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Introduction

When historians, political scientists, law professors, journalists, and pundits rate the performance of presidents and their administrations, their analyses often focus on the men and their times. Presidents are often judged, for example, by personal charisma, intellect, communication skills, or management style. Their chances of being deemed a “great” president are significantly improved if they served during times of war and other crises. Bland men in boring times rarely achieve much note.

In addition, today’s politics often permeate analyses of the past. As Anaïs Nin once said, “We see things not as they are but as we are.”1 For example, many analysts today prefer a nontraditional, militaristic, and interventionist U.S. foreign policy, and thus favorably rank Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, the men who started and personified it, and Harry Truman, who resurrected interventionism for presidents to use during the Cold War. Woodrow Wilson was roundly despised in the 1920s for leading the country into World War I but made a comeback among analysts because the United States, after World War II, adopted a bipartisan consensus around his ill-advised foreign policy. Harry Truman, unpopular when leaving office, garnered renewed standing after his interventionist version of containment was erroneously perceived to have “won” the Cold War.

Even when biases are openly discussed, it usually merely involves mudslinging between the left and the right. In most cases, commentators on the right label historians, political scientists, and journalists as having a leftist slant when looking at history. But the prejudices of such analysts are more complex than pro- or anti-left and right causes.

One bias, which this book can only partially address, is analysts’ historical overemphasis on actions by the state—in particular, actions of the president. As James W. Loewen notes, this slant is especially inappropriate before Woodrow Wilson held office—a time when the state was much smaller and less important to American society than it is now. Wilson was a strong executive and the father of the permanent large federal government that now exists. Even after Wilson’s time, analysts, either consciously or subconsciously glorifying the state, have focused too little on the accomplishments and important actions of private individuals and organizations in improving education, the environment, race relations, and other social issues during various administrations.2 Given that this book is about our presidents, it may further contribute to this lack of balance. Throughout this book, however, readers will find constant reminders that the executive branch has vastly increased its power—more than what the nation’s founders and the Constitution ever envisioned. Also, this book criticizes an activist government at home and abroad, which both liberals and conservatives have perpetrated.

The analysis in this book boldly takes a novel approach. It judges presidents not by who they were, how they led, or how they governed, but by what they did. In other words, it assesses their policies and how these enhanced or detracted from three conditions that almost anyone will agree are essential goals for any U.S. government: peace, prosperity, and liberty. The book provides a rank order of our presidents’ success using “policy only” criteria and then undertakes an individual discussion of each president’s performance.

In this introduction, I briefly explore the criteria that most historians, political scientists, law professors, and journalists use to evaluate presidential performance, and I point out why these may not accurately reflect a president’s actual service to our country. Then I describe my own method, based on what the Constitution says a president should do—and not do. In other words, this book evaluates presidents as the Constitution’s framers might have, had they been around to do it. I show how this method applies to each of the three criteria I use in assessing presidential performance. Finally, I reveal my rankings and compare them to other assessments.

Biases in Evaluating Presidents’ Performance

Effectiveness Bias

Richard Neustadt’s book Presidential Power, published in 1960 but still the most prominent study of the U.S. presidency, defines presidential success as the chief executive’s effective use of power to make his policy choices a reality. Since World War II, presidential success has been defined using this “effectiveness” measure. An effective president, however, is not necessarily successful if he effectively implements policies that are bad for the country.

At the extreme of the effectiveness orientation is historian Steve Ambrose’s curious observation in his book Eisenhower: Soldier and President:

 

To say that Eisenhower was right about this or wrong about that is to do little more than announce one’s own political position. A more fruitful approach is to examine his years in the White House in his own terms, to make an assessment on the basis of how well he did in achieving the tasks and goals he set for himself at the time he took office.3

By Ambrose’s criterion, any president with great political, tactical, or leadership skills who is able to get his program enacted, no matter how disastrous for the country, could be labeled a “great” chief executive. Thus, even leaders who caused their country great distress—in the extreme, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao—could have been deemed great if they had been U.S. presidents. In terms of U.S. chief executives, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan, and even George W. Bush were reasonably effective in getting misguided policies promulgated.

The Siena Research Institute periodically asks history and political science professors to rank presidents on twenty characteristics, many of which are effectiveness-based—for example, party leadership, communication ability (speaking and writing), relationship with the Congress, ability to compromise, willingness to take risks, executive appointments, executive ability, leadership ability, and intelligence. Other criteria seem one step removed from effectiveness, such as imagination and background (family, education, and prior experiences).4

Similarly, Fred Greenstein, a professor emeritus of political science at Princeton University and author of the book The Hidden-Hand Presidency, has come up with six measures to evaluate the effectiveness of presidents, and the categories are typical and problematical: emotional intelligence, cognitive style, public communication, organizational capacity, political skill, and vision.5 Analysts often dwell on the first four because personality characteristics are more fun to explore and write about than policies. Also, analysts claiming objectivity can stay away from implicitly commenting on current policy controversies by avoiding ranking the policies of past presidents.

This book will consider Greenstein’s last two results-oriented measures, political skill and vision, asking the questions, “Did the president have an agenda that contributed to peace, prosperity, and liberty?” and “Was the president passably adept in getting that agenda implemented?” This could include deciding not to intervene domestically or overseas. Political skill is assessed only to the extent that it affected a president’s ability to get his policies implemented, not as it applied to getting reelected.

Though Greenstein’s first four measures are input measures that can influence a particular president’s effectiveness in achieving the last two measures, dwelling on them inhibits getting through both presidents’ and analysts’ smoke and mirrors to ascertain the real effects that our presidents have had on the United States and the world. Were their policies implemented, and did they have positive or negative results?

Charisma Bias

In the typical election campaign, reporters focus on the candidates’ personalities, background, strategy for winning the campaign, and performance in the race. The average voter really has to dig to find the candidates’ all-important policy prescriptions. Written U.S. history is not quite as bad—historians do discuss policies, but presidential personalities and charisma often get in the way of their evaluating whether a president enhanced or eroded peace, prosperity, and liberty in the United States.

Most human beings are suckers for someone with great charisma. Dull, drab, or quiet presidents rarely are put in “good” or “great” categories. For example, few historians would rank “Silent Cal” Coolidge as a good president—yet using the criteria laid out in this book, he was “good.” On the other hand, presidents who have charisma, can deliver a good speech, and have memorable quotes or good speechwriters have no trouble being put into top categories regardless of their merit.

An excellent example of a president with such appeal is Theodore Roosevelt, a man whose personal charisma and activism have led analysts to an excessive fascination with and admiration for the man. He had a zest for life, and his energy level was amazing. Although he came from a wealthy family, he served in the Spanish-American War and became a war hero, he had been a cowboy, and he enjoyed macho sports, such as hunting and strenuous exercise. The public loved this image at the time, and analysts still can’t get enough of this Rough Rider. Accompanying the rise of the neoconservatives during the George W. Bush administration, Teddy Roosevelt’s popularity soared to even greater heights. Again, however, analysts have paid more attention to the charisma than the record.

In fact, Teddy Roosevelt is less important as a president than William McKinley, from whom he inherited the job after McKinley was assassinated. Roosevelt was merely enhancing the already-expanded power of the presidency pioneered by McKinley during the Spanish-American War. That war catapulted the United States, long in possession of the largest economy in the world, into being a global military power. During most of the nineteenth-century presidencies (with the exception of the Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, and Abraham Lincoln presidencies), the Congress was dominant and the presidency had a far more limited role than it has now—as the founders had intended in the original constitutional framework. The Spanish-American War, America’s first overseas imperial excursion, consolidated more power in the president’s hands. Compared to Teddy Roosevelt, McKinley doesn’t get much attention from analysts—who like strong, active presidents—because the dull McKinley acquired power much less charismatically and ostentatiously. And McKinley, not Teddy Roosevelt, was the first president to travel the country, using the presidency as a “bully pulpit” to lead the country.

Teddy’s cousin, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), is another example of a charismatic president. He was always upbeat and optimistic, which came in handy during the Great Depression. FDR was very persuasive as a communicator and public speaker, using language that the average person could understand, which translated into superb radio addresses and news conferences. He also had speechwriters who came up with memorable lines—for example, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”6 Yet my assessment of FDR’s record as president lands him in the “bad presidents” category.

Ronald Reagan, who modeled the way he operated (but not most of his policies) on FDR’s presidency, also was an optimistic sort and gave polished public speeches in plain language that benefited from his training as an actor. In those addresses, he presented memorable lines written by his speechwriters, such as “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall,” and relied on carefully scripted made-for-television photo opportunities. Horses and cowboy hats added to his image as a macho man from the West, even though he was originally from Illinois. Yet Reagan is probably significantly overrated as president, although not as overrated as FDR.

Had the television show Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous existed in the 1950s and 1960s, John F. Kennedy (JFK) certainly would have been a subject of the show. He was what every American male wanted to be—a good-looking man from a rich family married to a beautiful, glamorous wife. Although John F. Kennedy wrote a Pulitzer Prize–winning book called Profiles in Courage,7 his own biography should be included in the book Profiles in Charisma. He was the first president to maximize the effective use of television, and his speechwriter, Theodore Sorenson, gave him many memorable sound bites to use in speeches on the relatively new medium.

JFK mesmerized the American public and continues to do so decades after his death. But even analysts think JFK’s effectiveness as president has been exaggerated. In 1988, some seventy-five historians and journalists deemed JFK the most overrated person in U.S. history.8 I agree and rank him even lower than most other analysts.

Abraham Lincoln wrote his own speeches and was quite good at it. Many choice tidbits from Lincoln’s addresses are carved on the walls of the Lincoln Memorial. Even Edward Everett, the famous orator who was the main speaker at the dedication of the cemetery at Gettysburg,9 admitted that Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was a great speech. Unfortunately, the “government of the people, by the people, for the people” has all but perished from the earth, and Lincoln unfortunately had a role in making that happen.

Harry Truman and Andrew Jackson were charismatic in a way the common man could identify with. Truman, the “haberdasher from Missouri,” was perceived as honest, plainspoken, and feisty.10 Andrew Jackson turned his lack of formal education into an asset with ordinary voters,11 and his status as a hero from the War of 1812 didn’t hurt either. Yet I rank them both in the “bad presidents” category.

“Service during a Crisis” Bias

George Washington had a quieter charisma than these other men, but like Jackson and several others he came to the White House as a war hero. Having been a leader in defeating the powerful British, he won renown for life. Others would follow Washington’s precedent of parlaying war-hero status into becoming president—Andrew Jackson, William Henry Harrison, Zachary Taylor, Ulysses S. Grant, Theodore Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisenhower—but none was as successful in maintaining such a revered status throughout his presidency. Washington’s stature was so great that he was the only president to be elected unanimously by the electoral college, and he did it twice. Washington was always careful to stand above the fray and maintain his aloof and dignified presence. Like Teddy Roosevelt, FDR, and Reagan, he had a second-rate mind, but a first-rate temperament.

Washington is among three presidents—with Abraham Lincoln and FDR—whom historians and others rank as our greatest presidents in a remarkably consistent fashion. Only Washington was a war hero. What do these three presidents have in common, then? The answer: a crisis, especially war. The greatest crises in American history were the country’s founding, the Civil War, and the Depression and World War II. Washington, Lincoln, and FDR, not coincidentally, were the presidents during these crises.

Being president during a lesser crisis also can elevate an individual’s status, even if he does not make the “great” category, for example: John Adams served during the Quasi-War with France in 1798, Thomas Jefferson was president during U.S. disputes with the Barbary pirates and Britain over rights at sea, James Madison was president during the War of 1812, James Polk was in office during the Mexican War in 1846, William McKinley was president during the Spanish-American War of 1898, Woodrow Wilson served during World War I, and Harry Truman was president at the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War.

According to journalist Chris Wallace, author of Character: Profiles in Presidential Courage, presidents are often evaluated on how they reacted to crises rather than on whether they could have prevented them.12 For example, Grant’s presidency doesn’t seem to have benefited from his decision to avoid war with Spain over a rebellion in Cuba in 1869 and 1870, whereas McKinley’s tenure seems to have achieved “above average” stature for going to war against the same adversary for the same reason in 1898.

Similarly, according to Zachary Karabell, Chester Arthur’s biographer, “Presidents who govern during a time of calm and prosperity often suffer the barbs of history. They are remembered, if at all, as bland.”13 Arthur ranks fifth in this book.

John Seigenthaler, biographer of James Polk, best summed up the way to achieving “greatness” status as combining personal charisma and being president during a crisis: “Presidential greatness is a term of elusive and elastic definition. It generally is conceded that presidents who combine a mesmeric personality with dynamic performance in times of crises are accorded the honorific. Their actions merge with their images to project an aura of public confidence, appreciation, and affection.”14

The requirement of both having charisma and serving during a crisis to achieve high status is demonstrated by comparing analysts’ evaluations of FDR and Woodrow Wilson, two liberal Democratic presidents who ended up on the winning side in the two biggest wars in U.S. history. Unlike FDR’s “great” ranking, however, Woodrow Wilson usually gets a “good” or “above average” label. The difference is that FDR had personal magnetism and luck and Wilson had less of both. Charisma and popularity trump objective factors for most presidential analysts. FDR displayed confidence, exuberance, and reassurance.15

Activism Bias

Presidents who respond actively to crises are often rewarded by higher rankings than those who are less active. Princeton University political scientist Fred Greenstein notes that the bias in presidential assessments is toward strong activist presidents, unless the activism is doing the wrong thing—for example, Nixon participating in illegal and improper actions during Watergate.16 Conservatives have concluded that activism automatically equates to a liberal bias among historians and analysts, but presidents can be active—for example, in warfare, law enforcement, drug interdiction, curtailing civil liberties, and restricting abortion and gay marriage—with conservative approval.

Also, as the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush show, big government is hardly the exclusive purview of liberals. However, it is true that FDR achieved “greatness” and LBJ “above-average” status by throwing federal dollars at social welfare programs without any strategic plan or conception of what would be effective in reaching the stated goal—ending the Great Depression or ending poverty, respectively. This method of operation resembles tossing spaghetti against the wall to see what sticks. FDR made the Great Depression worse using this approach, and LBJ probably made poverty worse using the same helter-skelter method. In contrast, the usually lower-ranked Martin Van Buren promoted recovery from the economic panic of 1837 by using restraint in government and by allowing the private market to naturally right itself. In this accounting, Van Buren is among the best and the others among the worst presidents.

Analysts have a bias toward activist methods instead of better outcomes. In fact, they rarely ask whether the president in office could have acted differently during a crisis to have avoided it or to have achieved a better result—or whether, in fact, he originally caused or aggravated the crisis he then resolved. For example, James Madison and William McKinley could have avoided needless wars in 1812 and 1898, respectively. If Lincoln had taken different actions, he might have avoided the Civil War, still the bloodiest conflict in U.S. history. Harry Truman could have countered the Soviets during the Cold War with less expense in the nation’s blood and treasure. In 1846, James Polk clearly provoked a war with a weaker Mexico to grab its lands.

Allan Peskin, a professor emeritus of history at Cleveland State University and author of Garfield: A Biography, notes:

 

The pantheon of presidential “greats” seems reserved for activists, which, in the nature of things, means those who dealt with major national crises. Presidents with the good fortune to preside over quiet times seem doomed to obscurity.17

Similarly, John O. McGinnis, writing admiringly on Calvin Coolidge for a book on the presidents compiled by the hawkish Wall Street Journal, doesn’t give Coolidge credit for keeping the U.S. at peace. McGinnis writes, “To be sure, Coolidge was not a truly great president, like Washington or Lincoln. While he successfully handled small foreign policy crises in China, Mexico, and Nicaragua without saddling the United States with permanent and expensive commitments, he was never tested by a substantial foreign war.”18 This passage shows the twisted logic of many analysts, which says that a president has to have served during a major war to be great—regardless of whether the president started the war or could have avoided it if he had adopted sounder policies.

Even a poll of an “ideologically balanced” group of professors of law, history, and political science, conducted by the Wall Street Journal and the conservative Federalist Society, ranked Coolidge twenty-fifth out of thirty-nine presidents ranked.19 Silent Cal apparently had the misfortune to lack charisma, generally avoid governmental activism, and cherish peace—but he ranks tenth in this book.

Policies Leading to Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty

The framers of the U.S. Constitution, fed up with Europe’s oppressive autocracies, envisioned a strictly limited role for the American federal government. The Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, now virtually moribund, states that powers not specifically delegated to the federal government, nor prohibited to the states, would reside with the states or the people. The framers also checked the executive’s power by creating three independent branches of government, including a bicameral Congress. They originally intended that the Congress (the people’s branch of government) and the states (governments closest to the people) would be the most important players in the federal system. Over time, however, the opposite happened: the Executive Branch and the unelected Supreme Court became the dominant players in the system.

This book uses the founders’ conception of limited government, discerned by trying to determine their original intent in the Constitution, as a basis for evaluating presidential action in the areas of peace, prosperity, and liberty. The rankings of presidents here reflect the degree to which presidents upheld the founders’ original vision of a limited federal government with an appropriately constrained executive. Throughout the book, readers will find constant reminders that the executive branch has vastly increased its power—more than the founders and the Constitution ever envisioned. This book criticizes an activist government at home and abroad, which is something both liberals and conservatives have perpetrated.

What about evolving standards over time? If the Constitution was amended formally—for example, by the Fourteenth Amendment, which, among other things, expects the federal government to prevent the state governments from abusing their citizens’ rights—then this book will hold presidents accountable for executing and enforcing such amendments. Conversely, if a president informally amended the Constitution by his actions, he will be downgraded accordingly—for example, if he took the country into a conflict without a formal congressional declaration of war, as Truman did during the Korean War. And subsequent presidents will be evaluated on whether they followed the constitutional requirement to obtain congressional approval before they took the country to war. Changing the governmental system without formally amending the Constitution moves away from the all-important rule of law—the idea that no one is above the law. Without the rule of law, republics can quickly turn into autocracies.

This standard will disappoint some radical proponents of states’ rights and fans of the Articles of Confederation, which assumed an even weaker role for the federal government. But all the presidents examined in this book have been sworn to preserve, protect, and defend the U.S. Constitution, not the Articles of Confederation. So this book will assess presidents on their record of upholding or violating the Constitution’s original intent. In today’s world, this means penalizing many presidents who have strayed outside the founders’ intended constitutional limits on the federal government and the executive branch.

Because of the extra-constitutional expansion of government and the enlargement of executive power over the course of U.S. history, each president has to be evaluated at his point in time. Each president cannot be blamed for the size of government he inherited and the power he was expected to wield at the time he took office. The federal government cannot be rapidly shrunk, and the imperial presidency cannot be immediately made more modest overnight—to better conform to the founders’ original vision. Laws, court precedents, and societal norms and expectations all would have to be revised against the tide of history. If a president came later in U.S. history—when the government had already become bigger—but tried to restrain the growth of governmental or presidential power (for example, Jimmy Carter), he gets a more positive ranking (number eight) than a president who served in the earlier years of the republic—when the government and presidential power were more modest—but helped set precedents for their expansion (for example, James Monroe, number twenty-five).

Peace

The country’s founders realized that the United States had a fairly secure position against most military threats—with weak neighbors and two large oceans as moats separating the nation from the great powers and from the principal overseas zones of conflict. This uniquely advantageous geostrategic situation continues to the present day, safeguarding the U.S. against conventional military threats, and has actually been enhanced by the acquisition of nuclear weapons, a deterrent to an enemy attack. A conventional military attack on or invasion of the United States is more unlikely than ever. This security traditionally allowed the United States to stay out of most foreign wars and avoid maintaining a large standing army in peacetime, which often threatens civil liberties.

More recent presidents, however, have been more inclined to abandon this wise foreign policy for one of overseas interventionism. The new threat of terrorism violating the traditional North American safe haven is generated by—and could be reduced dramatically by discarding—unneeded, counterproductive, and costly U.S. interventionism. An argument is often made that some wars are necessary, but this book will show that most wars in U.S. history were not—or at least could have been avoided using alternative policies. Wars have changed the social and economic fabric of the American nation, and almost never to the good.

While other assessments often reward presidents who serve in times of war—especially those who lead the nation to victory—this analysis gives presidents credit for avoiding wars and conducting only necessary wars of self-defense. Presidents receive demerits for conducting wars of choice—that is, most wars in U.S. history.

Prosperity

At the nation’s founding, in the early years of the republic, and throughout the nineteenth century, the U.S. federal government accounted for only a small percentage of the gross domestic product (GDP). The founders and their successors generally believed that private markets, unfettered by government intervention and regulation, would lead to prosperity, and they built the nation’s economy into the largest on earth on that principle. Unfortunately, presidents in the twentieth century deviated from this philosophy and, over time, created a monstrous federal government that now regularly sucks up 18 to 25 percent of the nation’s GDP. While other assessments often reward presidential activism in domestic policy—FDR is the best example—this analysis deducts points for activism that violated the founders’ original ideas and rewards presidents who encouraged the private sector to resolve problems with minimal government intervention.

The effects of a president’s economic policy are often delayed, with prosperity or economic disaster occurring only after the chief executive has left office. Even though the economy may have done poorly during the president’s time in office, if he adopted policies that led to an economic resurgence in a successor’s term, he might get high marks in this analysis. For example, Jimmy Carter experienced stagflation during his administration, which was primarily caused by LBJ and Nixon’s Vietnam War and their economic mismanagement. Yet Carter fostered economic policies that eventually led to the prosperity of the Reagan years and set a precedent for policies that led to renewed prosperity during the Clinton years. Conversely, if the economy was strong during a president’s tenure but he adopted policies that caused problems down the road, he gets poor marks here. For example, Nixon pumped up the economy to get reelected in 1972, but the country had to endure the resulting stagflation for years after his reelection.

Liberty

The purpose of fighting the American Revolution and establishing the United States was to guarantee that Americans had the liberties traditionally enjoyed by Englishmen, which the British king and parliament were eroding. Some of the most important of these liberties were enshrined in the U.S. Constitution, as amended by the Bill of Rights.

Many presidents, especially those serving during a war or in the modern era, have attempted—some successfully—to expand executive power past what the founders intended. This vast inflation of presidential power has distorted the founders’ system of checks and balances at the expense of the other branches of government and has resulted in the tyranny of the modern imperial presidency. The imperial presidency, in turn, has eroded U.S. citizens’ liberties; such freedoms make the United States unique among nations. Presidents often claim that they are preserving liberty while, at the same time, they are taking actions to subvert it. Only genuine acts promoting economic freedom (deregulation) and political liberty will be counted in the plus column in this analysis.

The Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty Rankings and a Summary Justification of Them

This section provides a summary of my ranking of presidencies, which reflects the degree to which presidents upheld the founders’ original concept of a restrained foreign policy and a limited federal government with an appropriately constrained executive. Despite its perversion by many presidents, I maintain that this vision remains the best way to ensure peace, prosperity, and liberty for the American people.

Author’s Ranking Compared to the Wall Street Journal and Siena Institute Analyses

Table 1, “Rankings of Presidential Success,” divides the presidencies into five categories: excellent, good, average, poor, and bad. In the chapters that follow, in general, more text is devoted to the poor and bad presidents than to the good and excellent chief executives. There are two reasons for this. First, in U.S. history, presidential activism has proved pernicious for the republic. Thus, generally, the better presidents actually did less—and thus less prose is needed to describe their actions—and allowed the American people to flourish politically, economically, and socially with minimal government interference. Second, more text is required to explain why presidents who are titans in the minds of experts and the public weren’t really good presidents at all. Only ten presidents are good or excellent in this analysis, and twenty-seven are either poor or bad, demonstrating that most presidents hurt peace, liberty, and prosperity more than they helped promote these goals.

The last two columns of Table 1 compare my rankings with those of the conservative Federalist Society/Wall Street Journal poll of eighty-five professors of history, law, political science, and economics taken in 200520 and the more liberal rankings of Siena Research Institute’s survey of more than two hundred history and political science professors taken in 2002.21 Although the two surveys differ a little, their rankings generally track fairly closely. My rankings are in dramatic contrast to those two surveys, indicating that both conservatives and liberals have a bias toward charismatic, activist presidents who promoted big government at home and abroad.

TABLE 1: RANKINGS OF PRESIDENTIAL SUCCESS
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Note: The author and the Wall Street Journal survey of experts do not rank William Henry Harrison and James Garfield because both died after only short times in office. The Siena Research Institute ranks Harrison thirty-sixth and Garfield thirty-second out of all forty-two presidents ranked.

My rankings turn the standard assessments of presidencies on their heads. Some of the best presidents in the other two polls are in the poor or bad categories here, including Lincoln, Jefferson, Teddy Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, Reagan, JFK, Madison, Truman, Wilson, Jackson, Monroe, and Polk. In contrast, I rank Tyler, Arthur, Harding, and Carter—presidents the other two surveys put in the doghouse—in the good or excellent categories. There is general agreement among the three assessments on only Washington, Eisenhower, Taft, and Nixon.

Author’s Ranking Compared to “Short-Term Economics Only” Ranking

Table 2, “Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty (PP&L) Rankings Compared to Rankings of Presidents Based Only on Short-Term Economic Performance” compares my rankings of presidential success with rankings by Richard Vedder and Lowell Gallaway, two professors of economics at Ohio University who served on the Joint Economic Committee of Congress. In the first column, their rankings are based on the change in federal spending as a percentage of gross domestic product and the inflation rate during the presidency (weighted 50-50).

The rankings in Table 2 show a deviation between my overall presidential rankings and Vedder and Gallaway’s composite presidential rankings on the change in federal spending as a proportion of gross domestic product (GDP) and the rate of inflation during each president’s tenure.22 Vedder and Gallaway’s short-term economic rankings are a good but incomplete measure of presidential economic performance and overall success. First, the Vedder-Gallaway rankings neglect economic growth rates. Furthermore, as noted earlier, the effects of presidential economic policies are often delayed. For example, although short-term economic performance was not that good during Jimmy Carter’s term, he appointed Paul Volcker as Chairman of the Federal Reserve, and Volcker’s tight money policy laid the basis for prosperity for decades afterward.

The general success rankings in this book consider more than just short-term economic success. They also consider whether the president promoted peace, a restrained foreign policy, the rule of law, restraint of executive power, preservation of the checks and balances in the Constitution, and protection of individual rights and civil liberties. (Table 2 contains a break out of the general rankings on the basis of the peace, prosperity, and liberty subcomponents.)

TABLE 2: PEACE, PROSPERITY, AND LIBERTY (PP&L) RANKINGS COMPARED TO RANKINGS OF PRESIDENTS BASED ONLY ON SHORT-TERM ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE
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Note: William Henry Harrison and James Garfield were not ranked by either the author or Vedder and Gallaway because they served too little time in office. George W. Bush and Barack Obama were ranked by the author, but not by Vedder and Gallaway.

*In each category, presidents were rated on a 0 to 20 scale, with 60 being a perfect score.

Many of these factors affect long-term economic performance and also may even exceed its importance. For example, although Grover Cleveland’s composite short-term economic score from Vedder and Gallaway ranks him twelfth of thirty-nine presidents ranked, he set a very bad long-term economic and regulatory precedent by creating the Interstate Commerce Commission to regulate railroad rates, which Vedder and Gallaway’s ranking did not take into account. That said, noneconomic considerations bump up Cleveland to number two of the forty-one presidents ranked in this volume. In general, Cleveland respected the limits of executive power, ran a noninterventionist foreign policy, and respected the rule of law.

James Monroe, who is ranked number four of thirty-nine presidents by Vedder and Gallaway’s short-term economic ranking, is ranked only twenty-fifth of forty-one presidents in this volume. This lower ranking is given because Monroe began the long process of converting the Democratic-Republican (now the Democratic) Party and the nation from a small-government orientation into a big government mind-set—domestically, militarily, and in foreign policy. This bad precedent outweighs the good short-term economic performance during his term.

In the cases of Warren Harding, Martin Van Buren, Chester Arthur, John Tyler, and Rutherford B. Hayes, their good short-term economic performances more closely aligned with, but did not fully account for, the positive rankings given them in this volume. Similarly, in the cases of Abraham Lincoln, FDR, George H. W. Bush, LBJ, Ronald Reagan, JFK, Richard Nixon, James Madison, Benjamin Harrison, William McKinley, William Howard Taft, and Teddy Roosevelt, poor short-term economic performances paralleled, but did not totally account for, the poor rankings these presidents received in this volume.

Party Affiliations in the Rankings

As for party affiliation, the rankings here indicate that the Democratic Party (including its original Republican Party and Democratic-Republican Party antecedents) had most of the very best and worst presidents, while modern-day (Civil War and after) Republican Party presidents tend to be more numerous in the mid-ranges. This conclusion also holds among recent presidents.

Yet history shows that party affiliation is not necessarily a good indicator of what a particular president’s policies will be. The parties have shifted policy positions over time. The Democrats, until Woodrow Wilson, were the party of small government, and the Republicans were the party of big government. After Woodrow Wilson, the Democrats joined the Republicans in the big government camp. Overseas, for most of their existence in the nineteenth century, both parties propounded a restrained U.S. foreign policy. Now both parties are champions of U.S. interventionism worldwide. In addition, sometimes presidents who take stands against their party’s tenets or their own ideological history have a greater chance of getting certain policies adopted—for example, anti-communist Richard Nixon opened diplomatic relations with China, hawkish Ronald Reagan achieved some arms control, Bill Clinton promoted welfare reform and free-trade agreements, and Whig John Tyler resisted big government policies.

In the end, the presidential rankings in this volume are surprising, even to me. But that’s where the analysis led. Hopefully, readers will be convinced of the appropriateness of the rankings by the narrative for each chief executive.
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1

GEORGE WASHINGTON

A Precedent-Setting Presidency—Both Good and Bad
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PP&L* RANKING: 7

Category: Good

First president of the United States

Term: April 30, 1789, to March 3, 1797

Party: Federalist

Born: February 22, 1732, Westmoreland County, Colony of Virginia, British America

Died: December 14, 1799 (age sixty-seven), Mount Vernon, Virginia, United States

Spouse: Martha Dandridge Custis Washington

Education: Tutored and Self-taught

Occupation: Farmer and soldier

Religion: Anglican/Episcopalian

Analysts routinely rank George Washington as one of the three greatest American presidents, with Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. So why is he ranked only seventh in this book—mid-range in the good category? Although Washington hated political parties and thus eschewed being labeled, by his second term he was clearly in the Federalist camp—as opposed to being in the Republican Party, which was the forerunner of the Democratic-Republican and Democratic designations. This meant that he had bought into Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton’s vision of creating a strong executive and using government to the advantage of big business. In this book, Washington does not rank as one of the three greatest presidents because he expanded the president’s power past what most signers of the Constitution had envisioned.

Yet Washington still gets better-than-average marks, despite his party’s philosophy of expansive government, simply because he did not use his immense post-Revolutionary War prestige to become king—or at least not a democratic despot like Oliver Cromwell in Britain—and he did subject himself to some self-limitations. Thomas Jefferson believed that Washington’s moderation prevented the American Revolution from ultimately destroying the freedoms it intended to enshrine.1

Washington also set dangerous precedents of presidential power by usurping control of foreign policy during his term, but the policy he practiced overseas was considerably restrained. At home, he used military force more readily and perhaps needlessly. Besides limiting himself to two terms as president, he made a critical contribution to liberty by suggesting that the Congress consider amending the Constitution to provide the revered Bill of Rights.

PEACE

Manhandled Domestic Incidents and Determined Foreign Policy

The Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 was not a revolt to overthrow the government but merely an anti-tax protest. Although no one was killed and Washington pardoned the rioters, he violated the Constitution by suppressing the rebellion, using military force even though the governor of Pennsylvania thought the issue could be settled in the courts. The Constitution requires that states have the discretion to call for federal intervention when domestic unrest occurs. Washington’s action also set the bad precedent that the president—not the Congress, as implied in the Constitution—could approve the suppression of threats against domestic tranquility and the constitutional order. In a 1795 law, the Congress unconstitutionally formalized this alteration in the checks and balances system by delegating to the president its enumerated power of calling up the militia in emergencies.

Although Washington pledged to negotiate with the Indians over use of their territory, he aggressively used force to grab Indian land in what is now the Midwest.2 During Washington’s administration, fighting various Indian tribes consumed 80 percent of the federal budget. Although Washington previously had a high opinion of Native Americans, after fighting them in the Ohio War in 1790 he denounced the Ohio Indians as “having nothing human except the shape.” Psychologists would later call this type of rationalization “blaming the victim.”3

Curiously, in contrast to these belligerent actions, in 1793, before the Whiskey Rebellion, Washington refused a request to send troops to Georgia to defend against Indian attacks because he correctly believed that only the Congress could approve such a military deployment.4

Under Washington, the executive branch became the sole maker of U.S. foreign policy, a role that was not stipulated in the Constitution. Washington’s desire to entrench the executive’s dominance of foreign policy was so great that he proclaimed—without consulting the Congress—U.S. neutrality in the Franco-British war that broke out in 1793, a good policy that nevertheless undermined the Congress’s constitutional power to start or refrain from initiating wars (the war power). Also, he refused congressional demands in 1792 for information about the ruinous war against the Indians and in 1796 for data on the negotiation of the Jay Treaty. In addition, he protested a House resolution in 1792 congratulating France on its new constitution.5 The refusal to provide information to Congress on the Jay Treaty and the Indian war set a bad precedent for future presidents to withhold critical information from Congress. Modern pro-executive analysts have used these precedents to build support for the more recent constitutional myth of executive privilege.6

Washington, like many of the nation’s founders, realized that the United States, with its geographical advantage of being far away from most of the world’s centers of conflict, had the luxury of staying out of debilitating foreign wars and overseas alliances that could very well entangle the country in those faraway conflicts.

Demonstrating an avoidance of enduring alliances, Washington broke the U.S. alliance with France, left over from the American Revolution, when that nation declared war on Britain in 1793. Yet the United States did not adhere to strict neutrality in the conflict—ultimately signing the Jay Treaty in 1795, which was so favorable to Britain that it generated anti-U.S. hostility from the French. This enmity ultimately led to the naval Quasi-War with France during John Adams’s administration. Meanwhile, the unresolved issues in the Jay Treaty with Britain ultimately led to the War of 1812.7

PROSPERITY

Inflated Executive Power Past the Constitutional Framers’ Intentions

The Constitution—envisioning that the Congress would be the most dominant of the three branches of government—specified many more powers for that body, even in defense and foreign policy, than for the executive, which was to possess only vague powers in policy implementation, diplomacy, and command of the armed forces. Washington filled in the details of presidential responsibilities using an outlook of “energy in the executive.” In contrast to the sentiment at the Constitutional Convention and among many presidents of the nineteenth century, Washington believed the president should legislate and execute rather than just administer.

Washington used Alexander Hamilton’s economic proposals to insert the executive into Congress’s constitutionally given sphere of creating legislation that governs fiscal and commercial policy. This intrusion into Congress’s jurisdiction set a bad precedent, and executive powers in this arena were expanded later.

In economic policy, Hamilton, as secretary of the treasury, erected a protective tariff and established a national bank, which he argued could be created because the Constitution did not forbid the federal government from doing so. The Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, however, would say that all powers not specifically delegated to the federal government, nor prohibited to the states, would reside with the states or the people. The framers put this amendment into the Bill of Rights because they presciently feared that the federal government, and especially the president, would try to argue exactly what Hamilton was arguing—that if the Constitution didn’t prohibit the federal government or the president from doing something, they had the inherent or implied power to do it.

Despite the ratification of the Bill of Rights in December 1791, almost three years into Washington’s first term, Hamilton’s pernicious doctrine of implied powers would continue to undermine the Tenth Amendment throughout U.S. history and eventually render it moribund. Ignoring the founders’ attempt to block implied powers from leading to autocratic rule, Washington shaped an influential executive branch, which formulated most of the nation’s domestic and foreign policies.8 Washington inserted his power wherever the Constitution was silent or fuzzy in intent, a clear violation of the letter and spirit of the Tenth Amendment.

Hamilton also cut a deal with Thomas Jefferson and James Madison that would allow the federal government to assume the debts of the states, in exchange for a southern capital city in Washington, D.C. Hamilton hoped this deal would give the states no reason to impose taxes and every reason to wither away—leaving the federal government paramount. Yet Washington rejected the excesses of Hamilton’s program—for example, providing assistance and subsidies to business and internal improvements (infrastructure projects, such as roads and canals).9 Nevertheless, Vedder and Gallaway rank Washington mediocre—twenty-second out of thirty-nine presidents ranked—in promoting limited government and ensuring price stability.

Although the Federalist Party eventually went belly up, Hamilton’s outlook later became the dominant political orientation in American history—unfortunately beating out Thomas Jefferson’s competing philosophy of keeping government small to maximize liberty for the common man. During Washington’s administration, Jefferson became so dissatisfied with government-business collusion and other activist administration policies that he quit his post of secretary of state, the most important cabinet position.10

LIBERTY

Set Precedents Limiting Presidential Powers

Despite Washington’s enjoyment of fancy accessories and accommodations, he was committed to republican ideals and generally did respect the checks and balances system. For example, he deferred to Congress on most legislation and used the executive veto only when he believed domestic legislation was unconstitutional, a precedent that held for a while although it is not required by the Constitution.

In his first inaugural address, Washington recommended that Congress consider amending the Constitution to provide the Bill of Rights, a vital contribution to the republic.11 In his Farewell Address, the former general and set a precedent and astutely warned against the United States entering permanent alliances and against maintaining a large standing army, a danger to liberty.

Perhaps one of the most critical actions that Washington ever took as president was to voluntarily leave office after two terms, even though he could have easily won a third term or even ruled for life, as some suggested he should do. He believed in rotation in office.12 Washington’s norm was so strong and important that it endured without any formal legal provision until Franklin Delano Roosevelt abused it prior to World War II. Later, a constitutional amendment codified Washington’s precedent.

In the modern era, many advocates of small government have disparaged Washington’s presidency, but they forget that the victorious and immensely popular General Washington could have seized much more power in the new government than he did. If he had served in office until he died, it would have set an unbelievably bad precedent for the new country. Furthermore, according to Burns and Dunn, when Washington took office, the experiment of a republican government in a large nation—a unique historical event—was hanging in the balance, but when his term ended it had triumphed.13 Washington needs to be given tremendous credit for just getting the new system through this critical and shaky first stage. And despite Washington’s several bad precedents, without his magisterial presence, presidential power generally waned (except during the terms of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, also a former general, who also had a strong personal aura) until the Civil War allowed Abraham Lincoln to augment it past anything the Constitution had ever envisioned.

CONCLUSION

Although George Washington did expand executive power past what the Constitution had envisioned, he also limited presidential power in certain ways, did not become a king, and ensured the survival of the new constitutional system. In addition, he realized that the United States’ geographical advantages gave it the luxury of staying out of foreign alliances and conflicts. This earns him the rank of seven here. After Washington, with his strong presence, left the executive office, the presidency generally declined in power back toward what the framers originally had in mind.
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*PP&L = Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty.
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JOHN ADAMS

Used the Quasi-War with France to Restrict Civil Liberties
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PP&L* RANKING: 22

Category: Poor

Second president of the United States

Term: March 4, 1797, to March 4, 1801

Party: Federalist

Born: October 30, 1735, Quincy, Massachusetts

Died: July 4, 1826 (age ninety), Quincy, Massachusetts

Spouse: Abigail Smith Adams

Alma Mater: Harvard College

Occupation: Lawyer

Religion: Unitarian

Like Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, John Adams’s exploits as a leader in the American Revolution before he became president were impressive, but his tenure as chief executive was much less so. He was, however, a better president (in the poor category) than either Jefferson or Madison (both in the bad presidents category).

In a time when the new nation’s military force was weak, Adams steered a course away from involvement in conflict between France and Great Britain. His enforcement of the Alien and Sedition acts, with their repression of civil liberties, stands against him, as does his appointment of John Marshall as chief justice of the Supreme Court.

PEACE

Avoided War with France

Wars involving France, during the revolutionary and Napoleonic governments, affected several presidencies. Britain and France were fighting, and U.S. maritime trade was being harmed in the process. Adams inherited this problem from the Washington administration, which had signed the British-friendly Jay Treaty. The treaty had infuriated France, a U.S. ally since the Revolutionary War days. Fearing that U.S. shipping was heading to Britain, the French navy began to seize American vessels in the Caribbean in what was called the Quasi-War, so named because of its limited naval combat.

In return, the Congress authorized Adams to seize ships sailing to French ports. Adams exceeded the congressional authorization by ordering the seizure of vessels sailing to or from French ports. When a U.S. ship seized a ship as it came out of a French port, the owners sued for damages in the U.S. courts. The Supreme Court, in the case Little v. Barreme, ruled in favor of them: the U.S. ship captain was liable because Adams’s orders exceeded the authority Congress had given him as commander in chief.1

This ruling illustrates that in the early years of the republic, the Congress, not the chief executive, was expected to have primary war power, and the president’s power as commander in chief was construed narrowly (that is, he had no “implied powers” to act independently of Congress). Unfortunately, during the Cold War and post-Cold War eras, the rise of an imperial presidency would allow the president to expand his role of commander in chief to the detriment of the people’s branch, which the founders believed, in a republic, should be the branch to pass judgment about whether and under what circumstances the country went to war.

The young United States had little military strength to withstand a war with France.2 Adams initially stirred up war fever, and the Congress, which was controlled by his own Federalist Party and which disliked France, would have voted for war if Adams had given them the nod. However, Adams—against the wishes of his own congressional supporters, most of his cabinet, and extremist members of his own party—sent a peace commission to France in 1799. He wisely and courageously avoided war with a much more powerful country. His peace initiative ensured a split in his party, his unpopularity in the face of the public’s war fever, and his consequent political obituary.

In 1798, the threat of the French invading America diminished after British Admiral Horatio Nelson defeated the powerful French navy off the coast of Egypt in the Battle of the Nile. Peace with France became much more likely, and a treaty was eventually signed.

Rather than rattle the saber against France and pay for the costly augmentation of armaments, Adams could have merely repudiated Washington’s non-neutral Jay Treaty with Britain. The United States could not have expected its commerce to be treated neutrally by belligerents when it wasn’t really neutral. Yet in the end, Adams did avoid a full-blown war with France.

Disbanded the Army to Prevent Hamilton’s Coup

Adams built up the navy, created the Marine Corps, and separated the Department of the Navy from the War Department. Being suspicious of standing armies, Adams wisely disbanded the army after the naval hostilities were over because he feared that its de facto commander—his party rival, Alexander Hamilton—would stage a coup and lead the United States to rejoin the British Empire. Hamilton was secretly scheming to use the

















Praise for Recarving Rushmore

“Judging presidents by a deceptively simple metric—their impact on peace, prosperity, and liberty—leads Ivan Eland to reach radical conclusions about the rankings of presidents. Whether you agree that Coolidge was a good president and FDR a bad one, you’ll never again glibly think to yourself that it’s obvious which presidents are good and bad. It isn’t—and Eland shows us why.”

—Richard Shenkman, Editor, History News Network; author, Presidential Ambition and Legends, Lies, and Cherished Myths of American History

“Independent Institute Senior Fellow Ivan Eland has his criteria ready. In Recarving Rushmore: Ranking the Presidents on Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty, he uses them to rank 40 previous presidents, yielding results that, he says, surprised him. Eland’s assessment of each of the 40 is thoughtful and judicious. He neither obscures nor trumpets where he’s coming from ideologically. He’s for prudential foreign policy, free-market economics, and personal freedom. He’s against entangling alliances, government aid programs, and second-class citizenship. Despite occasional dull wording, his writing provokes sober reflection about what a president ought to be. Reading him may be quite an adventure for an awful lot of citizens, including, perhaps, the first citizen.”

—Booklist

“In the intriguing book, Recarving Rushmore, Ivan Eland reassesses the record of all U.S. Presidents based on the constitutional principles that each swore to uphold. While conventional accounts glorify the flagrant misdeeds of the ‘Imperial Presidency,’ this insightful and crucial book provides an inspiring vision for both conservatives and liberals on the crucial need to rein in White House power and restore peace, prosperity and liberty.”

—Ron Paul, former U.S. Congressman

“The majority view, that Lincoln was the best and Buchanan was the worst, results from shortcomings in the way US historians rate presidents, says Ivan Eland, author of Recarving Rushmore. Eland thinks presidential ratings are too easily swayed by charisma, activism and service during a crisis. In his book, he ranks the White House occupants according to how much they fulfilled the aims of the Founding Fathers to bring peace, prosperity and liberty to the country.”

—BBC News Magazine

“Recarving Rushmore is colorful, entertaining, and profound. Ivan Eland shatters the grand illusion that great presidents are those who wage war or deprive people of their liberty, either here or abroad. The new ‘gold standard’ for measuring presidential performance, this book upends what we ‘know’ about ‘Great’ presidents and will challenge your view of political history, one president at a time.”

—Jonathan Bean, Professor of History, Southern Illinois University

“Eland engagingly shows why the conventional wisdom on the American presidency is all wrong and why presidents like Van Buren, Arthur, and Harding in fact ably advanced the nation’s interest, while iconic names like Lincoln, the two Roosevelts, and Wilson caused serious harm. Recarving Rushmore is must reading.”

—Richard K. Vedder, Distinguished Professor of Economics and Faculty Associate, Contemporary History Institute, Ohio University

“Eland calls into question our whole conception of presidential greatness. In this well-written book, Eland offers readers insightful surveys of every president from Washington to Obama. Along the way, he makes a compelling case that many of the so-called ‘greats’ were not so great after all when it came to preserving liberty, peace, and prosperity. Readers will never see the presidency the same way again.”

—David T. Beito, Professor of History, University of Alabama

“According to American historians, the best presidents are the ones who get us into the biggest wars, impose the most interventionist economic policies, and trample civil liberties by expanding executive power beyond what the Constitution permits. The more European-style fascism the better seems to be their criterion. That’s why Lincoln and FDR are always at the top of their lists. In Recarving Rushmore Ivan Eland makes a novel proposal: Why not rank presidents according to the traditional American values of peace, prosperity and liberty? Read this important new book and find out why John Tyler may be America’s greatest president!”

—Thomas DiLorenzo, Professor of Economics, Loyola College in Maryland; author of The Real Lincoln and Hamilton’s Curse

“No matter what party partisans say, no American president is perfect—to say the least. But when historians get around to ranking our greatest presidents, the top spots invariably go to the usual titans—Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln and the Roosevelts, Teddy and Franklin. Ivan Eland, a senior fellow at The Independent Institute and an expert on defense issues, begs to differ with the standard consensus—by about 180 degrees. In his book Recarving Rushmore: Ranking the Presidents on Peace, Prosperity, and Liberty, Eland doesn’t rank our commanders in chief according to how many wars they won or how many new federal government social or regulatory agencies they fathered. He ranks them on how well they adhered to the principles of limited government as put down in the Constitution by our Founding Framers.”

—Pittsburgh Tribune-Review

“Recarving Rushmore stands as a much-needed corrective to the history of America we are all taught in our schools. We are propagandized to adulate all American presidents simply by virtue of the office they held, regardless of what their record might have been. Indeed, it appears that the worse they trampled on civil liberties the higher the regard in which they are held. Dr. Eland has provided a far more accurate account of the actions of these men (and they are indeed men, not gods), pointing out the manner in which most abused their power and oppressed the nation. Historians who are dedicated to the truth are indebted to him for his efforts.”

—Ronald Hamowy, Professor Emeritus of History, University of Alberta, Canada

“By focusing on peace, prosperity, and liberty, Recarving Rushmore moves us miles closer to a proper evaluation of America’s presidents—especially those of the 20th century—than the hallowed (but misleading) Schlesinger poll of prominent historians. Eland makes an eloquent and persuasive case, for example, that Harding and Coolidge were better presidents than were FDR and LBJ.”

—Burton W. Folsom, Charles F. Kline Chair in History, Hillsdale College; author, New Deal or Raw Deal? How FDR’s Economic Legacy Has Damaged America

“Of the four presidents exalted in glory on Mount Rushmore, only George Washington deserves the honor, writes Ivan Eland, whose intriguing new book is appropriately titled Recarving Rushmore. The author argues that Theodore ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt was overrated by historians and scholars; Thomas Jefferson hypocritically violated his lofty rhetoric of liberty; and Abraham Lincoln provoked a civil war that achieved far less than believed. Mr. Eland’s book profiles and ranks every U.S. president on the merits, including his oath to uphold the Constitution. Surprisingly, Dwight D. Eisenhower and Jimmy Carter are anointed the two best modern presidents, and Bill Clinton is declared in some respects more conservative than George W. Bush.”

—Washington Times

“Recarving Rushmore is a ‘very good’ book of concise historical assessments of each U.S. presidential administration’s domestic, defense and foreign policies regarding peace, national prosperity, and individual liberty. This book is ‘better’ in terms of the depth of the analysis of each administration’s role in an evolving process of shaping the legacy of prior administrations for their successors. And the book is ‘best’ in the ways it provides insights into how a libertarian perspective on these issues is meaningful for the broader policy debates within U.S. society.”

—Edward A. Olsen, Emeritus Professor of National Security Affairs, Naval Postgraduate School

“Well-written and fascinating, Recarving Rushmore provides a long-overdue reassessment of the actual record of all U.S. presidents. Thanks to Ivan Eland’s efforts, the traditional classroom narrative of our ‘great presidents’ and their glorious deeds lies in well-deserved ruin.”

—Thomas E. Woods, Jr., Senior Fellow, Ludwig von Mises Institute; author, The Politically Incorrect Guide to American History and 33 Questions About American History You’re Not Supposed to Ask

“Recarving Rushmore is a fine book, a thought-provoking study on national leadership in the United States from the perspective of a free society. Eland’s rankings and rationales will provide provocative material for discussions of leadership where individual liberty is a priority. Avoiding the usual popularity contest of presidential rankings, Eland weighs practical realities of policies and accomplishments to come up with rankings that are sometimes surprising and always interesting.”

—T. Hunt Tooley, Professor of History, Austin College

“With the righteous chisel of liberty, Ivan Eland chips away at the war-making, state-building ‘great’ presidents and sculpts an alternative gallery of America’s finest chief executives—men of peace, of liberty, of a becoming modesty. Down with Wilson and the Bushes; hail to Grover Cleveland, Martin Van Buren, and John Tyler!”

—William Kauffman, former Associate Editor, American Enterprise; author, Ain’t My America: The Long, Noble History of Anti-War Conservatism and Middle American Anti-Imperialism

“This provocative, profound and enlightening book by a respected scholar presents an intriguing and novel proposal on how to evaluate presidential effectiveness based on domestic, foreign and defense policies as they relate to peace, prosperity and individual liberty. Eland judges presidents not by who they were, how they led or how they governed, but by what they did. He explores the criteria that most political scientists, law professors and journalists use to evaluate presidential performance and points out why these do not accurately reflect a president’s actual service to our country.”

—The Rocky Mount Telegram
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THE INDEPENDENT INSTITUTE is a non-profit, non-partisan, scholarly research and educational organization that sponsors comprehensive studies in political economy. Our mission is to boldly advance peaceful, prosperous, and free societies, grounded in a commitment to human worth and dignity.

Politicized decision-making in society has confined public debate to a narrow reconsideration of existing policies. Given the prevailing influence of partisan interests, little social innovation has occurred. In order to understand both the nature of and possible solutions to major public issues, the Independent Institute adheres to the highest standards of independent inquiry, regardless of political or social biases and conventions. The resulting studies are widely distributed as books and other publications, and are debated in numerous conference and media programs. Through this uncommon depth and clarity, the Independent Institute is redefining public debate and fostering new and effective directions for government reform.
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Ranking Name Party Term WSJ Siena
Excellent
. John Tyler Whig Apr.1841-Mar.1845 35 37
2. Grover Cleveland Democrat Mar.1885-Mar.1889 12 20
& Mar.1893-Mar. 1897
3. Martin Van Buren Democrat Mar.1837-Mar.1841 27 24
4. Rutherford B. Hayes Republican ~ Mar.1877-Mar.1881 24 27
Good
5. Chester A. Arthur Republican  Sept.1881-Mar.1885 26 30
6.  Warren G. Harding Republican ~ Mar.1921-Aug.1923 39 40
7. George Washington Federalist Apr.1789-Mar.1797 1 4
8. Jimmy Carter Democrat Jan.1977-Jan.1981 34 25
9. Dwight D. Eisenhower ~ Republican ~ Jan.1953—Jan.1961 8 10
10.  Calvin Coolidge Republican ~ Aug.1923-Mar.1929 23 29
Average
11.  William J. Clinton Democrat Jan.1993-Jan.2001 22 18
12.  John Quincy Adams Democrat Mar.1825-Mar.1829 25 17
13.  Zachary Taylor Whig Mar.1849—-July1850 33 34
14.  Millard Fillmore Whig July1850-Mar.1853 36 38
Poor
15.  Benjamin Harrison Republican ~ Mar.1889-Mar.1893 30 32
16.  Gerald R. Ford Republican  Aug.1974-Jan.1977 28 28
17.  Andrew Johnso Democrat Apr.1865-Mar.1869 37 42
18.  Herbert Hoover Republican ~ Mar.1929-Mar.1933 31 31
19.  Ulysses S. Grant Republican ~ Mar.1869-Mar.1877 29 35
20.  William Taft Republican ~ Mar.1909-Mar.1913 20 21
21.  Theodore Roosevelt Republican  Sept.1901-Mar.1909 5 3
22.  John Adams Federalist Mar.1797-Mar.1801 13 12
23.  James Buchanan Democrat Mar.1857-Mar.1861 40 41
24.  Franklin Pierce Democrat Mar.1853-Mar.1857 38 39
Bad
25.  James Monroe Democrat Mar.1817-Mar.1825 16 8
26.  Thomas Jefferson Democrat Mar.1801-Mar.1809 4 5
27.  Andrew Jackson Democrat Mar.1829-Mar.1837 10 13
28.  James Madison Democrat Mar.1809-Mar.1817 17 9
29.  Abraham Lincoln Republican ~ Mar.1861-Apr.1865 2 2
30.  Richard M. Nixon Republican  Jan.1969-Aug.1974 32 26
31.  Franklin D. Roosevelt ~ Democrat Mar.1933-Apr.1945 3 1
32.  Lyndon B. Johnson Democrat Nov.1963-Jan.1969 18 15
33.  George H. W. Bush Republican  Jan.1989-Jan.1993 21 22
34.  Barack Obama Democrat Jan. 2009—Present - -
35. Ronald Reagan Republican  Jan.1981-Jan.1989 6 16
36.  John E Kennedy Democrat Jan.1961-Nov.1963 15 14
37.  George W. Bush Republican  Jan.2001-Jan.2009 19 3
38.  James K. Polk Democrat Mar.1845-Mar.1849 9 11
39.  William McKinley Republican ~ Mar.1897-Sept.1901 14 19
40.  Harry S Truman Democrat Apr.1945-Jan.1953 7 7
41.  Woodrow Wilson Democrat Mar.1913-Mar.1921 11 6
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Overall Ranking of the Overall Rankings*

Total

Rank President Peace Prosperity Liberty Score
John Tyler 20 20 19 59
Grover Cleveland 19 18 19 56
Martin Van Buren 17 20 17 54
Rutherford B. Hayes 16 20 17 53
Chester A. Arthur 14 18 18 50
Warren G. Harding 20 16 13 49
George Washington 16 12 20 48
Jimmy Carter 17 15 14 46
Dwight D. Eisenhower 15 17 13 45
Calvin Coolidge 18 14 12 44
William J. Clinton 14 15 12 41
John Quincy Adams 18 11 11 40
Zachary Taylor 15 15 9 39
Millard Fillmore 17 14 7 38
Benjamin Harrison 10 10 15 35
Gerald R. Ford 15 11 8 34
Andrew Johnson 9 17 7 33
Herbert Hoover 20 4 8 32
Ulysses S. Grant 10 16 5 31
William Howard Taft 14 8 8 30
Theodore Roosevelt 11 10 8 29
John Adams 16 9 3 28
James Buchanan 8 9 9 26
Franklin Pierce 8 10 7 25
James Monroe 4 10 8 22
Thomas Jefferson 12 7 2 21
Andrew Jackson 5 10 5 20
James Madison 0 8 10 18
Abraham Lincoln 3 2 12 17
Richard M. Nixon 8 4 4 16
Franklin D. Roosevelt 4 0 10 14
Lyndon B. Johnson 1 0 12 13
George H. W. Bush 2 1 8 11

Barack Obama 3.5 3 4 10.5
Ronald Reagan 2 5 3 10
John E Kennedy 1 2 5 8
George W. Bush 0 3 3 6
James K. Polk 0 2 3 5
William McKinley 0 1 3 4
Harry S Truman 0 1 2 3
Woodrow Wilson 0 1 1 2
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Praise for RECARE‘gNG RUSHMORE

“Eland calls into question our whole conception of presidential greatness. ... Readers will never see
the presidency the same way again.”

—David T. Beito, Professor of History, University of Alabama

“Recarving Rushmore is must reading”

—Richard K. Vedder, Distinguished Professor of Economics and Faculty Associate,

Contemporary History Institute, Ohio University

“Ivan Eland has his criteria ready. In Recarving Rushmore, he uses them to rank 4o previous
presidents, yielding results that, he says, surprised him. Eland's assessment of the 4o is thoughtful
and judicious. He's for prudential foreign policy, free-market economics, and personal freedom.
He's against entangling alliances, government aid programs, and second-class citizenship. ... His
writing provokes sober reflection about what a president ought to be. Reading him may be quite
an adventure for an awful lot of citizens, including, perhaps, the first citizen.” —Booklist
“Recarving Rushmore is colorful, entertaining, and profound. ... The new ‘gold standard” for
measuring presidential performance, this book upends what we ‘know’ about ‘Great’ presidents
and will challenge your view of political history, one president at a time.”

—Jonathan Bean, Professor of History, Southern Illinois University

“This insightful and crucial book provides an inspiring vision for both conservatives and liberals
on the crucial need to rein in White House power and restore peace, prospe
—Ron Paul, former U.S. Congressman

“Judging presidents by a deceptively simple metric—their impact on peace, prosperity, and liberty—
leads Ivan Eland to reach radical conclusions about the rankings of presidents.”

—Richard Shenkman, Editor, History News Network; author, Presidential Ambition and Legends,

Lies, and Cherished Myths of American History

“Eland doesn't rank our commanders in chief according to how many wars they won or how
many new federal government social or regulatory agencies they fathered. He ranks them on
how well they adhered to the principles of limited government as put down in the Constitution
by our Founding Framers." —Pittsburgh Tribune-Review

y and liberty.”

“By focusing on peace, prosperity, and liberty, Recarving Rushmore moves us miles closer to a
proper evaluation of America’s presidents. ... Eland makes an eloquent and persuasive case, for
example, that Harding and Coolidge were better presidents than were EDR and LBJ.

—Burton W. Folsom, Charles F. Kline Chair in History, Hillsdale College; author, New Deal or Raw

Deal? How FDR's Economic Legacy Has Damaged America

“Of the four presidents exalted in glory on Mount Rushmore, only George Washington deserves the
honor, writes Ivan Eland, whose intriguing new book is appropriately titled Recarving Rushmore.”

—Washington Times
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