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“There is no better guide for evaluating our current presidential candidates than this remarkable book. Reporters, commentators and citizens alike should read Robert Merry’s illuminating journey into the past to discover what made our previous presidents succeed or fail. The history is lively; the writing is graceful; the analysis is brilliant.”

—DORIS KEARNS GOODWIN, author of Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln

“It’s no secret that presidential reputations can bounce around like corn in a popper. Why, and how, this is so has long sustained that favorite academic parlor game, Ranking the Presidents. Bob Merry’s Where They Stand sets a new standard in historical (re-)assessment. Is Wilson really as overrated as Merry claims? Are Grant, Eisenhower and Reagan as deserving of their newfound luster? The argument rages on, as provocative as it is entertaining. There may be dull presidents in our past, but there’s not a dull page in this Bible of revisionism.”

—RICHARD NORTON SMITH, author of the Colonel: The Life and Legend of Robert R. McCormick and Patriarch: George Washington and the New American Nation

“Madison or Reagan? Ulysses Grant or Jimmy Carter? Readers who accept Robert Merry’s challenge to rank the forty-four U.S. presidents will learn a great deal painlessly about America’s history but may also confront a few uncomfortable biases and blinders of their own. Where They Stand is the most enjoyable of election-year party games.”

—A.J. LANGGUTH, author of Driven West: Andrew Jackson and the Trail of Tears to the Civil War

“Nobody is a shrewder judge of American politics—now or then—than Bob Merry. He takes us down a new path to rate the presidents—and has some fun along the way.”

—EVAN THOMAS, author of Ike’s Bluff: President Eisenhower’s Secret Battle to Save the World

“It is rare that such a breezy book exhibits both serious intent and skillful analysis. … Such grounded reflections make this an unusually authoritative book. While likely to be catnip for aficionados of presidential studies, this will also quickly rank high among serious works on the presidency.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review
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The author of the acclaimed biography of President James Polk, A Country of Vast Designs, offers a fresh, playful, and challenging way of playing “Rating the Presidents,” by pitching historians’ views and subsequent experts’ polls against the judgment and votes of the presidents’ own contemporaries.

Merry posits that presidents rise and fall based on performance, as judged by the electorate. Thus, he explores the presidency by comparing the judgments of historians with how the voters saw things. Was the president reelected? If so, did his party hold office in the next election?

Where They Stand examines the chief executives Merry calls “Men of Destiny,” those who set the country toward new directions. There are six of them, including the three nearly always at the top of all academic polls—Lincoln, Washington, and FDR. He describes the “Split-Decision Presidents” (including Wilson and Nixon)—successful in their first terms and reelected; less successful in their second terms and succeeded by the opposition party. He describes the “Near Greats” (Jefferson, Jackson, Polk, TR, Truman), the “War Presidents” (Madison, McKinley, Lyndon Johnson), the flat-out failures (Buchanan, Pierce), and those whose standing has fluctuated (Grant, Cleveland, Eisenhower).

This voyage through our history provides a probing and provocative analysis of how presidential politics works and how the country sets its course. Where They Stand invites readers to pitch their opinions against the voters of old, the historians, the pollsters—and against the author himself. In this year of raucous presidential politics, Where They Stand will provide a context for the unfolding campaign drama.
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ROBERT W. MERRY, editor of The National Interest, has been a Washington correspondent and publishing executive for thirty-eight years. He covered the White House, Congress, and national politics for The Wall Street Journal for a decade and spent twenty-two years as an executive at Congressional Quarterly, including twelve years as CEO. This is his fourth book. Merry lives in McLean, Virginia.
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To Rob, Johanna, and Stephanie,

who sparkle in life like aspen leaves in an autumn breeze


WHERE THEY STAND



Introduction


THE GREAT WHITE HOUSE RATING GAME

Mark Twain once wrote, “It is difference of opinion that makes horse-races.”1 True enough. It’s difference of opinion also that has fostered one of the most compelling political parlor games in the American democracy—assessing, rating, and ranking the presidents.2 We do the same with movies, of course, and sports teams and big-time athletes. But those assessments emerge in the realm of trivia, and few would argue that any lessons they convey could hold the keys to understanding the past—or perhaps even the future—of the American Republic. The presidency is different because the presidents—just 44 of them in nearly 225 years—have held in their hands the national destiny. “‘Ranking the Presidents’ has always been a Favorite Indoor Sport of history-minded Americans,” wrote Clinton Rossiter, a leading political scientist of the 1950s and 1960s, who himself enjoyed the game, even rendering an uncharitably harsh critique of Dwight D. Eisenhower’s presidency while the man still sat in the White House. (He said the game was “fun to play even on a muddy field and a murky day.”3)

As a longtime political journalist in Washington and a presidential biographer, I have succumbed to this indoor sport over the years. Now I propose to pull you into the Great White House Rating Game. It is fun to play, on a muddy or dry field, on a murky or clear day. That’s partly because the game is ongoing and open to all. With horse races, the difference of opinion gets settled definitively at the finish line. In the White House Rating Game, there is no finish line—just endless difference of opinion. I believe that is one huge value derived from the periodic polls of academic experts on presidential success. They spark lively debate and generate in turn interest in the American past. I hope to do the same with this book.

But I’m less interested in who’s up and who’s down in this sweepstakes than I am in what the Rating Game teaches us about how the presidency works and how presidents succeed—or fail—or serve simply in a zone of ordinariness or mediocrity. I put forward just one insight I consider fresh and perhaps even of value—namely, that no rating game is worthy of the name if it ignores the contemporaneous judgment of the electorate. Like most of us, presidents have a boss—in their case, the American people. And if the boss was happy or unhappy with a particular employee of the past, then who are we—or even a collection of historians—to toss that aside? Presidential greatness, then, generally should be conferred upon presidents who governed successfully based on the popular sentiment of their times. As the British scholar Harold J. Laski put it, any president “must see what he sees with the eyes of the multitude upon whose shoulders he stands.”4

This idea had been percolating in my mind for some time when I received a phone call a couple years back from Mark Lotto, then an editor on the New York Times op-ed page. Would I be interested, he asked, in writing a piece for the Times on a recent intriguing remark by President Barack Obama during a television interview with Diane Sawyer of ABC News? Responding to her questions on the apparent unpopularity of some of his programs and proposals, the president turned a bit defensive. He said he would “rather be a really good one-term president than a mediocre two-term president.”5 Lotto wondered if I had some thoughts on that, given that my latest book was a biography of James K. Polk, the eleventh president, widely considered by historians to be the country’s most successful one-term executive. Suggesting that I might consider some other one-termers, he mentioned William Howard Taft, a solid executive whose presidency was cut short at one term by the third-party intervention of his predecessor and one-time mentor, Theodore Roosevelt.

I proposed instead a focus on an interesting Rating Game phenomenon: that the judgment of history—in the form of presidential rankings by those periodic polls of historians—coincides to a significant degree with the contemporaneous judgment of the electorate. The Times piece, entitled “The Myth of the One-Term Wonder,” ran just before Presidents Day in 2010. It raised the question whether Obama or any president can set himself above the voters with unpopular programs to such an extent that he gets tossed out at the next election—and yet rise to a high station in the eyes of historians. Not likely, based on the record. As I wrote, “A better approach for any chief executive is to assume that, in presidential politics, as in retailing, the customer is always right, and that the electorate’s verdict will be consonant with history’s consensus.”6

The point is that presidents who were successful with the voters have tended to be rated by historians as our greatest executives, while those who were rejected by the voters generally don’t get smiles of approval from the scholars. There are exceptions, however, and some bounce into the Rating Game with some force. Does Ulysses S. Grant, for example, belong in the Failure category, where he languished for decades before beginning a slow journey up the register in recent years? What about Warren G. Harding? The mere mention of his name generates dismissive smiles as people conjure up the image of a colorless numbskull whose most prominent presidential qualification seemed to be that he looked like what people thought a president should look like. And yet, as I will seek to show, he gave the American people what they wanted (including one of the greatest years of Gross Domestic Product growth in the nation’s history) before he died in office.

Then there are the presidents ranked highly by the historians who were, however, rejected by the voters. Grover Cleveland comes to mind. Ranked as high as eighth in the academic polls, he was the only president to preside over the defeat of his party in presidential elections not just once but twice (with himself on the ballot in one instance). John Adams similarly gets high rankings in most polls, and yet the voters showed him the door after a single term. I would add Woodrow Wilson, ranked consistently in the upper echelons by the historians. But his two presidential terms, based on voter assessments at the time, could be summed up as follows: first term, a gem of success; second term, a disaster.

Generally, though, the retrospective judgment of the historians coincides with the contemporaneous judgment of the electorate. Aficionados of American democracy can take heart in this. It says that the voting collective, sifting through the civic complexities of the day in a highly charged electoral environment, have as much sense about the direction of the country as academics looking back with the clarity of hindsight and the cool dispassion of time. This poses some interesting implications that bear upon the Rating Game and on the workings of American executive power.

With this book I seek to analyze the presidency through an intertwined exploration of both the academic polls and the ballot-box reactions to the various presidents. I will survey the body of literature spawned over the decades by those intermittent academic surveys, which clearly add value to any assessment of White House performance. And I will look at some of the more interesting presidential stories through the prism of the historians’ judgments. But I also will look at what the voters were saying, or trying to say, while these men sat in the White House. Did the electorate cut them off at a single term or give them another four years? For two-termers, did the voters then reject the party in power at the next election or retain the incumbent party? What about midterm elections, those weather vanes that catch the winds of political sentiment? Public-opinion surveys also represent an ongoing assessment of the electoral mood, worth consideration in analyzing presidential performance.

All this will be brought into the mix as we explore American history through the prism of presidential performance. As you will see, I don’t place much stock in the personal judgments of individual analysts or commentators (including myself), except insofar as they contribute to the ongoing Rating Game discussion. Instead, I place stock in collective assessments—the rankings of hundreds of historians through multiple surveys over several decades; and the collective judgment of the electorate as it hired and fired presidents through the course of American history. Those, I suggest, are the two fundamental indices for assessing the achievement levels of presidents. And they will guide me as I seek to craft this travelogue through presidential history.

This approach has another possible advantage. It militates against any tendency to insert partisan sentiments into the discussion. The voters have elected liberal and conservative presidents, and they have fired liberal and conservative presidents. Thus electoral outcomes are not a test of ideology but rather of promise and performance. By concentrating on voter sentiments we keep the focus on performance and away from anyone’s political leanings. I believe, for example, that the two greatest presidents of the twentieth century were Franklin Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan—one perhaps the century’s most liberal president, the other perhaps its most conservative one. They also were the only twentieth-century presidents to be elected twice and then maintain party control of the White House after their second terms. In other words, they met the highest test of electoral success.

I break my study into four parts. Part I will explore the academic polls and the literature surrounding them. I believe these constitute the closest we can come to the judgment of history. It also will probe what I call the “vagaries of history”—the occasional fluctuations in presidential rankings brought about through changes in historical interpretation or vogues of thought. Part II will look at the role of the people through a series of chapters on the making of the presidency at the 1787 Constitutional Convention; the nature of presidential elections as referendums on the incumbent president or incumbent party; and the ways in which electoral judgments come into play in that referendum system. Part III explores the test of greatness. It looks at the war decision, fraught with political danger as well as opportunity for glory. It explores the phenomenon of what I call “split-decision presidents”—two-termers whose second-term performances led to a White House change of party at the next election. And it dissects those rare presidents—I call them Leaders of Destiny—who were revered by the electorate, have been extolled by history, and are notable for changing the country’s political landscape and setting it upon a new course.

Finally, Part IV assesses the five most recent presidents, whose rankings remain fluid because history has yet to render a definitive judgment.

Some presidents inevitably don’t fit neatly into the broad categories we tend to create in our efforts to bring order to presidential analyses. One is James Polk, who at first glance would seem to bolster Obama’s dichotomy between two-term mediocrity and one-term success. Polk was a one-termer who still captured a high station in the pantheon of later historians (though he has remained highly controversial through history). In nearly all the serious academic polls on presidential success, he makes it into the historians “Near Great” category.* But in fact his story is singular, and he is the exception that tests the rule.

Polk did a remarkable thing when he got his party’s nomination in 1844. He announced that, if elected, he would serve only one term. He not only kept his promise but also realized all of the big goals he set for himself in both domestic and foreign policy. Polk doesn’t fit Obama’s construction because he didn’t lose his reelection bid by angering the voters while courting history. Instead, he consciously bet his presidential reputation on a single term, something that very few presidents have been willing to do. No other president has run on a one-term promise.

If Polk’s exception proves the rule that one-term presidents do tend to get history’s brush-off, who gets its accolades? The historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. wrote in 1996—in conjunction with his own poll of presidential scholars—that surveys since 1948 have consistently identified nine Greats and Near Greats: Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, Franklin Roosevelt (usually in that order), followed in various rank order by Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Polk, Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Harry S Truman.7 Leaving aside Polk, all these men either were two-term presidents or (as with TR and Truman) were elected after succeeding to the White House upon the death of their predecessors. All persuaded the voters that they deserved to retain their jobs.

Consider the presidents judged by history to be presidential failures. The historians’ polls generally focus on James Buchanan, Franklin Pierce, Andrew Johnson (who inherited Lincoln’s second term), Millard Fillmore (who ascended to the presidency upon the death of Zachary Taylor), and Harding. Not a two-term president in the bunch. Grant is the single two-term outlier. He presided over nasty financial scandals involving White House and Cabinet officials. It is worth noting, however, that the worst of those scandals erupted in his second term, and his first term was characterized by a frothy economic boom that attended massive railroad construction. Hence, the voters had no particular reason to expel him based on his first-term record, and the historical ranking seems based mostly on his second administration. In any event, Grant’s standing in history is on the rise for reasons we will discuss.

History generally consigns one-term presidents to the category of “Average,” occasionally “Above Average.” This tends to mean no unavoidable crises, no scandals of consequence, and no serious new directions for America. A 2005 Wall Street Journal poll of historians and other experts ranked one-termer John Adams, the second president, as Above Average and then populated the Average category mostly with other one-termers: Taft, John Quincy Adams, Martin Van Buren, Rutherford B.8 Hayes, Chester A. Arthur (who succeeded James Garfield at his death and never was elected in his own right), and George H. W. Bush.

The Journal poll included a couple of two-term presidents in the “Above Average” category—Calvin Coolidge and Bill Clinton. Coolidge, who inherited the presidency and then was elected, presided over the burst of economic expansion in the 1920s, and most Americans applauded him for it at the time. But some historians have argued that his policies contributed mightily to the Great Depression. As for Clinton, it doesn’t seem appropriate to credit a president’s poll ranking rendered while he still inhabited the Oval Office, as the Journal poll did. In assessing a president’s historical standing, it’s best to allow the passage of some history, generally at least a generation. What can be said about the “Average” presidents in the Journal poll is that most were decent and forceful men who demonstrated serious political acumen in rising to the pinnacle of American politics. But they left little mark of historical dimension.

*   *   *

In embarking upon my exploration of the presidency, I confess to one prejudice. I consider the institution to be a work of genius—a unique governmental institution that contains within it centuries of civic experimentation, armed struggle, historical exploration, penetrating political analysis, and philosophical endeavor. It all came together, almost by accident, during that miraculous building session in Philadelphia during the hot summer of 1787. (Both George Washington and James Madison used the word “miracle” in letters to describe the outcome.9) It isn’t surprising that the American people take a proprietary view of their presidential office and demand from it an appropriate degree of dignity and solemnity—and success. It’s difficult for us today, with 225 years of constitutional history at our backs, to conceive what a remarkably innovative and novel idea the presidency was. The great kings of the world are long gone now, but in the eighteenth century, at the time of our nation’s birth, they were in their heyday, and it wasn’t clear a mere president could rival the world’s royalty in dignity and gravitas. But Americans, having been handed the gift of the presidency, never doubted it. That’s because the president is a product of themselves in a way no king or potentate—or even prime minister—could ever be. That is one reason why the American presidency stirs so much interest, respect, and affection from the broad populace—and why, perhaps, so many Americans have always been captivated by the White House Rating Game.

Thus, the Rating Game is more than just a beguiling diversion. It actually can tell us something about how and why presidents succeed or fail, how they deflect or get crushed by history, and the dynamics that bring forth those rare Leaders of Destiny. I will seek in this volume to put forth my own thoughts and observations, whatever their merits, about how the country’s presidential politics has unfolded over the centuries. I do so fully in the Rating Game spirit—and in the spirit of Twain’s observation about difference of opinion.

Hence, if your views diverge significantly from those contained in this book, relax. As I say, the Great White House Rating Game is ongoing and endless—and open to everyone.

Wanna play?



PART I



THE HISTORIANS




1


THE JUDGMENT OF HISTORY

In November 1948, Life magazine published an innovative article by Harvard historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Sr., a noted scholar of his time and father of the later historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. Schlesinger’s piece presented the first academic survey in the White House Rating Game and set in motion the ongoing discussion of presidential performance that has come down to our own time. Schlesinger polled fifty-five experts, mostly historians but also some journalists and political scientists, and asked them to place the presidents in one of five categories—Great, Near Great, Average, Below Average, and Failure.10 William Henry Harrison and James A. Garfield were left out because of the brevity of their presidential tenures. The professor instructed his respondents: “The test in each case is performance in office, omitting everything done before or after.”11 Beyond that, Schlesinger left all criteria of judgment to the respondents.

The Schlesinger poll ranked the presidents based on the number of votes they received for each category. Lincoln, the only president to be rated unanimously as Great, emerged at the top of the presidential list. The other Greats, in descending order, were George Washington, Franklin Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Thomas Jefferson, and Andrew Jackson. The Near Great category included (in rank order) Theodore Roosevelt, Grover Cleveland, John Adams, and James K. Polk. The Failure category consisted of Ulysses S. Grant and Warren G. Harding. The other presidents were scattered throughout the Average and Below Average categories.

The Schlesinger poll immediately demonstrated America’s fascination with its presidents. It generated extensive discourse centered not just on the rankings themselves but on questions of the soundness of the Schlesinger methodology and even whether there was any particular value in such polling initiatives. Many Republicans questioned the high standing of Franklin Roosevelt, then still widely despised by his political opponents. Schlesinger Sr. never suggested his poll results represented any kind of definitive judgment on the presidents but rather were merely a “highly informed opinion” by a collection of worthy historical experts.12 Nevertheless, the 1948 Life article proved highly influential, and soon Schlesinger’s poll was cited by many as a conclusive historical assessment.

More significantly, Schlesinger’s innovative poll became the fountainhead of subsequent surveys that would flow over the decades to produce a large pool of academic presidential assessment. When we speak of history’s judgment on the presidents and their rankings in relation to one another, these polls, taken collectively, form the single greatest body of evidence. They also have served over the decades as a constant source of discussion and debate on the presidents.

In 1962, fourteen years after Schlesinger Sr.’s first poll, he conducted a follow-up survey published in the New York Times Magazine, this time of seventy-five respondents—again mostly academic historians but with a smattering of journalists and political scientists. The two polls yielded similar results, which was not surprising given that many of the 1962 respondents also had participated in the 1948 survey. But it reinforced the Schlesinger rankings in the minds of many as something approaching definitive. The top seven remained the same, and in the same order—Lincoln, Washington, Franklin Roosevelt, Wilson, Jefferson, Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt. While Jackson remained at number six, he dropped from Great to Near Great. Polk rose from tenth to eighth, while Cleveland dropped from eighth to eleventh. The two failures remained Grant and Harding. The Average and Below Average categories contained the same presidents in both instances.

The most interesting aspect of the second Schlesinger poll was the addition of Democrat Harry S Truman and Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower to the rankings. Truman, who logged a Gallup approval rating of just 22 percent during his final year in office, nevertheless entered the lists at number nine, in the Near Great category, just below Polk and just above John Adams.13 Eisenhower, by contrast, was relegated to the low Average category, number twenty-two, just below Chester A. Arthur, a caretaker president, and ahead of Andrew Johnson, a notably ineffectual leader. Much of the controversy generated by Schlesinger’s second poll centered on Truman’s high standing and the designation of Eisenhower as mediocre. Many Republicans argued persuasively that these rankings reflected partisan sensibilities among some respondents.

By this time the skeptics had become more pointed in their criticism of this form of presidential scholarship. The leading skeptic was Thomas A. Bailey of Stanford University, who wrote a 1966 book that questioned the soundness of the exercise. Called Presidential Greatness, Bailey’s treatise contended that the Schlesinger surveys were inevitably slanted because the respondents personified certain political biases—pro-Democratic, politically liberal, oriented toward the Northeast and Midwest rather than the West or South. It was true that Democrats outnumbered Republicans by two to one. And perhaps the elder Schlesinger signaled his own political outlook when he identified the six Great presidents in his first poll as those who “took the side of progressivism and reform, as understood in their day.”14

Bailey conducted a study in the mid-1960s of the history departments of thirty leading universities and discovered that most were strongly pro-Democratic.15 In fact, only one department was evenly divided between Democrats and Republicans, while one other was pro-Republican. Some departments had no Republicans at all. He attributed this to a number of factors—historians tended to favor progress and experimentation, hence embraced activist government; they viewed Democratic leaders as being more “intellectual,” like themselves; they tended to be internationalists and felt uncomfortable with Republican isolationism of the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s; and many young professors, being not particularly well off, tended to identify with the party of the working man.

Certainly, during the time of Schlesinger Sr.’s two polls, the academic realm was highly influenced by the example of Franklin Roosevelt, who significantly expanded the size and scope of the federal government, both to fight the Great Depression and to wage World War II. It was voguish among intellectuals in those post-FDR days to glorify presidents who, like Roosevelt, sought to enlarge the office and to concentrate power in the federal government. That clearly accounts for the otherwise inexplicably low ranking for Eisenhower in the second Schlesinger Sr. poll. An example of this outlook would seem to be Clinton Rossiter’s patronizing denigration of Eisenhower during his presidency: “He will be remembered, I fear, as the unadventurous president who held on one term too long in the new age of adventure.”16

Bailey also questioned whether it was historically appropriate to compare presidents who faced such different national challenges in such different historical times. He dismissed the Schlesinger polls as an effort “to measure the immeasurable.”17

This perception didn’t stop Bailey from crafting his own rating system, which he deemed more accurate. He applied forty-three “yardsticks” to his evaluation, including such matters as administrative capacity, dealings with Congress, ethics, success in foreign affairs, even the kinds of enemies accumulated.18

From these indices Bailey placed the presidents in categories corresponding with those of Schlesinger.19 But in the end he produced a ranking that wasn’t far different from the two Schlesinger polls. The top three remained, in order, Lincoln, Washington, and Franklin Roosevelt. He drops Jefferson to Near Great, Jackson to Above Average “at best,” Polk to Average, Cleveland to Average, and Truman to Average. He elevates Grant above his previous Failure designation, to Below Average, and also boosts Buchanan a few notches. Otherwise, Bailey’s categorizations reflected the reality that, notwithstanding his critique of the Schlesinger polls, a consensus seemed to be building around the general Schlesinger framework.

That consensus, with small fluctuations, held up through subsequent polls. In 1977 the United States Historical Society surveyed the heads of a hundred history departments on the ten “greatest” presidents.20 The eighty-five respondents returned an unsurprising verdict: Lincoln, Washington, Franklin Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, Jefferson, Wilson, Jackson, Truman, Polk, and John Adams. These were the same ten names on Schlesinger Sr.’s second poll, though the rankings varied a bit.

In 1981 a history professor at William Penn College in Iowa, David L. Porter, surveyed forty-one academics using much the same methodology as Schlesinger.21 Again, the results were similar, except for a couple of notable variations. Eisenhower, beginning an ascent that would continue in subsequent polls, rose to twelfth. Cleveland fell to fifteenth. Grant climbed out of the Failure category and made it into Below Average, fifth from the bottom. Three new presidents were added—Lyndon Johnson, who entered at eleventh place, in the Near Great category; Richard M. Nixon, third from the bottom, a Failure; and Jimmy Carter, who placed twenty-third, in the Average category.

The next year Steve Neal, a Chicago Tribune political reporter and author of political biographies, queried forty-nine “leading historians and political scholars,” all authors of published works on the presidency.22 He asked the respondents to classify the presidents on a scale of 0 to 5 in five specified areas—leadership, accomplishments, political skill, appointments, and character. He also asked them to rank the ten best and ten worst presidents. Again, similar results emerged, except that Eisenhower continued his climb, getting to ninth, just above Polk. John Adams dropped down to a tie for fifteenth (with James Monroe). Also, William McKinley, the stolid Republican elected twice but assassinated in 1901, came in at eleventh after languishing between fifteenth and eighteenth in the previous polls.

Then in 1982 two history professors brought to the Rating Game a more extensive and sophisticated methodology, with the idea of probing not just what their historical experts thought but what might be driving their responses. The academics were Robert K. Murray of Pennsylvania State University and Tim H.23 Blessing of Pennsylvania’s Alvernia College. They mailed out nearly 2,000 questionnaires to Ph.D. historians who held academic positions as assistant professors or above. They adopted “[m]odern opinion research procedures,” as they put it, and the results were categorized and analyzed by computer.24 The survey consisted of 180 questions, and the researchers bolstered their mail-questionnaire findings with face-to-face surveys and interviews with sixty of the respondents. They ended up with 846 completed questionnaires.

By questioning the respondents on their backgrounds, age, sex, academic specialties, political outlooks, and a host of other distinguishing traits, Murray and Blessing were able to determine correlations between some of these characteristics and the responses. Most are of interest largely to political scientists, but some are intriguing for our purposes. For example, subject-area specialties played a significant role in some outcomes. Specialists in southern history and African-American studies tended to give higher ratings to Carter, whereas military historians denigrated him. Military historians favored Eisenhower by a wide margin. African-American specialists particularly disliked Jackson and Polk (both slaveholders), while specialists in women’s history were the harshest critics of Polk and Theodore Roosevelt (both viewed by many as enthusiasts of a martial spirit). To the extent that these specialties reflected political outlooks, it would seem that those outlooks also influenced the responses.

Particularly intriguing was the Murray-Blessing analysis of presidents who continue to generate controversy, as reflected in the wide distribution of their ratings. The most controversial, with a wide range of favorable and unfavorable responses, were Nixon, Lyndon Johnson, Hoover, and Jackson. Others with wide disparities included John Quincy Adams, Truman, Wilson, Polk, and Kennedy. The least controversial were Lincoln, Washington, and Franklin Roosevelt, whose high ratings were nearly universal.

Murray and Blessing speculate that the most recent controversial presidents are likely to have their rankings change in future polls, as the disparity in their ratings diminishes in one direction or the other with the perspective of time. For Jackson, however, they suggest, there isn’t much likelihood his standing will change appreciably given how well entrenched his reputation seems to be after so much historical attention. (Jackson’s historical standing will be explored in the next chapter.)

The Murray-Blessing rankings didn’t change much from the earlier postings. The top three remained the same, while the top ten varied from some previous polls only in that Lyndon Johnson made it into that circle and John Adams returned to it. Eisenhower was eleventh, just ahead of Polk; McKinley dropped back once again to eighteenth; and Grant slipped back into the Failure category, along with Harding, Nixon, James Buchanan, and Andrew Johnson.

Our review of the academic polls now comes down to a final two, noteworthy in part for how they treated a single president, Ronald Reagan. In 1996, eight years after Reagan left office, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. conducted a new academic poll and published a piece in the New York Times Magazine designed to update the Rating Game discussion set in motion by his father. He called his article “The Ultimate Approval Rating,” and in it he discussed at length the previous polls, digressed on the apparent elements of presidential success and failure, and offered a few words of admonition to then-President Bill Clinton.25 (He said Clinton should abandon the center and govern from the left if he wanted a high station in the esteem of history.)

One participant in the Schlesinger Jr. poll, Senate historian Donald A. Ritchie, noted what he considered a “peculiarity” in it—namely, that it ranked most of the late-nineteenth-century presidents higher than those in the late twentieth century, despite the latter having faced far greater issues and coped with more complexity than their predecessors.26 Perhaps, he speculated, historians feel more comfortable dealing with administrations whose papers are open and who present extensive historiographies.

In any event, Schlesinger’s poll yielded some intriguing differences from past surveys. The top three remained the same, Lincoln, Washington, and Franklin Roosevelt (in that order). The Near Great category (from fourth to ninth) included, in order, Jefferson, Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, Wilson, Truman, and Polk. Eisenhower, at tenth, was placed at the top of the High Average category, while John Adams managed to cling to eleventh. Lyndon Johnson slipped to fourteenth, behind Kennedy at twelfth and Cleveland at thirteenth. James Monroe inexplicably emerged from the shadows to make it into the High Average clique, at fifteenth, just ahead of McKinley, at sixteenth.

Then there was Reagan, a two-term president succeeded by a president of his own party, who transformed both the domestic and foreign policy debates in America. He came in at twenty-sixth, a clear signal that the respondents collectively considered him mediocre. He ranked below Chester Arthur, Benjamin Harrison, Gerald Ford, and even Carter, whose failed one-term presidency Reagan had succeeded.

No doubt the respondents’ political leanings contributed to this outcome. Schlesinger’s “jury” of thirty-two arbiters included two Democratic politicians (New York Governor Mario Cuomo and Illinois Senator Paul Simon) but no Republican politicians. The jury also included a number of academics whose liberal views were well known but only one who could be viewed as having conservative leanings (Forrest McDonald of the University of Alabama).

Schlesinger notes in his piece that Reagan’s ratings were quite disparate, with seven Near Great votes but also nine Below Average designations and four Failures. This differs significantly from, for example, Carter’s ratings, which were largely bunched in the middle, with just one Near Great vote and two Failures. Hence, following the Murray-Blessing formula for rankings that could change in subsequent surveys, it would appear that Reagan’s standing in the Schlesinger poll may have been the result of a lack of the kind of historical perspective that comes with time.

That perception was reinforced by a 2005 survey conducted under the auspices of the Wall Street Journal editorial page and the Federalist Society, which polled eighty-two respondents, including nineteen historians, twenty-five political scientists, twenty-four law professors, and fourteen economists.27 The survey organizers, though conservative in outlook, adopted a method of choosing accomplished scholars designed to find a balance between those who leaned to the right and those to the left. “Our goal,” wrote James Lindgren, a law professor at Northwestern University and a key architect of the study, “was to present the opinions of experts, controlling for political orientation.”28

Unlike the previous polls, the Journal survey ranked Washington at the top, followed by Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt in the Great category. The Near Great compendium included the same names as before, with one big exception. Reagan came in sixth. Hence the Near Great representatives are, in order, Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt, Reagan, Truman, Eisenhower, Polk, and Jackson. Wilson, at eleventh, dropped into the Above Average category. Adams dropped once again to thirteenth. And Grant resumed his upward trajectory, coming in at twenty-ninth, far from his old Failure habitat.

The Journal poll is not the only evidence that Reagan’s historical standing may be improving. After Barack Obama’s election, a political intelligence firm called Clarus Research Group conducted a national poll of U.S. voters asking them which past president they wanted Obama to emulate. The leader by a significant margin: Reagan. Clarus President Ron Faucheux said the results showed “the American people clearly want a President who leads boldly, embodies change, and who can effectively communicate that change.”29 Results of a C-SPAN viewer poll in 1999 placed Reagan at the very top of the presidential list, while a 2000 ABC News poll of citizens placed him fifth.30 A 2007 Rasmussen Reports poll placed him at ninth.31 But Reagan still has a considerable distance to travel before he can fully surmount the lingering negative view of him among academics.32 This view was reflected in a special Murray-Blessing survey that showed widespread and deep hostility to Reagan’s presidential leadership at the time of his retirement from office. We will discuss Reagan’s presidential performance at length in a subsequent chapter.

Generally, though, the Wall Street Journal poll, published in a book with profiles of all the presidents, yielded results not far different from the previous polls discussed in this chapter, beginning with Schlesinger Sr.’s 1948 survey. Lindgren wrote that the correlation between the Journal poll and Schlesinger Jr.’s 1996 survey was 91 percent, and it would have been considerably closer except for the deviation in their respective Reagan rankings.33 He notes also that even the self-styled Democrats surveyed for the Journal poll had Reagan at fourteenth. Thus it would appear that the cooling winds of time had affected Reagan’s standing positively with Democrats as well as Republicans (who ranked Reagan at second among all presidents—perhaps an indication that political passions of the moment can elevate a president as well as denigrate him).

This disparity reflects an intriguing aspect of the Journal study. Because it probed respondents on their political affiliations, it was possible to compare rankings of Democrats and Republicans who participated in the poll. Most often there were only small deviations based on political affiliation, but in a few instances beyond the Reagan example they were significant. Among Democrats, for instance, Lyndon Johnson and Kennedy are ranked ninth and tenth, respectively; among Republicans, thirty-first and twentieth. Wilson gets a seventh ranking from Democrats but is twenty-third among Republicans. Conversely, Republicans place George W. Bush in the Near Great category, at sixth, while Democrats drop him down to thirty-fifth, close to the Failure category.

*   *   *

Taken together, these postwar polls contain inevitable limitations and flaws, as Stanford’s Thomas Bailey and others have pointed out. One particularly interesting recent critic is Alvin Stephen Felzenberg, author of a provocative book called The Leaders We Deserved (And a Few We Didn’t): Rethinking the Presidential Rating Game, published in 2008. Felzenberg argues that the methodology used by most academic pollsters doesn’t allow for consideration of the various categories of leadership—foreign affairs, economic policy, ethics, etc. Thus when the respondents rank Nixon in the Failure category—a reasonable assessment given that he is the only president to have resigned in disgrace—what happens to his successful foreign policy achievements, such as his diplomatic opening to China and his retreat from Vietnam under severe military and political circumstances? Similarly, Lyndon Johnson clearly was a failure in foreign policy, as reflected in his disastrous Vietnam adventure. But he transformed American domestic life with his civil rights legislation of the mid-1960s and the expansion of government under the aegis of his Great Society.

An interesting point. Perhaps triumph and failure add up to an average president. Or perhaps the failure—Watergate, for example—is so abject that it adds up to an overall failure, notwithstanding whatever good it came with. Nixon’s managerial lapses, after all, sent the country into a crisis so severe that it poisoned American politics for years. One could argue that that is the fundamental wisdom inherent in the methodology of Schlesinger Sr., who let his respondents determine the criteria for judgment. Collectively, a judgment emerges that places all competing assessments into perspective.

Felzenberg, a conservative, criticizes the Rating Game on several grounds. He writes that his book was an angry response to Schlesinger Jr.’s 1996 poll in the New York Times Magazine, particularly the tag of mediocrity placed upon Reagan. He argues that the initial polls by the elder Schlesinger created an artificial consensus on presidential greatness, thus stamping upon the national consciousness a sense among Americans of who was great among presidents and who wasn’t. This false consensus, he writes, became self-perpetuating in subsequent polls, as well as in the academic literature on the subject, in media accounts—and ultimately in the minds of Americans.

“The popularization of Schlesinger-style surveys…,” writes Felzenberg, “freed journalists, political commentators, museum curators, and students of all ages from having to offer evidence in support of their opinions.34 All they had to do was to cite the collective assessment of the ‘experts.’”

Felzenberg cites the example of Truman and his 22 percent Gallup Poll approval rating during his final year in office. Yet a 2007 survey of American opinion by USA Today/Gallup indicated that Americans now rate Truman as seventh on the list of presidential success. Given that few of those who answered the poll had any recollection of Truman’s presidency, writes Felzenberg, this assessment must be a product of “the periodic publicity that surveys of presidential greatness have received.”35 He adds parenthetically that some recent favorable biographies of the man—not least David McCullough’s magisterial work—probably played a part as well.

Felzenberg’s complaint is less than compelling. After all, most Americans don’t carry in their heads a memory of all the presidents, in rank order on their own scale of greatness. Hence, when asked their opinion by a pollster who calls on the telephone, they naturally consult their memories of the judgment of history, as reflected in those academic poll results and the consensus thinking they have spawned. There doesn’t seem to be anything amiss here. Besides, Felzenberg himself, employing his own ranking system presumably free of the influences of the Schlesingers and their Rating Game colleagues, also places Truman at seventh place in the presidential pantheon (though tied with four other presidents).

Felzenberg is particularly exercised about what he considers to be the political bias driving many of the academic poll responses. In the instance of Reagan’s standing in the 1996 Schlesinger Jr. poll, his vexation would seem well placed, just as Republicans in 1962 justifiably fumed over Eisenhower’s low ranking in the second Schlesinger Sr. poll. But Reagan, as Eisenhower before him, seems to be rising to a higher station, and in any event it’s difficult to see what a conservative effort to rate the presidents would yield that would be appreciably different from the current consensus view, arrived at through multiple polls over some six decades.

The problem here is that Felzenberg seeks to substitute the judgment of one man, however well reasoned, for the collective judgment of scores of scholars—and also for the contemporaneous judgment of the electorate. Another example of this historical genre is a 2009 book entitled Recarving Rushmore: Ranking the Presidents on Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty, by Ivan Eland. Eland is a libertarian and free-market advocate who views himself as a constitutionalist and opponent of executive power. He writes that “in U.S. history, presidential activism has proved pernicious for the republic.”36 His book assesses each president based on criteria that emanate from his own political views, and he takes pride in noting that his rankings bear no resemblance to the polls of either the conservative Wall Street Journal in 2005 or the more liberal Siena Research Institute’s 2002 survey of some two hundred history and political science professors. He notes correctly that these disparate organizations, with disparate political outlooks, actually rated the presidents quite similarly.

Eland abhors presidents who sought to use power in behalf of their goals and elevates those who didn’t really want to do much. Hence, in his Excellent category he lists John Tyler, Cleveland, Martin Van Buren, and Rutherford B. Hayes. The Bad presidents include Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, Reagan, Polk, Truman, and Wilson. Altogether, Eland identifies four Excellent and six Good presidents, with another four categorized as Average. Fully twenty-six presidents are relegated to the Poor and Bad categories, signifying that Eland doesn’t hold much truck with the judgment of the historical poll respondents, not to mention the American voter. (Many of his top-ranked presidents were one-termers rejected by the electorate at reelection time.)

Eland’s assessments manifest a curious inconsistency. He castigates Jackson for merely recognizing the Republic of Texas—“thus beginning the journey toward his dream of acquiring that large piece of land for the United States.”37 Yet Eland’s top-ranked president, Tyler, actually initiated negotiations to bring Texas into the American Union, an action for which he doesn’t get docked. (In truth, although Jackson did want Texas in the Union, he exercised great caution in his policy toward Texas lest he draw his country into serious hostilities with Mexico.) Eland praises Tyler for supporting a limited money supply and for opposing high tariffs, a national bank, and federal welfare to the states. But Jackson and Polk, both excoriated by Eland, pursued those same policies—and more effectively than Tyler. He scores Jackson’s use of the veto but doesn’t get exercised by the fact that Cleveland, who resides in his Excellent category, used the presidential veto more than twice as many times as all his predecessors combined.

Eland doesn’t want any wars. Presidential ambition turns him off. When the economy stagnates and people are suffering, he doesn’t want any appreciable governmental intervention. He ranks Lincoln twenty-ninth and confesses to “thoughts of tearing down the Lincoln Memorial.”38 He says Lincoln should have let the South go in peace or perhaps, prior to the conflict, offered southerners compensated emancipation of their slaves. Economic developments and history would have led eventually to emancipation anyway, he writes.

This thinking lacks rigor. Nobody knew, at the beginning of the war, what kind of bloodbath would ensue, so the choice that Eland suggests in hindsight never really existed. And history makes clear that the South never would have embraced compensated emancipation. Besides, the president had uttered an oath—before the nation, with his hand on the Bible—to “preserve and protect” the Constitution. To sit by and let the South destroy that document would have been an act of ignominy for the ages. History isn’t that tidy. It is filled with human passions, often driven (as in the Civil War) by clashes of cherished principle on all sides. Developments in this ongoing saga often unfold in uncontrolled chaos, sometimes with savage outcomes. Any serious effort to assess the players in this civic drama must begin with this fundamental understanding, which Eland lacks.

Beyond that, Eland’s work, and Felzenberg’s, reflect a certain denigration of the American electorate. There’s nothing wrong with any citizen arguing that the course of American history would have been far richer and more beneficial had the country only been directed by his particular viewpoint rather than the electorate’s. But it’s difficult to overlook the underlying political arrogance. Indeed, there’s a whiff of antidemocratic sentiment in it. Had the Founders had that kind of faith in the judgment of one man, they probably would have opted for monarchy. But the Framers placed their faith in the value and validity of a collective judgment, as opposed to individual judgments.
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