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Whatever his reasons, SHORT-TERMER. Wil l iam Harrison caught pneumonia after giving the Greenstein, "divert attention
Princeton University histori-  longest inauguration speech ever. He died iust a month atterward. from the ful l  range of presi-
an Sean Wilentz created a dential experience"?Credit,
minor sensation last year when he pub-
l ished a resounding verdict in Roll ing
Stone magazine: "Barring a cataciysmic
event on the order ofthe terrorist attacks
of September 11, after which the public
might rally around the White House once
again, there seems to be l i t t le the ad-
ministrat ion can do to avoid beins

whose reputation rose sharply as schol-
ars began to appreciate his role in laying
the foundations for America's success in
the Cold War. And if Iraq turns out to be
a beacon of democracy in the Middle
East 1O years lrom now, there wil l  be a
lot of scholars eating crow.

Attempts to rate the Bush presiden-

or blame, for the first scholarly ranking
of the presidents usually goes to Har-
vard historian Arthur Schlesinger Sr.,
who conducted a poll for Life magazine
in  1948.  He asked 55  spec ia l i s ts  in
American history to rate the presidents
as  grea t ,  near  g rea t .  average,  be low av-
erage, or fai lure. Claiming the cel lar of

that l ist were Warren G.
Harding and, in ascending
order, lllysses S. Grant, Frank-
l in Pierce, James Buchanan,
Zachary Taylor, Millard Fill-
more, Calvin Coolidge, John
Tyler, Benjamin Harrison, and
Herbert Hoover.

Interpreting the results,
Schlesinger concluded that what
weighed most heavi ly in determining
the best presidents was whether they
"took the side ofprogressivism and re-
form, as understood in their clay."
Though Schlesinger did not say so, the
quali ty that characterized most of the
fai led oresidencies. ref lected in the
choice of so many ineffectual pre-Civil
War presidents and Hoover, was pas-
sivity or inaction in the face of great his-
torical chal lenges (or, in the cases of
Grant and Harding, in the face of cor-
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Ifthere is a common theme
in plesiclcntial ilssesslncnts,
actir,'isrn, unlcss it is see.n as
ranked on the lowest t ier of U.S. oresi-
dents . "  Bush par t i sans  had u  r . "udy  

" r -planation for that assessment: l iberal
bias. But while Wilentz nrakes no secret
of his l iberal ism, he referred to an in-
formal survey of +t5 historians in 2OO4
in which 8t percent ofthe respondents
s ta ted  tha t  the  Bush adrn in is t ra t ion
would go down as a failure.

Bush's own view of how histon'wil l
treat him comes across in his frequent
al lusions to Harry Truman, another fa-
mously unpopular si t t ing president

it is a bias ton arcl
rnisplacecl.

cy  are  a t  bes t  p remature ,  bu t  they  do
ra ise  va luab le  q r . res t ions .  Is  there ,  to
beg in  w i th ,  a  scho ia r ly  consensus  on
who America's worst chief executives
are? If  there lvere a negative Mount
Rushmore ,  wh ich  pres idents  wou ld
have their faces carved into i t? What
quali t ies seem to dist inguish poor
presidencies? And f inal ly, do rankings
real ly heip us understand presidential
ieadership and individual presidencies,
or do they, in the words of Princeton
University poi i t ical scientist Fred
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rup t ion  ins ide  the i r  own admin is t ra -
t ions). The value placed on executive
energy could be said to ref lect a l iber-
al bias, but i t  also reveals the inf luence
of a less str ict ly part isan ideal of the
presidency as a strong, act ivist branch
o f  g o v e r n m e n t .  " I f  t h e r e  i s  a  c o m m o n
denominator in presidential assess-
ments," argues Princeton's Greenstein,
"it is a bias toward activism, unless the
activism is viewed as misplaced. as in
the  ins tances  o f  Lyndon johnson and
Vietnam and Nixon and Watergate."

To test whether that or any other
generalizations about presidential per-
formances, particularly failed perform-
ances, hold up, t/.S. Nezts averaged the

results of f ive major and relat ively re-
cent presidential pol ls to make i ts own
gallery of the lO worst presidents-ac-
tually 11, because of a tie at ninth place.
Here is the t/.S. ile?rs list of the least
successful presidencies :

1. James Buchanan
A Pennsylvania-born Democrat, deeply
devout in his faith and the only bachelor
elected to the presidency, Buchanan re-
jected slavery as an indefensible evil but,
like the majority of his parr.v, refused to
challenge the consti tut ional ly estab-
l ished order. Even before he became
president, he supported the various
compromises that made it possible for

BANDWAG0N. Harding celebrates
his nomination. He later said he
never should have been elected.

slavery to spread into the
western territories. In his in-
augural address, the lSth
president tacitly encouraged
the Supreme Court's forth-
coming Dred Scott decision,
which ruled that Congress had
no power to keep slavery out
of the territories. More dam-
aging to his name, though,
was his weak acquiescence be-
fore the secessionist tide-an
unwil l ingness to chal lenge
those states that declared
their intention to withdraw
from the Union after Lincoln's
election. Sitting on his hands
as the situation spiraled out of
control,  Buchanan bel ieved
that the Constitution gave him

no power to act against would-be seced-
ers. To his dying day, he felt that histo-

ry would treat him favorably for having
performed his consti tut ional duty. He
was wTong.

2. Warren G. Harding
Warren G. Harding's claim to infamy
rests on spectacular ineptitude captured
in his own pathetic words: "I am not fit
for this office and should never have
been here." A former publisher who won
a string of offices in his native Ohio, he
was an unrestrained womanizer noted
for his affability, good looks, and im-
placable desire to please. It was good, his
father once told him, that he hadn't been

23. Ben. lamin Harr ison 1889-1893
24. Grover Cleveland 1893-1897
25. Wi l l iam McKinley i897-190i
26. Theodore Roosevelt 1901-1909
27. Wi l l iam H. Taf t  1909-1913
28. Woodrow Wi lson 1913-1921
29. Warren Harding 1921- i923
30. Cafvin Coolidge 1923-1929
31. Herbert Hoover 1929-1933
32. Frankl in D.  Roosevel t  1933-1945
33. Harry Truman 1945-1953

34. Dwight  Eisenhower 1953-1961
35. John F.  Kennedy 1961-1963
36. Lyndon Johnson 1963-1969
37, Richard Nixon I969-1974
38. Gerafd Ford I974-1977
39. J immy Carter  1977-1981
40. Ronald Reagan 1981-1989
41. George H.W. Bush 1989-1993
42. Wi l l iam J.  Cl inton 1993-2001
43, George W. Bush 200l-present

Harding Hoover

Stock market lcrasnes i
i  Cal i lorn ia
i gold rush

U.S.-Mexican War

Nation roiled
by debates
0ver slavery

i

Civil rights
movement
in southern
slates

Watergate scandal
. in Vietnam War

u.S.  Civ i l  War Spanish-American War
Emancipation
Proclamation
lrees slaves

U.S. in
World
War I The Great

Depression

Japanese
attack on
Pearl
HarD0r

\u.s. in
World
War l l

I

I
U.S

Sowcest fimelines of Woild History, Whitehouse.gov

0VAL ()FFICE MISFITS? The worst presidents according to rjve maror presidentiat ports, tisted in btue and red
t. George Washington 1789-1797
2 .  John  Adams  1797 -1801
3. Thomas Jef ferson 1801-1809
4 .  James  Mad i son  1809 -1817
5. James Monroe 1817-1825
6. John Quincy Adams 1825-1829
7. Andrew Jackson 1829-1837
8. Mart in Van Buren 1837-1841
9. Wi l l iam Harr ison 1841
10. John Tyler  1841,1845
I 1.  James Polk 1845-1849

llarrison Fillmore Buchanan
Iyler Taylor I  Pierce lohnson

12. Zachary Taylor 1849-1850
13. Mi l lard Fi l lmore 1850-1853
14. Frankl in Pierce 1853-1857
15. James Buchanan 1857-1861
16. Abraham Lincoln 1861-1865
17. Andrew Johnson 1865-1869
18, Ulysses S.  Grant  1869-1877
19. Rutherford B.  Hayes 1877-1881
20. James Garf ie ld 1881
21. Chester  Arthur 1881-1885
22. Gtovet Cleveland 1885-1889

Erant
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separate acts (including the Fugitive
Slave Law, compelling the federal gov-
ernment to return fugitive slaves to their
masters), the compromise stood for
everything Taylor opposed. When the
ailing president died, his successor be-
came an even more vigorous champion
of the compromise measures. Fillmore's
actions may have averted a national cri-
sis and postponed the outbreak ofthe
Civil War, but it was peace bought at an
unconscionable price. Two decades after
the notorious deal, the Neu York Times
opined that it was Fillmore's "misfortune
to see in slavery a poiitical and not a
moral question." Misfortune might now
seem too kind a word.

6. John Tyler
At sixth worst, Virginian John Tyler was
the first president to rise by succession
from the vice presidency-when Wiiliam
Harrison succumbed to pneumonia only
3o days after being sworn into office.
Born into the planter aristocracy, Tyler
began his political career as a Jefferson
Republicur, opposing Federalist schemes
for high protective tariffs and federal-
ly funded "internal improvements." As
a U.S. senator, he supported Andrew

TEAM WHIG. Fi l lmore succeeded Taylor, a
war hero who was naive about pol i t ics.

Jackson's crusade against the national

bankbut soon fell outwith Old Hickory
when he quashed South Carol ina's at-
tempt to nulli{y a modest tariff. (Tyler,

a steady champion ofstates'r ights and

slavery, defended South Carolina's pre-
rogative to secede.) Joining the young
Whig Party, he ran with popular war
hero Harrison, and the t icket of
"Tippecanoe and Tyler Too" trounced
the Democratic candidates. But once
president, Tyler opposed everything his
adopted parly stood for, including a na-
tional bank. One fellow Whig accused
Tyler of reviving "the condemned and
repudiated doctr ines and practices of
the worst days. of Jackson's rule. '  The
entire Harrison-appointed cabinet re-
signed, and Tyler had to fight an at-
tempt to impeach him. His one tr i-
umph: establ ishing the principle that
a vice president who succeeds to the top
office has no less authority than an
elected president. No small  accom-
plishment when most of his own party
despised him.

7. Ulysses S. Grant
fllysses S. Grant has risen from No. 2 on
the 1948 Schlesinger l ist probably be-
cause of the same revisionist take on Re-
construction that lowered Johnson. Al-
though there is no way to overlook the
widespread graft and corruption that
occurred on his presidential watch, he

2'0on the road.
(Ford Fusion beat Camry and Accord twice.)
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HARD TIMES. Secession and slavery hurt some presidential legacies.

was in no way a beneficiary of
it. "My failures have been er-
rors- of judgement," the popu-
lar former Civil War senJral
admitted, "not of intent."More
important, the 18th president
now receives plaudits for his
aggressive prosecution of the
radical reform agenda in the
South. His attempts to quash

$: Ko K-lux Klan (suspending
habeas corpus in South Car-
ol ina and ordering mass ar-
rests) and his support for the
Civi l  Rights Act of 1875 may
have produced only short-
lived gains for African-Amen-
cans, but Grant 's intentions
were laudable. He also worked
for the good of American In-
dians, instituting the reserva-
tion system as an imperfect,
last-ditch effort to p.ot""t
them from extinction. 

^Grirnt's

reputation may continue ro

CORB S EENMANN

r ise as a result of sympathetic studies_
and because of a renewed appreciat ion
of  h is  own memoi r ,  cons idered to  be
the best ever produced by a former
presrdent.

8. William l-larrison
Alas, poor Harrison. That the ninth
president makes any l ist at al l  is an act
of scholarly injust ice. The Virginian's
gre:rtest claim to fame was defeatine the

Shawnees in 1811 at the Bat-
t le of Tippecanoe. Delivering
the longest inaugural addresi
in U.S. history, he came down
with pneumonia that made
his 3o-day presidency the
shortest in U.S. history.
Death would seem suff icient
punishment for long-winded-
ness; historians are gui l ty of
purng on .

9. (tie) l-lerbert l-lcover
Herbert Hoover, the Jlst
president, and Richard Nixon.
the 37th, share the ninth spot
for entirely different kindi of
failings. And both had offset-
t ing  qua l i t ies  and ach ieve-
ments that keep them off the
lo -wors t  l i s t  o f  some maior
rank ings .  Hoover ,  e lec ted  on
the eve of the Great Depres-
sion, came to the off ice with
the ski l ls of a consummare

technocrat and manager. The Iowa na-
tive and Stanford-educated engineer ran
massive relief operations in Europe both
dur ing  and a f te r  Wor - ld  War  I .  i {e  was
corlnerce secretary under Harding and

Recently in Los Angeles, camry and Accord got a second chance to prove themselves
against the all'wheel-drive Ford Fusion. Road & Irack invited car enthusiasts t0 test
drive the midsize sedans back{o-backio-back. And just rike a m'nth earrier, when
car and Driver hosted the same kind of competition in washingon, DC, drivers
preferred the handring, performance and styring of the Fusion to the other two cars.
Beating the imports in their own backyard. r i  that surprises you, f ind out what
demanding drivers 0n b0th c0asts have already discovered.

)heck i t  out yourself .  Visit  a Ford 0ealer or go to fusionchallenge.com.
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esurts from 400 drivers in 1.A., who were asked ifthe cars were attractive, fun t0flve, perf.rmed well and handled with precision.,,yrr,, ,,rrponr., sc'red 0ne p0int.
to" responses scored zero. The results speak for themselves.
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Calvin Coolidge. Once the De- SOLITARY MAN. Nixon at Camp David. A man of considerable vision
pression set in, he lowered and pol i t ical gif ts, he had uneven judgment and a suspicious bent.
ta-res and started pubiic works
proJects to createjobs, but he steadfast_
ly resistecl outright relief. Hoover's ad_
nerence to conservative principles may
not have been his greatest problem. A
poor communicator.,  he came across as
mean-spir i ted and uncaring. The home_
less dtrbbed their shang4owns Hoover-
v i l les .  Perhaps  h is  s ing ie  g rearesr  po l i -

Ifthe worst presidents help
r-is urlllcrstanci thc grert ()ircs' tircv alsn r.crilin
of hr-ru' ,$()rl lc r-nr'i'cli; go(xl lcaders Lticn firil.
cy bl-under was support ing a tari f f  act
that fueled international tride wars and
made the  Depress ion  even worse .  But
style points alone would have cost him
the election against FDR. Fol all his eood
qua l i t ies ,  Hoover  fa i led  to  r i se  to " the
greatest challenge of his time.

9. (tie) i?ir:liarC Jtixsn
Nixon's failings were the stuff of dark
tragedy: unevenjudgment and a deepiy
susp lc rous  cnarac te l  combined w i th
great political gifts and considerable vi-

s ion .  He no t  on ly  opened up  U.S.  re la -
t ions  w i th  Ch ina  bu t  a lso  reached an
important arms-l imitat ion agreernent
with the Soyiet Union. He slowly, i f  not
quite steadily, extricated America from
the quagmire of Vietnam. He support-
ed  a  number  o f  p rogress ive  domest ic
po l i c ies ,  inc lud ing  the  c rea t ion  o f the

Environmental Protection Agency and
the Consumer Product Safety Commis-
s i o n .  H e  s t e p p e d  u p  t h e  w a r  a g a i n s t
clime on multiple fronts. But the drama
of Nixon Agonistes concludes with his
resignation under a clot id of wrongdo-
ing. For obstructing the investigation
of a pettv crime committed by some of
his own campaign operatives-an at-
tempt to burglarize the Democratic N:r-
t iona i  Headquar te rs -N ixon 's  name
wil l  forever be l inked with one word:
Watergate.

10. Zachary Taylor
Sliding in at No. to, Zachary
Taylor was more a forgettable

president than a failed one. And the rea-
son is simple: The t2th president was
probably the least politically attuned man
to occupy the White House in American
history, ignorant, one might say, to the
point of innocence. Born in Virginia and
raised in Kentucky, he was a country boy
and a fearless soldier who lbusht and com-

manded in major actions span-
ning the War of 1812 and the
Mexican War. Jealous f'ellow
generals mocked his lack of

, L .  ,  ,  learning and pol ish, but no less
(l  t-15 thanAb*rahamLincolnpru-ised

the steady judgment t irat en-
abied him to overcome unfa-
vorable odds in numerous bat-

tles. The Whigs saw a good thing when
theypicked him as their candidate in 1848.
A slavehoider u'ho clefended the "peculiar
ins t i tu t ion"  in  the  South ,  he  opposet l  i t s
erlension into new states as vigorously iis
he objected to the idea of secesiion. Some
think his opposition to what became tire
Compromise of tsso-which began to
undo the Missouri Compromise-might
have precipitated the outbreak of the Civil
War. If it had, Taylorwould not have hesi-
tated to take on the wouid-be seceders.
And his war record might have given tiem
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pause. But t}le test never came.
He died after only a little more
than a year in office.

SO WERE THESE AMERICA,S
worst presidents? Or does this
list merely prove that rankings
are valuable to the extent they
spark debate, unhelpful to the
extent they foreclose it? A look
at the rankings ofseveral his-
torians we approached indi-
vidually yields a provocative
cont ras t  to  the  po l l  resu l ts -
and suggests how some of the
more interesting choices often
get averaged out in the wash.

For al l  the efforts of some
polls to offset liberal bias, for
example, there are no schol-
arly polls that show where the
weigh t  o f  conserva t ive  op in -
ion might rank the worst chief
executives. Forrest McDonald, a noted
University of AJabama historian of dis-
tinct conservative leanings, awards L1'n-
don Johnson the No. I  spot "for pushing
government," he explains, "beyond the
l imits of what i t  can do." Woodrow Wil-
son ranks second for "equating democ-

AT EASE. Hoover, a poor communicator, came across as uncaring

racy with peacefulness, leading to World
War  I I . "  Whi le  g iv ing  Buchanan and
Andrew Johnson typical ly low rat ings
(Nos. 3 and 4, respectively), he places
Andrew Jackson at No. 5 (for "destloy-
ing the f iscal integri ty of the United
States" and Jimmy Carter ("complerte-

ly ineffectual") at No. 6.
Hoover does not make this
l ist,  but Mart in Van Buren
comes in at No. 9 "for presid-
ing over the longest depres-
sion in U.S. history."

S ins  o l  commiss ion .  Whi le
the large surveys tend to be
harder on inaction and in-
competence, some of our re-
spondents cast a sterner eye
on sins of commission. Jack-
son Lears, a professor of cul-
tural history at Rutgers Uni-
versity, is particularly critical
of heedless bellicosity in some
of his picks. His choices of Bu-
chanan, Nixon, and Reagan
for the bottom three may re-
f lect a standard l iberal bias
(though Lears describes him-
seif as a "left-conservative-Jef-
fersonian), but he ranks John

F. Kennedy at No. 5 for having "put the
whoie world under the shadow of nu-
clear war." Lears locates Teddy Roo-
sevelt at No. 6 for being the only presi-
dent "who celebrated the regenerative
effects of military violence" and William
McKinley at No. 7 for having "al lowed
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T. R. et al. to push him into a
savage and unjustified war in
the Philippines."

Walter McDougail, a pro-
fessor ofhistory and interna-
tional relations at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, uses two
broad criteria to evaluate oresi-
dents: One, he expiains, is
"damage done," and the other
is what he calls the "Kuklick
yardstick," after the argument
set forth in Bruce Kuklick's
book Tie Good Ruler.In Mc-
Dougall 's summary of that
book, "The American people
cal l  on their president to give
them the leadership and poli-
cies they want or need at a
given time. Hence, whatever
smug historians deem later,
the only true measure of how
'good'a ruler was must be the
opinion ofthe people he served." Three
of McDougall 's picks for the worst are
based on both criteria: James Buchanan
(No.  1 ) ,  Lyndon Johnson (No.  2 ) ,  and
Andrew Johnson (No. 3). Three others
earn their spots str ict ly on the basis of
the KLrkl ick yardstick: Harry Truman

PR0TEST. Jobless World War I vets seek rel ief from Washington.

(No.  7 ) ,  J immy Car te r  (No.  8 ) ,  and
Richard Nixon (No. 9).

To most historians, the Kuklick yarcl-
st ick is heresy-which is why Truman
has risen in the rankings, and why Bush
may ultimatelyfare well in them. "I think
we shouid put l i t t le weight on how a

president was viewed in of-
fice," says Mount Holyoke his-
torian Joseph Ellis, a self-de-
scribed man of the left who
tlinks that Bush will probably
be included among the faijed
presidencies. Yet Ellis adds a
caution that almost seems to
support Kukl ick's view: " ln
some sense," he says, "most
presidents and people like to
think how presidents shape
history. But reaily presidents
are much more the playthings
of historical conditions."

Maybe what we learn from
the leas t  o f  our  p res idents -
apart from the fact that even
the worst often have remark-
ab ly  redeeming fea tures- is
that i t  requires a rare combi-
na t ion  o f  qua l i t ies  to  be
among the best. Strength of

character, principles, and political skills
are necessary, to be sure, but so are the
flexibility and judgment that allow them
to gauge the needs of a time. If the worst
help us nnderstand the great, they also
remind us of how merely good leaders
often fail. o
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