
[SCRIPT]

President of the United States.  
 
Chief executive of the federal government. 
 
Commander-in-chief of the armed forces. 

The most powerful job in the world, right? 
 
Well, actually … the gig hasn’t always been like this.  
 
In fact, the first person who ever had it wanted to quit … out of 
boredom. 
 
And if you’ve never heard that story about George Washington it’s 
because … that’s not who we’re talking about. 

[OPENING SEQUENCE] 

America, real talk: We kinda screwed George Washington. 
 
You see, the holiday we celebrate every February as Presidents’ 
Day — is … not an actual thing.i 
 
(Just one more example of how we’re being manipulated by Big 
Mattress.)

HOW WE BROKE THE 
PRESIDENCY 

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

  
How did Presidents’ Day come to be associated with mattress sales? Some argue that it was 
grafted onto a preexisting trend: February has long been a major month for furniture purchases. 
Another, perhaps related, theory: Presidents’ Day represents the first three-day weekend at a 
safe distance from Christmas shopping sprees — and because big-ticket purchases like mattresses 
are often a multi-day affair, it’s the first major opportunity for mattress sellers to get 
customers back in stores.

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/role-of-american-president-executive-branch-powers-united-states-government-history
https://pittsburgh.cbslocal.com/2021/02/11/why-there-are-presidents-day-mattress-sales/
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/money/nation-now/2017/02/20/presidents-day-buy-mattress-day-cheap-deals-sales-sleep/98149312/
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The actual holiday is Washington’s birthday, which may seem like 
a technicality, but … how would you feel if you were suddenly 
told you had to share your birthday party with 44 other dudes?

Having trouble with this math? Yes, Joe Biden is the 46th president of the United States, 
but the numbers are all screwed up thanks to one man: President Grover Cleveland, who 
served two non-consecutive terms and was thus both the 22nd and 24th president.
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And here’s the weird thing about “Presidents’ Day”: 
It’s not just that we’re shafting the father of 
our country, it’s that celebrating all these guys 
together doesn’t really make sense … because they 
didn’t really have the same job. 

The presidency is vastly different today than it 
was in the past. We’ve changed it a lot over the 
years.

In the earliest days of the country, before we had even written the 
Constitution, we had a role called “president,” … but the job was 
literally handling paperwork for the Continental Congress. 

The first person who held it, John Hanson, described the position 
as “irksome” and considered resigning within his first weekii — which 
is maybe a thing that more of them should consider.

And even when the Constitution was being written, several Founding 
Fathers were still not convinced we even needed a president. 

You probably know Patrick Henry, for example, as the guy who 
said: “Give me liberty or give me death.” But he was also the guy 
who said … well, we don’t actually know what he said, because he 
went on such a rant that the stenographer just shorthanded it as: 
“Mr. Henry warned of ‘the president’s enslaving America.’”iii A 
little extreme, but you get the idea. 

The Founders were building a free country and all this 
‘president’ stuff kinda sounded like … a king — which is 
why they cycled through a bunch of other ideas at first. 

They considered having the president chosen by Congress.  
 
They considered having the president serve one seven-year term. 

They even considered … having no president at all, and having the 
executive branch run by a multi-member council.iv Because when you 
want something done in Washington … you look for a committee.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/presidents/grover-cleveland/
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But even after all that fine-tuning, we’ve still had to make a 
number of changes over the years.

For our first several elections, the guy who came in second for 
president … got to be vice president. And well, … you can imagine 
how that could’ve gone wrong. So, we changed it.v

Initially, there were no term limits on the presidency. But then 
FDR was president for like 80 years. So, we changed it.vi

Following George Washington’s example, it was generally expected that presidents would 
voluntarily step down after two terms. The fact that Franklin Roosevelt was elected to the 
presidency four times inspired the passage of the 22nd Amendment in 1951, formalizing the 
two-term limit. But while FDR was the only president to be elected more than twice, he wasn’t 
the only one to try. After four years out of office, Ulysses S. Grant pursued a third term in 
1880. Through gravely ill, Woodrow Wilson also hoped for a third nomination in 1920.

There was even a time when a president might ride out into the 
field to lead the military. Now sure, that may have made sense when 
George Washington was putting down the Whiskey Rebellion. And there 
were some other presidents who could’ve probably pulled it off too.

Twelve presidents have held the rank of general: Washington, Jackson, William 
Henry Harrison, Taylor, Pierce, Andrew Johnson, Grant, Hayes, Garfield, Arthur, 
Benjamin Harrison, and Eisenhower. Of the 45 men to serve as president, 26 have 
served in the military. Perhaps the oddest military honor conferred on a president 
belonged to William Howard Taft, who was appointed to the position of Major 
General … in the American Red Cross. During World War I, the federal government 
organized the humanitarian organization along military lines.

But James Madison also turned up on a battlefield during the War of 
1812.vii 100-pound, 5-foot-nothing James Madison. 

So, yeah, we changed that too.

The process for choosing the Vice President was altered with the 12th Amendment 
to the Constitution in 1804. Part of the reason it was changed: the drama around 
the presidential election of 1800, where Thomas Jefferson and his running mate, 
Aaron Burr, received the same number of votes. The impasse was only resolved 
after 36 ballots in the House of Representatives.

https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendment/amendment-xxii
https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/historically-odds-were-stacked-against-any-president-seeking-a-third-term/
https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/historically-odds-were-stacked-against-any-president-seeking-a-third-term/
https://www.va.gov/health/newsfeatures/2015/february/list-of-presidents-who-were-veterans.asp
https://www.nytimes.com/1917/08/08/archives/gives-taft-title-of-major-general-hp-davison-gains-similar-rank.html
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendment/amendment-xii
https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/on-this-day-a-true-constitutional-crisis-ends-in-the-washington


4  

But while there have been lots of helpful — or at least harmless 
— tweaks over the years, there have also been some that have 
transformed the office.

During the 20th century, the executive branch got way, way bigger. 
And became way more powerful. 100 years ago, the executive branchviii  

had 10 cabinet departments and 19 other agencies; today it has 15 
cabinet departments, 120 executive agencies and 60 other independent 
entities.ix

In that same time, the number of federal employees grew 
from under 700,000 to about 2 million. Even that number, 
however, understates the change — because today’s federal 
government actually has far more contractors than it does 
employees: around 5 million as of 2020.

Now, whether you think the government should be bigger or smaller 
isn’t really the point. The point is that along the way we’ve 
changed the very principles by which the federal government was 
intended to operate.

Here’s what happened: As the executive branch grew, the president’s 
employees found plenty of new rules they wanted to make. And there’s 
nothing wrong with that, but — actually, hold on, there’s one thing 
wrong with that. If you remember your elementary school civics, 
it’s Congress that gets to make laws, not the executive branch. 

So, we tried to work out an accommodation. The experts in the 
executive branch who worked for the president could create their 
own rules, but Congress would have the power to reject them. 

Couple of problems though: (1) There became so many rules that 
Congress simply couldn’t handle the volume and; (2) members of 
Congress started deciding it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to 
let someone else take the heat for making tough decisions.

The result: Today, we live in a country where most of the laws that 
control your life … aren’t actually voted on by the people you 
elect to have that power.

For example, the 112th Congress passed 284 laws. During the same 
two-year period, the number of new rules that came out of the 
executive branch … was over 7,500.x In other words, the branch of 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/10/07/the-true-size-of-government-is-nearing-a-record-high/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/10/07/the-true-size-of-government-is-nearing-a-record-high/
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government, the Founding Fathers charged with writing the laws … 
wrote less than 4% of them. And the one they feared becoming too 
powerful, wrote over 96% of them.

Of course, it doesn’t have to be this way. Congress could take back 
its power anytime if it wants. But they probably won’t do it unless 
the voters push them to. 

Until then … 96% of the laws are coming not from our elected 
lawmakers but from the president and his unelected subordinates. 
We can’t say for sure what the Founding Fathers would call that, 
but it probably rhymes with … king.

[END SCRIPT]
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