber barons with powers unfitting in a denocratic republic. He worked toz
limted this power and al so saved our best federal |ands as a heritage for us al

t hrough national parks and national nonunents.

World War | and the post-war 1920s undi d many of Roosevel t\222s corrections. A
conpletely laisser-faire period overseen by corrupt or indifferent presidents,
culmnating in the biggest financial crash and depression the country had ever had.
We cane close to resolving this crisis in the sane way that Gernany, Italy, Russia,
and Japan did: creating totalitarian governnents. W were saved fromthis by a

di stant cousin of Teddy Roosevelt, Franklin Del ano Roosevelt, who presided over nany
ot her changes to the constitution

Two generations |later, another constitutional crisis roiled the country when an

ot herwi se conmpetent president, Richard N xon, had to be renpved fromoffice because
of his illegal challenges to the rule of law. His Vice President, Spiro Agnew, had

al ready been di sgraced for corruption, followed shortly by N xon hinself, the victim
of his own paranoia and insecurity. He had thought that he was above the |law. The

i npeachnent hearings at that tine nmade us aware of the quality of many of our el ected
Congressnen and wonen, a tribute to our system of checks and bal ances.

We nmay again be facing a constitutional crisis with the election of a populist
candidate with no political experience, Donald Trump. Controversy sw rls about
nepotism (famly serving in power positions without requisite skills) and financia
conflicts of interest involving secrecy (refusal to reveal taxes and refusal to

di spense with properties and nonies that m ght be compromising). A probability that
his very election was conprom sed by Russian interference is an i ssue now bei ng
exam ned by Congress, the Senate, and the FBI, and a conpetitive and free press.

Such crises are a recurring part of our history. They can serve the function of

rem nding us all of the systemthat has propelled us onto the worl d\222s stage as the
ol dest continuing and consequential denocracy. Freedomis not free; it requires

di I i gence.
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