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Introduction





	With the end of Clinton’s presidential term quickly approaching many questions are arising regarding his degree of success as a president.  Some cite inability to address major issues, like health care reform, and his low moral character as points which will forever haunt Clinton in the history books.  Others look towards the proposed budget surplus and his handling of the media and public as points which will gain Clinton high standing in the history books.  This begs the question: what determines the success of a president?  In a recent ranking of Clinton’s performance, several historians were asked to rate him based on the following ten qualities: crisis leadership, international relations, administrative skills, vision, performance, pursuing equal justice, economic management, public persuasion, congressional relations, and moral authority.  Although these criteria are broad ranging, they seem to lack a broader view and a weighting system.  For example moral authority, although important, should not be considered as important as crisis leadership, and so forth.


	What criteria, then, should presidents be based upon?  We should take into account the political atmosphere during which the president was in office, the scope of problems he faced, the outcome of his policies, his ability to lead, and the long-term affect of his term in office.  When regarded in the long-term, short-term criteria such as personality, which are based on the public whim, will become relatively inconsequential.  Issues regarding the public will, however, will become paramount.  Thus a president such as Clinton, who has lost the support of intellectuals because of moral mistakes, will fair better in the long-term where the overall well-being of the state is the primary criterion.


	However, to assume that the issue is cut and dry would be a gross over-simplification.  As stated, certain criteria should be considered more important than others.  Which criteria and how they should be weighed relative to each other is central to the debate of presidential greatness.  Further, in no way is there a consensus among political scientists about which values are most or least important.  But there is a general agreement that well-being of the state after a president’s term is good place to start regarding his greatness.  This brings up yet another question - what defines the well-being of a state?  Its economy?  Its place in the international market?  Its level of democracy?  As you can see, the question of a president’s greatness encompasses a wide range of complex questions and issues.  I will attempt to give a broad idea of what presidential greatness is composed of, to what extent certain aspects such as morality play a role in determining greatness, and what should be considered most important when addressing the issue.





Appealing to the Public








	According to much of Going Public, one major way in which a president is able to lead is by appealing to the public.  This, of course, is strengthened with a good public support base.  In fact, the recent C-SPAN poll uses “public persuasion” and nine others as criteria upon which the president should be judged.  Going public can be indirectly linked to most of the ten criteria.  Thus, going public, as the book and poll both suggest, is an invaluable tool for presidents.  In regards to crisis leadership, going public or public persuasion can be a useful tool.  By appealing to the public for support and then garnering that support a president can put pressure on Congress to back his plans for managing the crisis at hand.  In other areas, too, garnering public support  is a useful tool.


	The many benefits of going public for presidents trying to gain support for proposed legislation are extensively discussed in Going Public.  And it’s no wonder C-SPAN had three categories which, either directly or indirectly, are affected by a president’s ability to skillfully appeal to, and shape, public opinion.  FDR is the classic example of a president who is judged as great in part because of his link to the people as evidenced by his ability to mold and direct public support.  Of course this has been true for other great presidents as well, but FDR with his great rapport with the media and his fireside chats is regarded very highly in this area.  


	Lots of historians refer to “vision” as a key element of a successful or great president.  But what good is vision if the president is unable to make that vision realized?  When referring to Truman’s Doctrine, Kernell comments on the fact that it was largely his ability to gain public backing that led to furthering the Doctrine.  If not for their trust in him as a leader the appeal would not have been “received favorably” (Kernell, p. 207).  In more ways than just these, appealing to the public effectively is a sign of a well-liked and effective president.


	As basic as it may sound, being liked and trusted will garner high ratings in the history books.  Especially in the post Vietnam and Watergate time period, when disillusionment and alienation of the public was at its highest.  In those times the public felt very distant to politics and was untrustful of the government.  This is one reason why a president like Reagan, who was amiable, trustworthy, and had good “character” was so loved during his time.  Being all these things meant that the public supported his vision and even the majority Democrat Congress of the time would not dare challenge his popularity.  In this respect it is apparent that presidential greatness can be drastically strengthened based simply on a president’s popularity which can lead to a realization of his vision.  In the Reagan case his popularity was strengthened by his moral character, an aspect which will be addresses later.





Playing With the Dealt Cards








	Just as the public was looking for a trustworthy president in 1980, so was the public looking for a true leader when they elected FDR in a time of economic downturn.  This calls to light the subject of context and opportunity.  Under what set of circumstances was the president governing, is how Cronin and Genovese put it.  In the recent C-SPAN poll cited above, Clinton ranks 5th in economic management.  A major reason for this is that when Clinton took office the country was in an economic slump.  Now, with unprecedented prosperity and the prospects of a budget surplus, the economy is very strong.  Because Clinton was elected during a low point in the economy the opportunity presented itself to focus on this aspect of improvement.  The same can be seen with FDR and the Great Depression.  In both cases their ability and vision was able to be realized in a down time which makes their accomplishments all the more meaningful.


	Another set of circumstances which are often taken into account, other than the economic well-being, is wartime strategies.  Both Nixon and Johnson were ridiculed for not handling the Vietnam War sufficiently.  They both inherited a problem which they did not create themselves and thus were forced to play with the cards they were dealt.  Both failed to quickly solve the problem and as a result have suffered in the history books. 


	What a president inherits from his predecessor is out of his control, but how he deals with these problems is the basis on which many president’s have been/will be judged.  Dealing with adverse situations effectively and managing crisis’ are essential criteria upon which to judge a president because it ties very directly into the well-being of the state.  Although the C-SPAN poll did not address this directly it is really a part of administrative skills and performance.  





Intellectual Capacity and Moral Character








	Paramount to all things is the results a president produces and the means by which they produce them (Cronin and Genovese).  Of course the results he produces are very closely related to his overall ability to maneuver within the system and use all his tools towards the common good.  This involves appealing to the public, negotiating with Congress, managing the economy, et al. for the purpose of bettering the state.  Overall ability can be tied to intellectual capacity and throughout the history of the presidency voters have, for the most part, chosen intellectual candidates.  Of course there are exceptions, primarily the war heroes, but that is more an exception than a rule.  


	Intellectual capacity can be misleading, though.  Simply receiving a high degree from a distinguished University does not ensure a high place in the rankings of presidential greatness.  It is what the president does with his intellect that separates him from others.  Put this way it seems intellectual capacity is not really a criterion upon which to be based.  This is true - to an extent.  Intellectual capacity is, rather, an easy way of conveying the idea of overall ability.  And this ability, coupled with the other qualities, usually leads to a successful term for both the country and the president.  


If you agree with Plato you believe that character is principal.  But how important is the how compared to the what?  That is, how important is it to have both good results for the country and have the means by which those positive ends are reached be true and honest?  History tells us that nothing tarnishes presidential greatness quite like a scandal.  Nixon and Clinton are two prime examples; Clinton to a lesser extent.  If Clinton had not ranked last in “moral authority,” his overall rating might be quite a deal higher.


A more effective question might be: does a lower “moral authority” tarnish just a president’s image or does it actually affect his performance.  With the great importance that comes with public opinion and persuasion it can quickly be seen that a lower moral authority certainly can have an effect on a president’s effectiveness and, thus, his overall greatness.  To what extent?  For Nixon the abuse of power and complete breach of morals led to his eventual retirement, but this is not true for Clinton.  In fact approval increased for Clinton in his time of controversy.  These examples illustrate quite well how difficult it is to provide strict rules concerning presidential greatness.  Certainly a low moral authority has a negative effect on the president’s future place in the history books, but probably not to the extent which many may think.





Conclusion


	Presidential greatness is not an equation.  As “scientists” of sorts all we can hope to do is provide a rough guideline by which future historians might judge past and future presidents and their performance.  Foremost on the list of guidelines is the end result of a president’s term.  With only egregious exceptions, this is regardless of the methods by which he achieved those ends.  Obviously if a president sheds all tenants of democracy and becomes a tyrant, but still makes the country better off his means should play a major role in how he is judged.  But there have been few examples in history where a president has so over-stepped his bounds.  Also to be considered are the strategic choices he makes, this is limited by his vision and overall ability, as well as his rapport with Congress and the public.  Because many of the criteria are dependent upon each other in this way it is difficult for experts to judge a president’s greatness by ranking in individual categories.  As history tells, though, the biggest criterion for determining presidential greatness could be the opportunities he is faced with throughout his candidacy and of course how he deal with them.  This is why some of the greatest presidents were faced with some of the biggest crisis’.
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