Presi dents at War
Post ed On: Decenber 31, 1969

M chael Beschl oss, one of our country\222s best presidential historians, |abored |onger
than he expected in witing this |arge book, Presidents of War. Carefully researched
bi ographi es present Presidents with their full human virtues and short com ngs.

Presidents of War was begun 10 years ago, |ong before our current president, who
alarns us with his whiminspired forays into global events. Beschl oss only addresses
the dilemma of President Trump in his Epilogue, and gives us this grimthought:

"The Founders woul d probably be thunderstruck to discover that the option to start a
war of a magnitude they would find inconceivable---killing hundreds of mllions of
human beings in | ess than an hour---nmay now rest on the whimof a President. Janes
Madi son and his contenporaries never presuned that Anericans would be angels, not
even in the optimistic atnosphere of their newy fledged nation. But they hoped that
all future Presidents would be people of sagacity, self-restraint, honesty,

experi ence, character, and profound respect for denocratic ideals."

Not one of these qualities can be applied to Donald J. Trunp.
Beschl oss conti nues:

"They anticipated that any Chief Executive would strain to avoid taking the nation
into conflict, except to confront a genuine, imedi ate national danger. And they
expected that in the absence of such a danger, all future Presidents would resist any
tenmptation---which the Founders saw in the European despots they abhorred---to | aunch
a major war out of lust to expand their own popularity and power."

The Founders woul d have been appall ed by President Pol k\222s Mexi can War, an
opportuni stic grab us our southwest states. They woul d have been appall ed by

Presi dent MKinl ey\222s justification for taking the Philippines and creating an
American Enpire (as Europeans were doing at the tine), enabling the US to gain new
mar ket s and convert "heathens" to Christianity. McKinley wote in a private

menor andum "Wile we are conducting war and until its conclusion we nust keep all we
get; when the war is over we nust keep what we want."

Aside fromengaging in inperialistic behavior that woul d have shocked our Founders,
Beschl oss notes that after every war in our history, each war president took (and

kept) powers that fornerly bel onged to Congress. The voters always supported a war

presi dent\222s powers, and then, after the war, did not insist that these war powers be
gi ven back. W are a country of short attention span

We are now worried about the growi ng power of our presidents that accrued with each
war. Qur presidents formerly expected Congressional approval and an officia

decl aration of war. But even Harry Trunman, a Constitutional expert who should have
known better, declared war on North Korea wi thout Congressional approval. To his
credit, however, this war was a United Nations effort. (Truman got the Security
Council vote, avoiding the Soviet veto, because the Russians had storned out of the
UN before the vote was taken.

The concept of a "war president” cones down from anci ent Rone, when their young
republic recognized that in an emergency (invasion, for exanple), the Senate could
not act quickly enough. They provided that a recogni zed general be given a tenporary
appoi ntnent (dictatorship) to lead the country in war. Their first such, C ncinnatus,
known for his uprightness and courage, repelled the invasion and then voluntarily
ceded power back to the Senate.

Thi s nodel was well known to our Founders, and CGeorge Washi ngton not only stepped
down as Commander in Chief after the Revolution was won, but did the sane after
serving two terms as President. Autocrats and monarchs in Europe coul dn\ 222t believe
that a person would voluntarily surrender power.

Unfortunately, not all of our Presidents have been of such sterling and honest
character in their use of power, but none of them has refused to step down after an
el ectoral defeat, or (after FDR), upon serving two terns in office.

We now have a President who defies all norns of behavior, believes he has the right
to bypass Congress and scorn the courts. Mght he get us into a war to distract from
hi s i npeachnent ?



VWhat happens when "norns" do not constrain an autocratic president? Congress mnust
act!
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