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INTRODUCTION

America is an independent nation. Born out of a war for independence, we instinctively distrust individuals who surrender their conscience and common sense to walk in lockstep with any ideological group or political party.

In his farewell address, George Washington warned future generations of Americans against “the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party,” which “render alien to each other those who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection.”1 But over the past several decades, the Democratic and Republican parties have become increasingly identified with their most fundamental wings—the “religious right” and the “lifestyle left”—a relatively small number of extreme partisans who view their opponents as enemies and seem obsessed with imposing their beliefs on the rest of the American people.

At a time when political debate is too often dominated by the far left and the far right, Centrists cut an independent path between the extremes—putting patriotism before partisanship and the national interest before special interests.

Centrism is the rising political tide in modern American life: It wins elections, moves media cycles, and drives political realignments. In response to perceived extremism by the two parties, voters are increasingly rejecting rigid partisanship, embracing instead the political principles of independence and moderation. In 1980, just 36 percent of American voters defined themselves as moderates. By 2000, that number had risen to 50 percent—a moderate majority at a time when just 20 percent of voters describe themselves as liberal and 29 percent call themselves conservative.2 In addition, Independents now outnumber Republicans or Democrats nationwide,3 and 44 percent of Americans under thirty identify themselves as Independent.4 Looking back on the past thirty years in American culture, sociologist Alan Wolfe was correct to say that “the right won the economic war, the left won the cultural war, and the center won the political war.”5 Now more than ever, the center of the political spectrum is the center of political gravity in the United States. 

Centrism frees voters from the false dichotomies that dominate American politics by offering them a third choice between the rigid extremes of left and right, a commonsense path that acknowledges the inevitability of change while never straying far from fundamental American values or founding principles.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines Centrism as “the political philosophy of avoiding the extremes of right and left by taking a moderate position.” But Centrism is far more than a collection of cautious gestures toward the middle ground. It is a principled political philosophy with a distinct set of political strategies and a distinguished history detailed throughout Independent Nation.

Centrism is the most effective means for achieving the classic mission of politics: the peaceful reconciliation of competing interests. Extremists and ideological purists on either side of the political aisle condemn compromise. But inflexibility either creates deadlock or dooms a cause to irrelevance.

Idealism without realism is impotent. Realism without idealism is empty. By effectively balancing idealism and realism, Centrism offers both a principled vision of governing and a successful strategy for winning elections.

Centrism is practical politics. With swing voters residing in the center of the electorate, appealing to the moderate majority of Americans is essential to winning an election. This underlying political logic of appealing to voters outside a party’s traditional base was succinctly described by President Calvin Coolidge, who began his career as the Republican mayor of the dependably liberal Northampton, Massachusetts: “If a Democrat votes for me,” Coolidge explained, “that’s two votes, one less for my opponent and one more for me.”6

Centrism can also provide a principled guide to governing. Centrist leaders are uniquely free to create new coalitions that bring overdue reforms into the mainstream, moving society forward instead of to the left or the right.

For example, the phrase “Nixon in China” has become shorthand for the strategic and substantive opportunities of Centrism. Only a lifelong anticommunist like Richard Nixon could have opened up relations with Communist China in the middle of the Cold War; if a liberal Democrat like George McGovern had tried the same thing, conservatives in Congress would have been screaming for his resignation. Likewise, only a Democrat like Bill Clinton could have signed fundamental welfare reform; if his Republican predecessors Ronald Reagan or George H. W. Bush had tried, there would have been widespread protests and the threat of riots in the streets of the inner city.

While liberals and conservatives perpetuate stereotypes by adopting shrill and predictable positions, Centrism undercuts assumptions rather than reinforcing them. This independence causes voters to reconsider their preconceptions, often resulting in broad popularity for Centrist leaders because they are seen as rising above the special interests of their own party, possessing the courage to act in the national interest.

Centrists represent the silent majority of the electorate, divided between two parties, and generally less organized than committed political activists. As a result, professional partisans have more than their share of influence over the selection of their party’s candidates and platform. Consequently Centrist leaders have influential enemies within their own party as well as in the opposition.

This is just one of the constant threats that a Centrist leader must learn to navigate. Independent Nation offers insights from history on how some have succeeded where others failed.

Advocates of extremism on both sides of the American political aisle—the Al Sharptons and the David Dukes, the Henry Wallaces and the George Wallaces, or the Ralph Naders and the Pat Buchanans of any era—often argue that the rise of Centrism means the death of dissent.

That’s missing the point. Centrism is dissent from the outdated political orthodoxies of the past. Centrists are constantly under attack from members of their own party for not predictably toeing the party line. In a political climate where compromise is criticized and rigid insistence on ideological purity is excused by some as a sign of individual courage, Centrism places a premium on finding solutions and reaching a common ground beyond partisan politics.

Centrists no longer have to feel politically homeless; they have a history and a heritage. The Republicans have the elephant, the Democrats have the donkey, but the symbol for Centrism is the American eagle. Independent and patriotic, eagles don’t fly in flocks; they soar over the American landscape, possessing, above all, a sense of perspective.

THE CENTRIST POLITICAL TRADITION

In the United States, as in all countries where the people reign, the majority rules in the name of the people. The Majority is chiefly composed of peaceful citizens who by taste or interest sincerely desire the well being of the country. They are surrounded by the constant agitation of parties seeking to draw them in and enlist their support.

—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA7

Determined to build an independent nation, our Founding Fathers distrusted the pull of extreme partisanship in domestic politics. George Washington wrote during the last year of his presidency, “I was no party man myself, and the first wish of my heart was, if parties did exist, to reconcile them.”8

His successor, the second president of the United States, John Adams, frankly admitted: “There is nothing which I dread so much as a division of the republic into two great parties, each arranged under its leader, and concerting measures in opposition to each other. This, in my humble apprehension, is to be dreaded as the greatest political evil under our Constitution.”9

During the debate on adopting the Constitution in 1788, Alexander Hamilton told the New York ratifying convention, “We are attempting by this Constitution to abolish factions, and to unite all parties for the general welfare.”10

His fellow author of The Federalist Papers and future president, James Madison, also believed that one of the great benefits of a well-constructed union was “its tendency to break and control the violence of faction.” *1 Madison blamed the failure of Pennsylvania’s Council of Revision to the Constitution on the fact that the state was “violently heated and distracted by the rage of party.”11

Thomas Jefferson also objected to the abandonment of reason and personal responsibility that comes with blind obedience to political parties, stating: “I never submitted the whole system of my opinions to the creed of any party of men whatever in religion, in philosophy, in politics, or in anything else where I was capable of thinking for myself. Such addiction is the last degradation of a free and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go there at all.”12

In Jefferson’s first inaugural address as president, he aimed to heal the wounds inflicted during the campaign leading up to the nation’s first peaceful transfer of power from the Federalists to the Democratic-Republicans: “Every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle. . . . We are all Republicans; we are all Federalists.”13

It is significant that once political parties began to dominate every aspect of the political landscape, beginning with the rise of Vice President Martin Van Buren to the presidency in 1837, the party system ushered in an era of forgettable politicians serving as chief executive, and a devolution of national discourse into intraparty Machiavellian machinations. When the storms of civil war began to appear on the horizon, Daniel Webster declared, “The extremists of both parts of the country are violent.”14 The rise of faction proved as destructive and divisive as our Founding Fathers had feared.

Looking forward from his perch in the mid-nineteenth century, Ralph Waldo Emerson urged individuals to reject the limitations of the two-party system, saying that “each is a good half, but an impossible whole. Each exposes the abuses of the other, but in a true society, in a true man, both must combine.”15

As Emerson anticipated, there has been a steady stream of leaders who rose to prominence in large part because of their principled objections to extremism on the right and left.

There is a proud and distinct tradition of Centrism in American political life. Far from representing bland points of consensus, Centrism often represents significant acts of courage and integrity on the part of elected officials, who must go against their own party leadership if they are to follow their conscience. Because its advocates have sought to forge a new middle ground between the political orthodoxies of their day, the history of Centrism necessarily does not follow the path of any single political party. Instead, various pivotal figures throughout the twentieth century have appropriated this political ground to powerful effect. Its influence has grown as Centrism has proven to be the key to the White House for more than one occupant.








	•
	In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt took on the Wall Street robber barons who considered themselves the backbone of the Republican Party and championed environmental conservation. As a result, he was rewarded with the greatest popular margin of victory since James Monroe’s uncontested election in 1820.


	 

	•
	In 1912, Woodrow Wilson took advantage of deep divisions within the Republican Party to claim the progressive mantle for the Democrats, beginning an association that would continue through the New Deal.


	 

	•
	In 1948, the Man from Independence, Harry Truman, angered southern segregationist Democrats with his support of civil rights, as well as left-wing liberals who favored a policy of appeasement with Stalin’s Soviet Union.


	 

	•
	In 1952, General Dwight D. Eisenhower rescued the Republican Party from irrelevance by rebuking isolationists and firmly committed the nation to a bipartisan foreign policy.


	 

	•
	In 1960, John F. Kennedy captured the White House by embracing a confident cold-warrior stance counter to the tweedy liberalism associated with Adlai Stevenson, cutting taxes and confidently asserting American values abroad.


	 

	•
	In 1968, with the nation divided and dispirited, Richard Nixon emerged from political exile to be elected president by campaigning on the message that “America needs to hear the voices of the broad and vital center.”16


	 

	•
	In 1980, the election of Ronald Reagan over Jimmy Carter—who first campaigned on and then abandoned Centrism—was possible because of repeated calls for disaffected Democrats and Independents to cross party lines.


	 

	•
	In 1992, Bill Clinton’s effort to disassociate the Democratic Party from its left wing reclaimed the allegiance of moderate and middle-class voters, leading four years later to the first reelection of a Democratic president since FDR.


	 

	•
	In 2000, Clinton’s political success spurred George W. Bush’s drive toward the center, emphasizing inclusiveness in the 2000 election by offering a blend of Democratic and Republican policies packaged and sold under the Centrist slogan “Compassionate Conservatism.”










Centrism is effective in large part because it appeals to the American ideal of a leader with an independent set of mind. These dynamic and galvanizing figures used their influence to preach common sense, accommodating change while remaining true to basic American values—and in turn they realigned American politics. As Eisenhower adviser Arthur Larson once wrote, “In politics—as in chess—the man who holds the center holds a position of unbeatable strength.”17

American history demonstrates just as clearly that when either of the two parties becomes intoxicated by ideology and nominates a candidate associated with its most extreme wings, the result is defeat of epic proportions. For example, the candidacies of radical conservative Republican Barry Goldwater in 1964 and liberal Democrat George McGovern in 1972 each resulted in more than 60 percent of Americans voting against these apparent advocates of extremism.

The fundamental strength of the Centrist position remains much the same as it was in 1965—after LBJ’s crushing defeat of Barry Goldwater—when the New York Times columnist James Reston wrote, “The decisive battleground of American politics lies in the center and cannot be captured from either of the extremes, and any party that defies this principle does not improve its chances of national power or even effective opposition, but precisely the opposite.”18

THE REAL DANGER OF EXTREMISM

Ideology offers human beings the illusion of dignity and of morals while making it easier to part with them.

—VACLAV HAVEL, THE POWER OF THE POWERLESS19

Political parties are the servants of democracy, but too often they are treated like masters, as candidates contort their positions to ingratiate themselves with the powerful special interests. These extreme special interests still thrive on a tribal mentality excused by ideology that causes them to view society in terms of competing groups—black versus white, rich versus poor, “us” versus “them.”

The religious right claims to love America but too often they sound like they hate Americans, rhetorically dividing the nation, demonizing groups who disagree with their agenda and attempting to impose their religious values on other people’s lives through a combination of government action, court edict, and constitutional amendment.

Likewise, the lifestyle left is associated with moral relativism, an entitlement-based vision of society that “robs Peter to pay Paul,” an obsessive search for signs of discrimination and victimization, and a blame-America-first approach to foreign policy.

These are not distant caricatures; the following are quotes from just two contemporary voices of the far left and the far right, each trying to find a partisan perspective on the attacks of September 11.

The Reverend Al Sharpton, who threw his hat in the ring for the 2004 Democratic presidential nomination, stated in a November 28, 2001, speech at the State of the Black World conference in Atlanta: “While the rest of the country waves the flag of Americana, we understand that we are not part of that. We don’t owe America anything; America owes us.”20

Likewise, televangelists Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell offered their take on the meaning of September 11 on the Christian Broadcasting Network television show The 700 Club, taped on September 13, 2001, and broadcast on the Fox Family Channel.







JERRY FALWELL: “. . . what we saw on Tuesday, as terrible as it is, could be minuscule if, in fact—if, in fact—God continues to lift the curtain and allow the enemies of America to give us probably what we deserve.”




PAT ROBERTSON: “Jerry, that’s my feeling. I think we’ve just seen the antechamber to terror. We haven’t even begun to see what they can do to the major population.”




JERRY FALWELL: “The ACLU’s got to take a lot of blame for this.”




PAT ROBERTSON: “Well, yes.”




JERRY FALWELL: “And, I know that I’ll hear from them for this. But, throwing God out successfully with the help of the federal court system, throwing God out of the public square, out of the schools. The abortionists have got to bear some burden for this because God will not be mocked. And when we destroy forty million little innocent babies, we make God mad. I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way—all of them who have tried to secularize America—I point the finger in their face and say, ‘You helped this happen.’ ”21







These voices are alien to the vast majority of Americans, and yet they come from influential members of the Democratic and Republican parties—including two people who have run for their party’s nomination to serve as president of the United States.

Pat Robertson *2 beat then–Vice President George H. W. Bush and Senate Republican leader Bob Dole in the 1988 Iowa straw poll of Republican presidential candidates, and four years later was given a prime-time speaking slot at the 1992 Republican Convention in Houston. Al Sharpton’s 2004 presidential campaign was predicated upon urging the Democratic Party to move further to the left. Despite his inflammatory role in the racially charged Tawana Brawley hoax, his indictment for tax fraud, and the fact that he has never held elected office, Sharpton plays a self-appointed kingmaker role in New York City that local Democrats—including the Clintons—feel obligated to indulge.

The center of the political spectrum holds these divisive voices at equal distance. Centrists have no patience with advocates of intolerance; neither do they give in to the demands of demagogues. As Senator John McCain bravely stated during the 2000 campaign, “Neither party should be defined by pandering to the outer reaches of American politics and the agents of intolerance, whether they be Louis Farrakhan or Al Sharpton on the left, or Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell on the right.”22

The most important reason to oppose the presence of extremism in politics is also the most obvious: Hate leads to violence. Extremists invariably preach hate because it’s easy to blame others for problems; this solidifies support among the already insecure faithful, but it can be murder on the rest of society. As Eric Hoffer wrote in his book The True Believer, “Hatred is the most accessible and comprehensive of all unifying agents. . . . Mass movements can rise and spread without belief in a God, but never without belief in a devil.”23

Extremists on opposite sides of the ideological spectrum feed off one another and provide justification for each others’ existence. There is a symbiotic relationship between the extremes that follows the basic laws of physics: “For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” The presence of one political extreme encourages the creation of an equally rabid opposition.

For example, the rise of the Nazis in Germany was predicated upon the threat of the Communist Bolsheviks in Russia; Hitler was accepted by many middle-class Germans and wealthy Westerners as a check upon the violent social revolution that Lenin and Stalin planned to export. By the 1930s, there were an estimated 6 million Communists in Germany, and the militant Union of Red Fighters was promising German supporters that they would make “every comrade a commander in the coming Red Army!”24 The fear of an invading ideological force fueled Hitler’s rise and provided the measure of public support needed for his power grab to succeed. He understood this; after the 1933 fire at the Reichstag, he turned to a reporter and said, “God grant that this is the work of the Communists. You are witnessing the beginning of a great new epoch in German history.”25 In turn as the Second World War escalated, the KGB recruited students to spy for the Soviet Union by inducing them to join the Anti-Fascist League, referred to coldly by KGB supervisors as the “Innocents’ Clubs.”26 Anger toward the opposite extreme provided the best recruiting tool for both Nazis and Communists, although history has proven that there was ultimately no moral difference in the effects these ideologies had on the human race. As Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote a half century ago in The Vital Center, “The totalitarian left and the totalitarian right meet at last on the murky grounds of tyranny and terror.”27

Likewise, on a thankfully far-smaller scale in the United States, the Nation of Islam and the American Nazi Party—while theoretically dedicated to each others’ destruction—shared a belief in racial separatism and opposition to integration. Consequently, in June of 1961, twenty American Nazi storm troopers in uniform approvingly attended a Nation of Islam rally to hear Malcolm X give a speech titled “Separation or Death.” The following year, Nazi leader George Lincoln Rockwell brought more followers to hear Nation of Islam founder Elijah Muhammad speak in front of twelve thousand supporters at the Chicago International Amphitheater. Rockwell liked what he heard so much that he put a $20 bill in the collection plate and gave a short speech assuring the assembled that “no American white desires to intermix with black people.”28 Later, Rockwell dreamed of expanding his affiliation with the Nation of Islam, writing party members, “Can you imagine a rally of American Nazis in Union Square protected from Jewish hecklers by a solid phalanx of Elijah Muhammad’s stalwart black stormtroopers?”29 How can this surprising solidarity between apparently opposite, although equally hateful, ideological factions be explained?

Imagine watching a walled city. At first glance, there appears to be a left and a right on either side of the city’s main gate. But the walls circle back upon one another and the appearance of left and right is really an illusion. The far left and the far right end up blending into one another; they are ultimately the same thing. White separatist movements and black separatist movements are equally threatened by the vision of pluralism that American society represents. So, too, the geopolitical extremes of left and right ideologies—Communism and Fascism—ended up as mirror images of each other, murderous totalitarian dictatorships despite their heated claims that they represented opposite visions of humanity.

“There is more that binds us to Bolshevism,” Hitler once admitted, “than separates us from it.”30 Each extreme preached the necessity of submerging the independent conscience to the larger ideological movement. “True Bolshevik courage,” said Stalin, “does not consist in placing one’s individual will above the will of the Comintern. True courage consists in being strong enough to master and overcome one’s self and subordinate one’s will to the will of the collective, the will of the higher Party body.”31 This was echoed by Hitler’s chief propagandist, Joseph Goebbels, who darkly explained, “To be a [national] socialist, is to submit the I to the thou; socialism is sacrificing the individual to the whole.”32 These ideological extremes shared a telltale belief that the individual is not the essential building block of society, and that all independent actions are selfish if they defy the will of the party.

After the attacks of September 11, ideological extremism had a new face, and a new chapter began in the age-old conflict between freedom and fundamentalism. Fundamentalist extremists have been murdering moderates to derail the prospects of peace in the Middle East for decades, most starkly with the assassinations of Egypt’s president Anwar Sadat by Islamic extremists and Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin by a right-wing Israeli gunman. Now this extremist violence has come to our shores. But as essayist Paul Berman recounts in his book Terror and Liberalism, the rhetoric of Islamic extremists is strikingly similar to the exhortations of Hitler and Stalin. He quotes Algerian Islamic Salvation Front leader Ali Benhadj telling his followers: “Principles are reinforced by sacrifices, suicide operations and martyrdom for Allah.”33 This is the language of extremism taken to its ultimate conclusion, the small but decisive step from being willing to die for an ideology and being willing to kill for it.

We have faced this enemy in other incarnations before: like Fascists and Communists, Islamic extremists believe that the essential diversity of American democracy makes us weak and can be exploited. Like the generations of patriots from both parties before us, we need to stand up to their challenge united. While other nations spent much of the twentieth century wrestling with the competing demons of ideological extremism, the United States remained largely committed to a Centrist path of steady progress: faithful to freedom, free markets, and democracy. In an age of murderous ideology, American democracy and individualism stood like a steady beacon between Communism and Fascism. The terrorists preaching Islamic extremism will fail for the same reason that Communism and Fascism failed so completely before it: The essential diversity of human life will not be crushed into a crude ideological cage. Centrism, like democracy itself, incorporates change—ultimately making society more stable and more just. By favoring unity over division and evolution to revolution, Centrism slows the swing of the pendulum between the extremes.

THE RISE OF INDEPENDENTS

The future lies with those wise political leaders who realize that the great public is interested more in Government than in politics. . . . The growing independence of voters, after all, has been proven by the votes in every Presidential election since my childhood—and the tendency, frankly, is on the increase.

—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT, 194034

In the more than sixty years since FDR predicted the rise of independence in the American electorate, analysis of congressional voting records shows that Washington has grown more polarized, driven by ideology and disdaining compromise, than at any time in the recent past.35

This trend has especially been on the increase since the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, and continued to grow with the anti-Clinton fervor of the 1994 Newt Gingrich–led Republican Revolution. As columnist George Will has written: “Some ideologically intoxicated Republicans think Democrats are not merely mistaken but sinful. . . . Some Democrats, having lost their ideological confidence, substitute character assassination for political purpose.”36

This polarization has been cemented by redistricting—creating safe congressional seats for incumbents to occupy without the built-in check and balance of a credible opposition candidate. Currently, 90 percent of congressional seats are considered “safe.” Once upon a time in America, people chose their congressmen; now congressmen choose their people.

As Congress has grown more partisan, however, the electorate has grown steadily more Centrist, with the number of self-identified moderates rising from a bare plurality of 36 percent in 1980 to 50 percent in 1998 and 2000. At the same time, the number of Americans who are reluctant to identify themselves completely with either political party has been steadily rising.

In the mid twentieth century, party identification was a badge of honor. According to the National Election Studies program at the University of Michigan, fifty years ago 47 percent of voters identified with the Democrats and 28 percent with the Republicans, while just 23 percent were independents. In the year 2000, however, those numbers were almost reversed, with 40 percent of American voters describing themselves as independents, 34 percent as Democrats, and 24 percent as Republicans.37

Twenty-three percent of Americans agreed that “the two-party system works fairly well,”38 while another study found that only 14 percent of the electorate said they always supported the candidates of a single party.39 This willingness to vote for candidates from different parties is another indication of independence and the corresponding inclination toward Centrism. It amounts to a civil statement of discontent with the two dominant choices and their divisive approach to common problems. Centrism is civility.

Not coincidentally, as our professional politicians have become more partisan, Americans have reacted by voting in a new era of divided government, balancing the power of the president with a Congress from the opposite party for all but six years since 1980. The object of these voting patterns is not a wish for gridlock, but pursuit of the implicit assurance that extremists in one party will not be able to hijack the national legislative agenda. Likewise, there is a presumption that with a balanced government the best ideas from both parties will be the only legislation able to be passed. It is an instinctive extension of the constitutional principle of checks and balances, an attempt to moderate excesses in an excessively partisan era.

The steadily growing ranks of independent voters constitute a quiet revolution, and it is growing: This independent plurality becomes even more pronounced when you look at the politics of younger Americans. Again, fully 44 percent of those aged eighteen to twenty-nine identify themselves as Independents.40 Demographics are destiny.

“This old left-right paradigm is not working anymore,” remarks author Douglas Coupland, who coined the term “Generation X” with his 1992 novel of the same name. “Coming down the pipe are an extraordinarily large number of fiscal conservatives who are socially left.”41

This independence from the traditional dogmas of left and right finds its political expression in Centrism. Centrism accommodates a healthy degree of skepticism about the predictable rhetoric and rigid policy solutions ideologues offer for every problem, while offering individuals the freedom to choose the best ideas from either of the two parties. Because Centrist leaders are not slaves to ideology or party policy, they have a higher degree of freedom to speak their mind and find the best solution to any given problem.

This commonsense perspective led to the election of Maine’s popular and successful two-term Independent governor Angus King. He was one of a group of Independent governors—including Connecticut’s Lowell Weicker and Minnesota’s Jesse Ventura—who were elected in the last decade of the twentieth century. All were reformers who believed in fiscal responsibility and social inclusiveness, and they rode to office campaigning against the ideological straitjacket imposed by the two-party system.

“It’s becoming more acceptable for voters to consider Independent candidates, and they’re collecting more and more votes,” admitted the National Republican Senatorial Committee’s former political director David Carney. “People aren’t sticking to just the two major party candidates as they once did.”42

Whereas in the past Independent third-party candidacies were driven by individuals representing the far left or the far right—for example, Henry Wallace’s Soviet-sympathizing Progressive Party campaign for the presidency in 1948, or George Wallace’s segregationist American Independence Party campaign in 1968—there is an undeniable trend in the last several decades toward Independent candidates running as Centrists. They feel, as much of the public does, that the two political parties are increasingly controlled by their partisan extremes and special interests. They are compassionate but antibureaucratic, socially inclusive but fiscally responsible. They are fed up with politics as usual and determined to shake up the system. These Independent voices and Independent voters are on the rise as America moves increasingly toward the center.

THE MODERATE MAJORITY

It is only common sense to recognize that the great bulk of Americans, whether Republican or Democrat, face many common problems and agree on a number of basic objectives.

—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER43

The majority of the American people believes broadly in the same political principles, but what Colin Powell has called “the sensible center” is still divided down the middle between the two parties. Former Minnesota governor Jesse Ventura was not incorrect when he estimated that “you have the far left at 15 percent, you have the far right at 15 percent, and there’s 70 percent of us in the center.”44

People who define themselves as liberal Republicans or conservative Democrats essentially support the same policy positions on major issues. But the will of the majority of the American public is divided, and thus diluted, as more partisan voices devote themselves to the maintenance of their party’s apparatus. As a result, partisan political professionals have more than their share of influence over the selection of their party’s candidates and platform despite the fact that they are out of touch with mainstream American opinion.

Centrism is not an abstract or academic concept. It is a commonsense balance between idealism and realism intuitively understood by most Americans. With 50 percent of the electorate defining itself as moderate, chances are you are a Centrist.

If, for example, you describe yourself as fiscally conservative but liberal on social issues, you are a Centrist. You are uncomfortable associating yourself with the extreme wings of either political party. You may consider the liberal left wing of the Democratic Party naive and irresponsible, supporting out-of-control entitlement programs, and diminishing personal responsibility by encouraging politically correct bureaucracies. On the other hand, the exclusionary attitudes, big-business bias, and rigid-right-wing social agenda advocated by some conservatives may make you reluctant to call yourself a Republican.

You are too liberal to be a conservative, but too conservative to be a liberal. You are a Centrist.

Centrists reject the “two-party, two-policy” straitjacket that is too frequently applied to every foreign and domestic problem. The third way between the two extremes is usually the most reasonable and practical course of action. It is certainly the most popular—66 percent of American voters “favor solutions that come from the political center,” rather than the political right (13%) or left (8%).45 Examples of the Centrist position versus the political positions of the left and the right are given below.46
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The traditional choice between “Brand A” and “Brand B” of partisan political positions in a two-party system is false. There is an alternative to rigid adherence to the scriptures of the left and right. Centrism is rooted in the individual conscience and bridged by common sense; it is free to borrow the best ideas from the two parties without being weighted down by obligations to the special interests that inevitably form the base of any partisan political organization.

There is in fact a growing consensus on supposedly controversial issues that frequently are used by extremists on either side of the political aisle to divide political parties and the American public.

PRO-CHOICE: Sixty-four percent of Americans agree that the decision to have an abortion should be between “a woman, her doctor, her family, her conscience and her God” (Luntz Research Companies, August 2003). As the Gallup Organization explains on their website, reflecting on decades of data: “In part because Americans support the idea of individual choice, they do not want to ban abortion.” A CBS News/New York Times question asked in 1982 and again in 1998 shows even larger majorities (68 and 76 percent, respectively) opposed to an amendment to the Constitution that would make all abortions illegal. Moreover, only 19 percent of Americans think that abortions should be illegal in all circumstances, a number that has held steady since the passage of Roe v. Wade (Gallup/Newsweek Historical Poll available at gallup.com). This is an overwhelming popular rejection of the Republican Party platform’s perpetual call for a constitutional ban on abortion.

PRO-ENVIRONMENT: Seventy-five percent of Americans favor stronger enforcement of environmental regulations, including higher emission and pollution standards for business and industry (Gallup Poll, March 2003), while only 10 percent believe that government is doing “too much” in terms of protecting the environment (Gallup Poll, April 2000). The vast majority of the American people believe that environmental protection is an important basic responsibility of government that should be reasonably built upon, not cut back.

BALANCED BUDGET: Sixty-seven percent of Americans believe that the fact that the United States will have federal budget deficits for the foreseeable future is either “a crisis” or “a major problem” (Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll, January 2003). Seventy percent of Americans prefer a balanced budget to more tax cuts (CBS News Poll, February 2002), and 53 percent would give up their tax cuts to balance the budget (CBS News Poll, February 2002). Sixty-three percent of Americans believe that we “should work to maintain a balanced budget consistent with our values” (Penn & Schoen, July 1998).

REASONABLE GUN CONTROL: Sixty-nine percent of Americans agreed with the statement “I believe in the right to bear arms, but I am willing to put up with a registration or waiting period” (Newsweek Poll/Princeton Survey Research, September 1995). In 2003, this same question was polled again with precisely the same results, showing that 69 percent of Americans continue to agree with this sensibly Centrist position (Luntz Research Companies, August 2003). In a Gallup Poll conducted in October 2000, 59 percent of respondents favored a law making it illegal to own semiautomatic weapons.

SCHOOL PRAYER: Sixty-nine percent of Americans agree with the statement “I have no problem with a quiet moment, but I’m against any stricture that says ‘You will pray.’ ” (Newsweek Poll/Princeton Survey Research, September 1995). This poll was updated eight years later by the Luntz Research Companies (August 2003), again showing similar results: Sixty-three percent of Americans continue to agree that a quiet moment should be permissible, but reject the idea of mandatory prayer in public. In addition, an overwhelming 84 percent of Americans opposed the contested federal court ruling that the phrase “Under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance was unconstitutional (Gallup Poll, June 2002). Americans don’t want religion imposed upon them or unreasonably forced out of the public realm by activist lawsuits.

CAMPAIGN FINANCE REFORM: Seventy-three percent of Americans support stricter laws controlling the way political campaigns can raise and spend money (ABC News/Washington Post Poll, March 2001). Seventy-two percent favor a ban on “soft money” (CNN/USA Today/Gallup Poll, October 2000). Most sig-nificant, even after the long-blocked passage of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance legislation, 72 percent favor passing additional campaign finance laws (Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll, February 2002). The vast majority of Americans continue to want to limit the influence of big money on our democracy.

TAX SIMPLIFICATION: Sixty-six percent of Americans believe the federal tax system is too complicated (Associated Press Poll, March 1999). Seventy-eight percent of Americans believe that a maximum of 30 percent of a person’s annual income should go to taxes (Fox News/Opinion Dynamics Poll, January 2003), while 60 percent of all Americans across party lines believe that everybody should pay income taxes on the same percentage of their income over a minimum level (Harris Poll, March, 1999).

BILINGUAL EDUCATION REFORM: Sixty-three percent of Americans support English-intensive immersion programs over bilingual education programs that teach students in their native language (Gallup Poll, May 1998). A Zogby poll conducted in October–November 2000 shows an overwhelming 77 percent support for immersion nationwide. Most significant, 76 percent of all Latinos and 79 percent of Spanish-speaking immigrants support immersion (Zogby International, May 2001). Immigrants and all Americans recognize the basic need for a common currency of communication.

TORT REFORM: Seventy-four percent of Americans think that the issue of medical malpractice insurance in health care today is a major problem or crisis (Gallup Poll, January 2003). Fifty-seven percent believe patients initiate too many lawsuits (Gallup Poll, January 2003). Spiraling insurance costs combined with a cumulative impact of decades of news stories about frivolous lawsuits and multimillion-dollar damage decisions and settlements make it likely that some reasonable cap on damages will become increasingly identified with the common good.




These are positions supported by a clear majority of the American public, but neither political party even attempts to bring this balance of policy positions together. As Harvard political scientist David C. King explains, “Both political parties have been growing more extreme . . . they are increasingly distant in their policies from what the average voter would like.”47 Neither party entirely represents the interests of these voters, in part because they still are influenced by the ideological relics of the Industrial Age. In contrast, Centrism is attuned to the realities of voters in the Information Age.

Centrism is not merely about finding a middle ground between any two opposing ideas or issues. Centrism is about cutting a decisive and consistent path through the partisan politics that artificially divide policies and the American public.

For example, it is far more philosophically consistent to support school choice *3 and be pro-choice on the issue of abortion if you believe in max-imizing individual freedom of choice. But neither political party attempts to bridge these policies; it is considered political heresy. What’s stopping them is the influence of special interests that drives the parties off center. As the founder of the Democratic Leadership Council, Al From, once despairingly said, reflecting on the Democrats’ inability to embrace education reform, “We had become the party of teachers, when we should have been the party of education.”48

The center of the American electorate is fiscally responsible and socially inclusive. The center is pro-choice and pro-environment, and believes in being tough on crime and pursuing balanced budgets while reducing the influence of big money on politics. It opposes absolutist stands on school prayer and gun control, instead seeking a reasonable middle ground that addresses realistic concerns without unduly sacrificing individual freedom. This distrust of extremes is a codification of what George Will called “the most important four words in politics . . . ‘up to a point.’ ”49

“Moderation and tolerance—an appreciation of the modest virtues—are the bedrock moral principles of the American middle class,” wrote sociologist Alan Wolfe in his study One Nation, After All. “On most controversial issues, Americans instinctively try to find the centrist position between two extremes and attempt to carve out private spaces in which people can do what they want so long as others do what they want.”50

When we look for the original principles that support these positions, we find the faces of Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln staring back at us. The common ground of the Centrist consensus appears to be based on the oldest of American formulations: Thomas Jefferson’s motto of “equal opportunity for all; special privilege for none.” When considering what consensus can be formulated for the proper role of government, few articulations do better than Lincoln’s famous dictum: “The legitimate object of government is to do for a community of people whatever they need to have done, but cannot do at all, or cannot so well do, for themselves—in their separate, and individual capacities. In all that the people can individually do as well for themselves, government ought not to interfere.”51

In typical Centrist fashion, the American public wants to believe in a party of both Jefferson and Lincoln, one that is motivated above all by a sense of generational responsibility. Unless the two major parties are irretrievably hijacked by their most extreme elements and a stable Centrist third party emerges, we will have to depend on Centrist political leaders, who combine the best elements of both parties and, through their willingness to move free of special interests and apart from partisan politics, remind us that America is an independent nation.

A FEW WORDS ON THE FORM AND CONTENT OF INDEPENDENT NATION

Independent Nation is a collection of heroes’ journeys and cautionary tales, politics as history in the present tense—an essentially human drama.

It is not intended to be a formal work of political science. I’m not convinced that politics is a science; at its best it is an art, and at its worst it is something like a war. But in all cases, success is its own proof, and history remains the best teacher. There are four classic contexts that Centrist leaders must learn to navigate, and the book is organized into four primary sections accordingly.

PART I, “THE INCUMBENT UNDER ATTACK FROM BOTH SIDES.” Centrist political leaders in office—such as Theodore Roosevelt in 1904 and Harry Truman in 1948—often find themselves criticized by both the opposition party and members of their own party’s extreme wing who accuse them of abandoning the interests of the party faithful.

PART 2, “THE OPPOSITION CANDIDATE REACHES OUT.” Young Centrist leaders—such as JFK in 1960 and Bill Clinton in 1992—often face the challenge of leading their party back to the White House after years in the wilderness. They understand that the only way to do so is by expanding their party’s appeal and directly addressing perceived weaknesses, but they meet resistance from the old guard as well as the opposition party in the process.

PART 3, “THE PRIMARY CHALLENGE: REFORMERS VS. THE OLD GUARD.” In times of interparty turmoil, Centrist reformers frequently wrestle in a primary contest with ideological hard-liners, as was the case with Eisenhower versus Robert Taft in 1952, Nelson Rockefeller versus Barry Goldwater in 1964, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan versus Bella Abzug in 1976. Even when these contests result in failure for the insurgent, they permanently change the inner-party landscape and lay the seeds for future realignment.

PART 4, “DECLARATIONS OF INDEPENDENCE.” Centrists often find themselves at odds with the dominant voices in their party, and many—such as Senator Margaret Chase Smith and Senator Edward Brooke—have spoken out at pivotal times in our nation’s history. Rudy Giuliani challenged an entrenched partisan bureaucracy and showed a generation of mayors how to reduce crime and improve the quality of life in urban America. Other Centrist leaders find themselves stranded outside the two-party system altogether and increasingly run as Independents to preserve their integrity and freedom.




Some of these Centrist candidacies led to victory, others fell to the forces aligned against them. But in all cases, there is much to be learned from the mistakes that were made as well as from the successful strategies employed.

It may surprise some readers that this book includes the stories of people who failed in their attempt to run or govern as a moderate. But the study of losses can be as worthwhile as analyses of strategic successes. After all, unless we learn from the mistakes of history, we will be doomed to repeat them.

There are great stories to be told in political history, stories that illustrate the drama of our choices and their consequences, stories of individuals struggling against the group, and the comparative difficulty of uniting people instead of dividing them. Political history can also help shed light on the possibilities in our own lives. These are the stories of individuals doing their best against seemingly insurmountable odds. Their lives are our legacy.

Each biographical sketch attempts to communicate a sense of the character of the individual, the contours of his or her personality and the tone of the times in which he or she lived. It is impossible to comprehensively document the life of a political leader within the span of twenty pages. Therefore, I tried to stay with what is strictly relevant and let details flesh out an individual’s character. Excessive ruminations on scandal and personal life have been left out, unless they directly impacted the individual’s political effectiveness at the time in question.

This work is intended to popularize existing history that has languished in the shadows while ideologically driven analyses gain the most attention. Many academics make a good living avoiding the obvious, and the typical historian is usually interested in advancing broad theories, causing individual human experience to become subservient to academic theory. I’ve tried to understand the subjects as their contemporaries saw them and as they saw themselves. Happily for the subject of Centrism, few people proudly consider themselves ideologues or extremists—although these individuals certainly do exist. Most of all, it was my modest aim to write a book that is not only enjoyable and informative, but also inspiring and useful.

Centrism springs from the revolutionary idea that neither political party has a monopoly on good ideas. Accordingly, Centrism requires a healthy degree of skepticism that can stop ideologues and would-be dictators at the gates. It asks that we all—to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin—doubt a little bit in our own infallibility.

I should offer some definitions of the language used in Independent Nation to help the reader get a sense of the geography of Centrism. Professor Ted Lowi of Cornell University believes that the word “extreme” is too pejorative to be accurate. He prefers to use the word “radical.” According to Professor Lowi’s linguistic definitions, there are no extremists in American politics, just ideological purists who occasionally use extreme tactics—such as violence—to publicize their cause. While Professor Lowi’s reasoning has its advocates, I firmly believe that language is our servant and not our master; to be useful, it has to be understood.

The word “radical” was happily appropriated by California surfers and skate punks beginning in the 1980s. I don’t think there’s much point in trying to academically reclaim it to describe ideological zealots. So as subjective as the term “extremist” may be, I’m going to use it to describe members of the far-right and far-left wings of the political spectrum, people who analyze life through the inflexible lens of ideology and romanticize extremes of order and disorder. These are the folks Winston Churchill was describing when he said that “a fanatic is one who can’t change his mind and won’t change the subject.”52

Some readers will also note that I’ve chosen to use the word “Centrist” instead of “moderate” to describe those whose principled political philosophy causes them to stand between the extremes. This is, of course, not an accident. “Moderate” carries with it an unfortunate connotation of inactivity, a noncommittal defense of the status quo. “Centrist” is a decidedly more vigorous word, implying decisiveness and momentum. That is appropriate, because Centrists do not simply seek a safe middle ground between extreme political movements; they are problem solvers who combine the best ideas from both political parties to move society forward toward responsible reform—meeting the challenges of a changing world while remain true to fundamental American principles.

One of the great problems for Centrists in the past was that they felt politically homeless, adrift without a coherent sense of their political heritage. I hope that this collection of biographical sketches can serve as a hymn rooted in history to the spirit of reason, reconciliation, and balance that Centrism can bring to American politics, so that we do not lurch to the left or the right, but move forward as our Founding Fathers intended—as one independent nation.




PART 1

THE INCUMBENT UNDER ATTACK FROM BOTH SIDES

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; . . .
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

—W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming,” 19191

When Centrists reach high elected office, they face a far wider array of opposition than conventional candidates who can always depend on the allegiance of the hard-core partisans in their own party. Liberals on the far left and conservatives on the far right each try to deny Centrist leaders legitimacy in office because their reforms represent a direct challenge to the special interests that make up the base of both parties.

As the Centrist incumbent reaches out to the center of the electorate, he or she runs the risk of losing touch with his or her party’s base of supporters. As an old political saying warns, “Those who do not watch their base, better watch their back.” The key to surviving this high-stakes, high-wire act is to proactively set the terms of the debate while being willing to work with moderates of both parties. The Centrist incumbent must define the special interests he or she is eager to take on in the name of the public interest. There will, of course, be challenges, but the bully pulpit of any public office has inherent advantages. A lack of defined direction, however, can be deadly.

In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt ran for election in his own right to an office he had inherited after the assassination of President William McKinley. Within months of assuming the presidency, Roosevelt began to take action on what he regarded as one of the great threats of the age. The Industrial Revolution led to concentrations of great wealth in comparatively few hands, while poverty among the laborers grew deeper and more desperate. Roosevelt felt that this growing gap needed to be moderated for the long-term health of the nation. He took on the big-business base of the Republican Party, and while he earned the fury of many powerful people, in the process he won the admiration of the vast majority of Americans, who saw his willingness to fight beyond partisan conventions as a sign that he was an honorable and uncommon leader. To gain the support of the reasonable edge of the opposition, TR praised the essential contributions of entrepreneurs, making the case that the best way to save the integrity of capitalism was by moderating its excesses. In the process, he helped ensure that socialism never gained a foothold in the United States. This principled political stand was rewarded with the greatest popular mandate of any president up to that point. By reaching beyond the traditional base of the Republican Party, he gained the allegiance of moderates and independents, Democrats as well as Republicans, and helped realign American politics well into the future.

Likewise, Harry Truman found himself isolated in the White House after the death of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The New Deal coalition forged by FDR fell apart as Truman’s support for civil rights led to a revolt by southern segregationists, while his resolve to face down the expansionist ambitions of Stalin caused many on the left to desert him. Virtually no one believed that Harry Truman could be elected in his own right in 1948. But the benefits of incumbency are powerful. Harry Truman was able to call the Eightieth Congress into a special session to test the Republicans’ commitment to their moderate political platform that ran counter to their conservative congressional record. Truman defined himself in opposition to his chosen opponents with the help of energetic campaigning, surprising everyone with the greatest come-from-behind political victory in American history.

Other incumbents caught in the middle have been less lucky. Jimmy Carter rode into the White House on a wave of popular discontent with politics as usual after Watergate weakened the Republican Party and faith in American political institutions in general. Carter was in many ways conservative, promising fiscal responsibility as well as a compassionate administration. But Carter’s good intentions got lost in the transition from candidate to incumbent. He picked unnecessary fights with the Democratic-controlled Congress, and was forced to watch as his ambitious but unprioritized legislative agenda stalled on Capitol Hill and he became ill-defined in the public’s mind. In 1980, while seeking reelection, he found himself challenged by the sole remaining brother of the Kennedy clan, while Ronald Reagan fought for the Republican nomination in the name of conservatives, and John Anderson offered an Independent’s protest candidacy. Reagan was far more charming and optimistic than previous standard-bearers of the conservative cause. In addition, he was careful after receiving the nomination to surround himself with moderate leaders of the party, picking the moderate George H. W. Bush to serve as his running mate. While Carter floundered—neither fish nor fowl in the voters’ eyes—Reagan reached out to disaffected Democrats and Independents, quoting FDR three times in his speech accepting the Republican nomination, creating the “Reagan Democrats” phenomenon that would persist throughout the 1980s. In contrast, it is not surprising that the term “Carter Republicans” never made it into the American vernacular.

Finally, in an absurd case that illustrates the dangers of cannibalistic culture politics, a young Democratic reform governor of Louisiana named Buddy Roemer lost momentum and lost touch with his populist base. Four years later, while running for reelection as a Republican, he found himself knocked off his perch by unlikely assailants that included a disgraced former governor, Edwin Edwards, and former Klu Klux Klan grand wizard David Duke. The center could not hold amid the high-water mark of voter dissatisfaction, and the entire nation then held its breath as Louisianians were forced to choose between Edwin Edwards and David Duke for governor, spawning bumper stickers that memorably read “Vote for the crook, it’s important.”2

Centrist political leaders in office attempt to walk a road of integrity and reform that causes them to take on entrenched special interests. But the broad public interest is guarded less jealously than special interests—as Yeats warned, “The best lack all conviction, while the worst/Are full of passionate intensity”—and thorough bulwarks must be built to stop special interests from undermining the integrity of an incumbent reformer’s administration. In politics, as in sports, a good offense is the best defense.




THEODORE ROOSEVELT—1904

THE ROUGH RIDER TAKES ON THE ROBBER BARONS

[image: image]
We Republicans [must] hold the just balance and set ourselves as resolutely against improper corporate influence on the one hand as against demagogy and mob rule on the other.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT1

The former president began to speak with a bullet lodged in his chest.

Less than five minutes before, a deranged gunman had shot Theodore Roosevelt at close range as he walked to give a speech on behalf of his bid to recapture the White House in 1912 as a Progressive. Aides insisted that Roosevelt head straight to the hospital, but flush with a sense of destiny, the old lion refused. He would not retreat; he would give this speech if it killed him. With the blood spreading against his white shirt, he began:




I have altogether too important things to think of to feel any concern over my own death. . . . I am ahead of the game anyway. No man has had a happier life than I have led. . . .

This effort to assassinate me emphasizes to a peculiar degree the need for the Progressive movement . . . every good citizen ought to do everything in his or her power to prevent the coming of the day when we shall see in this country two recognized creeds fighting one another, when we shall see the creed of the “Have-nots” arraigned against the creed of the “Haves” . . .

My appeal for organized labor is two-fold; to the outsider and the capitalist I make my appeal to treat the laborer fairly . . . That is one-half of the appeal that I make. Now, the other half is to the labor man himself. My appeal to him is to remember that as he wants justice, so he must do justice.2




Theodore Roosevelt was publicly issuing his political last will and testament, standing his ground on the idea that societal division between special interests could mean suicide for the American experiment.

As president, TR had used the full weight of the White House to reign in the power of big business while also instituting reasonable reforms on behalf of organized labor. It was his belief that “constructive change offers the best method of avoiding destructive change . . . reform is the antidote to revolution.”3

Extremists on either end of the spectrum detested him, but TR’s studied independence—especially his defiance of the Wall Street robber barons who considered themselves the backbone of his Republican Party—led directly to his landslide victory of 1904 and made him one of the most popular presidents in American history.

Roosevelt was a man of action who preached the virtue of “the strenuous life”—“I believe in men who take the next step, not those who theorize about the two-hundredth step,”4 he said—and his politics defied easy categorization. He sometimes described himself as a “conservative radical,”5 who was devoted to keeping “the left of center together.”6 As one contemporary explained, “Neither reformers nor bosses were satisfied . . . but this fact only confirmed him in the notion that he was steering a course equally safe from the mercenary rocks on the one side and the doctrinaire shallows on the other.”7

In happy times, Roosevelt found the fervor of his critics on the left and the right amusing. Energetically dismissing them, he coined the term “lunatic fringe.”8 Even after the presidency, Roosevelt joked that opponents regarded him as “a kind of modified anarchist . . . hesitating only whether to denounce my speeches as containing only platitudes, or being incitements to revolution. . . . They may fall into either category but they can’t fall into both.”9

In both his private and public lives, Theodore Roosevelt transcended all labels. His friend the nature writer John Burroughs said that “Roosevelt was a many-sided man and every side was like an electric battery.”10 TR was a Harvard-educated son of the aristocracy, but his character was forged by tragedy and the Badlands of North Dakota. Omnivorously intelligent, he was the first true Renaissance man in the White House since Thomas Jefferson: soldier, statesman, scholar, politician, police commissioner, preservationist, and prolific author of over thirty books. He made himself president by the age of forty-two.

His best-known personal motto—the West African proverb “Speak softly and carry a big stick”—reflected TR’s belief in balancing the idealism of peaceful diplomacy with the realism of overwhelming military strength. He remains beloved by modern conservatives for his strong advocacy of American military expansion. Yet he did more than any previous president to implement a progressive domestic agenda. He was a devout believer in military might who won the Nobel Peace Prize, a proud hunter of wild game who helped found the modern conservation movement, a reformer among politicians, and a politician among reformers.

What his critics never understood is that those contradictory qualities—along with his exuberant personality—were the key to his love affair with the American public and the reason why he remains so admired on both sides of the political aisle today.

Before there was a name for it, Centrism was the source of his popular support and political strength. In the words of historian John Morton Blum, “Roosevelt defined for himself an imprecise line between the ‘lunatic fringe’ he detested and the ‘selfish rich’ he despised. Equally to each of these extremes he was anathema. To many of the wholly sane but more impatient reformers he seemed insincere. To the inert he seemed mad. Most of early-century America, however, agreed with or at least voted for his Square Deal.”11 As his biographer Edmund Morris stated, “In situations involving extremes, Roosevelt’s instinct was to seek out the center.”12

Theodore Roosevelt began life as a sickly boy born into privilege three years before the Civil War, son of a southern mother and a northern father. His father, Theodore Sr., taught him that to overcome the considerable challenges of ill health and chronic asthma, he would have to “get action” and embark upon a relentless process of self-improvement. Through sheer force of will, monotonous exercises dutifully performed over a period of months and years, Roosevelt slowly gained physical strength. He extended that spirit of self-improvement to every aspect of his life. TR later wrote, “There were all kinds of things I was afraid of at first, ranging from grizzly bears to ‘mean’ horses and gun-fighters, but by acting as if I was not afraid I gradually ceased to be afraid.”13

The roots of TR’s rugged brand of independent reform politics are apparent in his early life. Roosevelt idolized his father, and when his father was passed over for a prominent appointed post, Roosevelt Sr. wrote in a letter to his son, “The ‘Machine politicians’ have shown their colors. . . . I feel sorry for the country . . . as it shows the power of partisan politicians who think nothing higher than their own self-interests.”14 This contempt for party bosses would be handed down from father to son.

Beyond his father, the man Roosevelt most admired was Abraham Lincoln, who was president during his childhood. TR’s later assessment of Lincoln provides a similar window to the political instincts that would define his career. “Lincoln,” Roosevelt wrote, “was a great radical, but a wise and cautious radical. From all his record it is safe to say that if Lincoln had lived to deal with our complicated social and industrial problems, he would have furnished wisely conservative leadership; but he would have led in the radical direction.”15 As president and after, TR would attempt to be the restrained agent of the radical changes in society that he believed were inevitable.

After attending Harvard, sustaining the crushing blow of his father’s death but falling in love with a beautiful Boston girl named Alice Hathaway Lee, Theodore decided to embark upon a career in politics. At the time, many of his classmates viewed politics with distaste, as a lowly career for ambitious saloon keepers. But Roosevelt thought their objections soft and haughty; he was determined to be part of “the governing class.”

He ran for the New York State Assembly from a wealthy district on the East Side of Manhattan. Impressed by his father’s good name and the precocious energy of the young candidate, residents sent young TR to Albany in 1881. Like children of the Victorian era, first-term assemblymen were supposed to be seen and not heard, but Roosevelt immediately set about attacking not only the Democrats from New York’s notoriously corrupt Tammany Hall but the political bosses from his own party as well. He heartily criticized the assembly’s atmosphere of “narrow and bitter partisanship,” writing his sister that “most of the members are positively corrupt, and the others are singularly incompetent.”16 Referring to a member of his own Republican Party’s leadership, Roosevelt wrote that he had “the same idea of public life and civil service that a vulture has of a dead sheep.”17 From the outset, Roosevelt made it clear that he was a reformer before he was a Republican. In the process, he made himself into the leader of the young reformers of both parties in the assembly.

Republicans were widely seen to represent the interests of the rich. Roosevelt toured tenements with Samuel Gompers, and purposefully set about sponsoring bills that benefited the poor sweatshop workers and tenement dwellers in the rapidly expanding metropolis. It was his intention to bring the Republican Party away from the defense of special privilege and to the forefront of progressive reform. To that end, he brought impeachment charges against a prominent judge for colluding with the multimillionaire Jay Gould and tried in vain to reduce the influence of the Tammany Hall machine in electing aldermen in New York City. He was more successful in achieving civil service reform by crossing party lines to form a coalition with the Democratic governor—and future president—Grover Cleveland. *4

Roosevelt’s career as a crusading young Manhattan politician was proceeding smoothly. He was reelected to his seat with nearly twice the number of votes as in the previous election, despite a general Democratic sweep of the state. His outspoken independence helped him to stand out and gain widespread support beyond party labels. Despite being blocked in a precocious bid to serve as Speaker of the Assembly, he was getting action in the direction of his father’s beloved social gospel of good works.

Then, on Valentine’s Day 1884, the sun suddenly sank on Theodore Roosevelt’s charmed life. His wife, Alice, and his mother, Martha, both passed away suddenly, Alice after giving birth to their first child. The baby girl, also named Alice, was baptized the day after her mother was buried. Grief-stricken, Roosevelt wrote in his diary that “for joy or sorrow, my life has now been lived out.”18 As newspapers recorded the tragedy in hushed tones, Theodore sought refuge in action—throwing himself into his work like a man possessed, writing, “I think I should go mad if I were not employed.”19 It was evidence of a personal philosophy of dealing with grief memorably expressed in his phrase “Black care rarely sits behind a rider whose pace is fast enough.”20

Even in despair, his high-voltage personality shone through the surrounding gloom. Inspiring friends and followers alike, he was a natural leader who would not allow himself to be isolated on the fringes of political life. Typical was journalist William Allen White’s breathless account of his first meeting with TR: “I went hurrying home from our first casual meeting . . . he poured into my heart such visions, such ideals, such hopes, such a new attitude towards life and patriotism and the meaning of things as I never dreamed men had . . . it was youth and the new order calling youth away from the old order.”21

Roosevelt’s determination to break free of the constraints of the old order almost led him to renounce the Republican Party while he was still a young man. At the 1884 presidential convention, the Republicans nominated Maine’s James G. Blaine, who had been widely accused of accepting bribes from the railroad industry. Roosevelt aggressively opposed Blaine’s nomination and put forward the name of the comparatively virtuous Vermont senator George F. Edmunds. When Blaine and the Republican bosses proved victorious, Roosevelt impulsively threatened to leave the party while speaking to a reporter from the New York Evening Post. Positioning himself as leader of the independents, Roosevelt reportedly said that he was ready to leave the Republican Party, adding that “any proper Democratic nomination will have [the independents’] hearty support.”22

But for all of Roosevelt’s frustration with the old guard in the Republican Party, corruption in the Democratic Party—particularly within New York City—was worse. Roosevelt harbored a deep contempt for the corruption of Tammany Hall and would never consent to forming an alliance with Boss Tweed’s machine. Roosevelt’s friend Henry Cabot Lodge convinced him to campaign for the Republican ticket during the 1884 election, but TR spoke on behalf of the party, avoiding any mention of the name James G. Blaine.

Two-thirds of Roosevelt’s fellow independent Republican objectors left the party in response to Blaine’s nomination. TR’s ultimate refusal to do so reflected the pragmatism that would make him president while earning him the enmity of many fellow reformers. He believed that the best way to be an effective reformer was to work within the imperfect bounds of the Republican Party organization. He later explained that “I am a loyal party man, but I believe very firmly that I can best render aid to my party by doing all that in me lies to make that party responsive to the needs of the state, responsive to the needs of the people, and just so far as I work along those lines I have the right to challenge the support of every decent man, no matter what his party may be.”23 Until he formed the Progressive Party, Roosevelt would remain a party man, equal parts realist and reformer.

Still healing a broken heart, Roosevelt went into self-imposed exile, living the life of a rancher in the Badlands of North Dakota. The barren earth seemed to reflect his interior landscape, while the long days of physical labor helped him exorcise his soul. In time, he gained enough perspective to begin to contemplate a return to public service. He was coaxed back to Manhattan in 1886 by the prospect of running for mayor.

A lengthy campaign letter was composed on Roosevelt’s behalf by the good-government group Committee of One-Hundred, addressed to “The Indepen-dent Voters of New York.” The letter proclaimed that “Theodore Roosevelt is our candidate for Mayor, nominated by us on the simple platform of an honest and energetic city administration, entirely disconnected from national and state politics. In response to the demand of his own party to stand as its representative, he declares that reform is impossible ‘except through the unsparing use of the knife wielded by some man who could act unhampered by the political interests which sustain the present abuses.’ ”24

In his first major campaign, Roosevelt was running on his independence from special interests and the political bosses in both parties. In Tammany Hall–controlled New York City, Roosevelt lost by over thirty thousand votes, but his taste for political combat was revived. He soon found the heart to remarry—a childhood friend by the name of Edith Carrow—and in subsequent years, TR distinguished himself by serving as civil service commissioner in the Democratic administration of President Grover Cleveland, as New York City police commissioner, and as assistant secretary of the navy in the Republican administration of President William McKinley. He was willing to serve presidents of either party as long as he was given the freedom and authority to do his job honestly and effectively.

Always a believer in American military intervention, when war broke out with Spain over its control of Cuba, Roosevelt resigned from his administrative post and volunteered for active duty, stating that “if I am to be any use in politics, it is because I am supposed to be a man who does not preach what I fear to practice.”25 He created a handpicked regiment of cowboys and college friends, known as the Rough Riders, and led them during the victorious charge at the Battle of San Juan Hill.

His well-documented heroism led to his election as governor of New York in 1898 and, two years later, his nomination to be President William McKinley’s vice presidential running mate. Establishment Republicans such as the influential Ohio senator Mark Hanna howled at the selection, asking all who would listen, “Do you realize that there is but one life between that madman and the presidency?”26

Their worst fears were, of course, realized. Within seven months of the inauguration, President McKinley was assassinated and Theodore Roosevelt became the youngest man ever to serve as president of the United States. His first day in the White House fell on what would have been his father’s sixty-seventh birthday. “It is a dreadful thing to come into the presidency this way,” Roosevelt wrote, “but it would be a far worse thing to be morbid about it.”27

From his first hours in office, he was urged to restrain his well-known independence. His brother-in-law Douglas Robinson wrote him a letter after a meeting with the panicked Republican State Committee chairman, a Mr. Dunn: “I feel I must be frank . . . [if] when you start you will give the feeling that things are not to be changed and that you are going to be conservative . . . it will take a weight off the public mind. Mr. Dunn told me today that either he or I must get to you to impress upon you the fact that you must, no matter how much you are pressed and badgered, be as close-mouth and conservative as before your nomination for governor.”28

TR initially tried to calm conservatives’ fears. But once the markets stabilized and the party was unified behind the young president, the man derided by critics as “His Accidency” set about implementing his ideals and recasting the party and the nation in his own image.

The first president to ride in a car, an airplane, and a submarine and to travel abroad, TR would also be the first to wrestle with the challenges of the twentieth century amid near-constant opposition from both Republicans and Democrats in Congress, as he looked toward 1904 and election in his own right. In the decades before Roosevelt reached the presidency, the nation had been transformed from a rural republic to an industrialized nation on the edge of becoming a world power. Now, struggles between labor and big business, smoldering racial tensions, and the problem of preserving the wilderness all demanded to be addressed.

The threats were real. An anarchist’s bullet had claimed the life of his pre-decessor, and the winds of revolution that would culminate with the Russian Revolution of 1917 had begun to blow across the industrialized world. The unregulated trusts, and the “malefactors of great wealth”29 who controlled them, were operating as monopolies that killed competition and assumed power at least equivalent to that of the federal government. But Wall Street barons continued to feel a sense of relative invulnerability as long as a Republican was in the White House. They were in for a rude awakening.

Roosevelt used the occasion of his first formal message to Congress in December of 1901 to sound an evenhanded but still unsettling call for a more equitable balance between free enterprise and corporate responsibility.




The captains of industry . . . have on the whole done great good to our people. Without them the material development of which we are so justly proud could never have taken place. . . . Yet it is also true that there are real and great evils . . . there is a widespread conviction in the minds of the American people that the great corporations known as Trusts are in certain of their features and tendencies hurtful to the general welfare. This is based upon sincere conviction that combination and concentration should be, not prohibited, but supervised and within reasonable limits, controlled; and in my judgment, this conviction is right.30




Roosevelt was concerned that if industrialization’s excesses were not mod-erated through democratic evolution, then socialist revolution would find a fertile ground to sprout in the United States. “The more we condemn unadulterated Marxian Socialism,” he wrote, “the stouter should be our insistence on thoroughgoing social reforms.”31

Roosevelt decided to take a shot across big business’s bow and chose the biggest target available: J. P. Morgan, a legendary international investment banker who at the time controlled resources with greater value than the entire contents of the U.S. Treasury. Morgan and his partners had consolidated power over the railroads in the Pacific Northwest, forming a trust known as Northern Securities that was valued at more than $400 million, at a time when the average wage for working Americans was roughly $750 a year. Roosevelt quietly ordered his attorney general to proceed with a federal lawsuit prosecuting Northern Securities under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. “Neither this nor any other free people will permanently tolerate the use of the vast power conferred by vast wealth without lodging somewhere in the government the still higher power that seeing that this power is used for and not against the interests of the people as a whole,” Roosevelt reasoned.32

Now the plutocrats were under attack by the White House they had previously depended on to defend them from populist attacks. Republicans in Congress and in the cabinet were offended that they had not been consulted about Roosevelt’s directive. No warning had been given. This was, by the standards of the day, an outrage—a violation of the unspoken agreement between wealthy gentlemen.

Morgan rushed to Washington to discuss the matter with the president personally, protesting that “if we had done anything wrong, send your man [meaning the attorney general] to my man [one of Morgan’s army of lawyers] and they can fix it up.”33 But Roosevelt was resolute—there was a new sheriff in town; the era of special privileges for special interests was over. *5 One journalist dryly reported that “Wall Street is paralyzed at the thought that a President of the United States would sink so low as to try and enforce the law.”34

The president’s problems with conflicts between big business and labor were far from over. In the summer of 1902, blood was flowing in the hills of northeastern Pennsylvania, where 150,000 anthracite coal miners had walked off the job. At first few took notice, but eleven weeks into the strikes frustrations erupted into violence; by October, the clashes between strikers and the proxies of management had claimed no less than seven lives amid sixty-seven violent assaults. The menace of mob rule loomed as mines were flooded and bridges blown up. Many people feared that this marked the first stirrings of a socialist revolution in America. Pennsylvania’s governor gave his National Guard troops orders to shoot to kill at the first sign of violence.

Amid the first chills of winter, with the possibility of no coal to heat homes, calls for a settlement had a new urgency. In New York City, schools were closed because there was no coal. With elections looming, Republican politicians protested to the president that the public’s anger would be felt in that fall’s congressional elections. The governor of Massachusetts told Roosevelt in no uncertain terms that “unless you end this strike, the workers in the North will begin tearing down buildings for fuel.”35

Roosevelt’s conservative advisers argued that he had no constitutional responsibility to intervene. But TR believed that “the Constitution was made for the people, and not the people for the Constitution,”36 and decided to act. Few held out hope that there would be a peaceful and speedy resolution. No president had ever mediated a strike personally, and the last person in whom labor leaders expected to find an ally was a Republican in the White House.

Nonetheless, on the morning of October 3, representatives of labor and the mine owners themselves pushed past swarms of reporters and were led into a second-floor conference room, where they were seated at a circular wooden table. Roosevelt greeted them warmly with a wave of his hand, and then the normally extemporaneous president began to read a carefully worded statement: “I wish to call your attention to the fact that there are three parties affected by the situation in the anthracite trade—the operators, the miners, and the general public. I speak neither for the operators nor the miners, but for the general public.”37

TR instinctively sought a Centrist solution to the first great crisis of his presidency—urging the agents of special interests to act in the national interest. But despite his commitment to finding a middle path between extreme positions, the talks soon hit an impasse. Roosevelt felt frustrated at the lack of progress his personal involvement had been able to achieve. In a letter to Henry Cabot Lodge, he wrote: “Unfortunately the strength of my public position before the country is also its weakness. I am genuinely independent of the big monied men in all matters where I think the interests of the public are concerned, and probably I am the first President of recent times of whom this could be truthfully said. . . . I am at my wits’ end how to proceed.”38

Again, TR’s thoughts turned toward Lincoln’s precedent in search of guidance. His language is telling of his Centrist political faith: “Just as Lincoln got contradictory advice from the extremists of both sides . . . so now I have to carefully guard myself against the extremists of both sides.”39

Arbitration—a negotiated settlement by a neutral third party—proved the solution to navigating the rocky shoals between the competing interests on both sides. It had been proposed by labor representatives but rejected by the owners. Then Roosevelt forced the owners’ hand by taking the unprecedented step of readying federal troops to nationalize and operate the coal mines in the absence of an agreement. News of this “big stick” was quietly leaked to the business leaders, who promptly decided that an arbitration commission was acceptable after all. But they cautioned that only individuals acceptable to them would be allowed to sit on the commission. Big business was attempting to stack the deck.

The coal mine owners proposed a five-member panel composed of government officials, businessmen, and one “eminent sociologist,” but no representative of labor. Roosevelt countered by offering to expand the commission to seven people and took advantage of their insistence of a sociologist by proposing that Edgar Clark, chief of the Railway Conductors’ Union, fill that slot—justifying the move by asserting that as a union executive, “Mr. Clark must have thought and studied deeply on social questions.”

Roosevelt was amazed at the ease with which the executives accepted this compromise: “I found that they did not mind my appointing any man, whether he was a labor man or not, so long as he was not appointed as a labor man. . . . I shall never forget the mixture of relief and amusement I felt when I thoroughly grasped the fact that while they would heroically submit to anarchy rather than have Tweedledum, yet if I would call it Tweedledee they would accept it with rapture.”40

In the end, the arbitration panel was formed, the coal miners went back to work, and the Republicans held on to control of Congress. In March, a settlement was reached that gave the workers a 10 percent raise and restricted their work to nine hours a day—but, for the time being, their union was not recognized. While Wall Street again grumbled that the young president’s indepen-dence revealed an antibusiness bias, Roosevelt confided to a friend, “I wish the labor people absolutely to understand that I set my face like flint against violence and lawlessness of any kind on their part, just as much as against arrogant greed by the rich. . . .”41

Roosevelt’s balanced but decisive action established him as a different kind of Republican, one who not only limited the power of the trusts but defended the legitimate rights of labor. No side received a perfect victory, but it was a definite step forward both for workers and for the activist model of the presidency. As Roosevelt later remarked, “The insistence upon having only the perfect outcome often results in securing no betterment whatever.”42

Labor crises were evidence that the United States was no longer a frontier nation. The end of the frontier also meant that the presence of wild open land could no longer be taken for granted in America.

Then, as now, business interests and their representatives in Congress opposed setting aside valuable land beyond the reach of development. As a onetime rancher, Roosevelt understood the struggle of farmers to tame the land and the importance of giving them the assistance they needed to make a living. But he was also among the first men in high political office who understood that the remaining wilderness would need to be protected for future generations.

Even in the infancy of the environmental movement there was a contentious divide between the conservationists and the preservationists. Conservationists believed in the inevitability and desirability of planned use, whereas preservationists would settle for nothing less than maintaining the absolutely pristine state of nature as it was found. TR characteristically opted for a third way.

TR was a committed wise-use conservationist, someone who believed that the wilderness existed for man’s benefit and enjoyment. “Conservation means development as much as it does protection,” he said. “I recognize the right and duty of this generation to develop and use the natural resources of our land; but I do not recognize the right to waste them, or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations that come after us.”43

Acting on his belief that “there is nothing more practical in the end than the preservation of beauty,”44 Roosevelt used the bully pulpit of the presidency, issuing executive orders to set aside millions of acres, including the Grand Canyon, and establishing the U.S. Forest Service. During his first full year in office, Roosevelt increased the amount of federally protected land by a third.

Despite his willingness to go it alone, Roosevelt was also a practical politician who believed in working with Congress whenever possible. After much lobbying and personal persuasion, TR convinced Congress to pass the Reclamation Act of 1902, which ultimately added irrigation to 3 million acres of arid wilderness in the West. In a telling letter to the Republican chairman of the House Appropriations Committee and future Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon, the most powerful anticonservationist in Congress, TR pleaded its case in uncommonly personal terms:







My Dear Mr. Cannon:




I do not believe that I have ever before written to an individual legislator in favor of an individual bill, but I break through my rule to ask you as earnestly as I can not to oppose the [National Reclamation Bill]. Believe me this is something of which I have made a careful study, and great and real though my deference is for your knowledge of legislation and your attitude in stopping expense, yet I feel from my acquaintance with the Far West that it would be a genuine and rankling injustice for the Republican Party to kill this measure. . . . I cannot too strongly express my feeling on this matter.




Faithfully yours,
Theodore Roosevelt. *6







Roosevelt prided himself on his independence from party bosses, but after spending a life in politics, he appreciated the strategy that went into achieving the power needed to bring about lasting good. As he scanned the map of the United States, his fondest political wish was to break the Democrats’ stranglehold on the South.

The “Party of Lincoln” had not been welcome in the South since the Civil War, but Roosevelt’s resolutely national perspective—combined with respect for his mother’s southern roots—made him want to reduce sectional divisions by expanding his party’s reach. Booker T. Washington, head of the Tuskegee Institute, was the most prominent African-American leader of the time, and shared with Roosevelt the belief that strengthening the Republican Party through patronage in the South could lead to improved conditions for blacks and an organized antilynching movement rooted in the federal government. But when Washington was invited to have dinner with Roosevelt in the White House, neither anticipated the outpouring of hatred it would provoke.

While some congratulatory telegrams trickled in, southern newspapers such as the Memphis Scimitar described it as “the most damnable outrage which has ever been perpetrated by any citizen of the United States.” One-eyed South Carolina senator Benjamin “Pitchfork” Tillman declared that their meeting would only hasten the pace of lynchings, that “the action of President Roosevelt in entertaining that nigger will necessitate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn their place again.”45 (Tillman would later be banned from the White House by Roosevelt for having a fistfight on the floor of the Senate.)

When reporters asked the president whether he would have Booker T. Washington to dinner at the White House again, Roosevelt indignantly replied, “I shall have him to dinner just as often as I please.” Three weeks later, he wrote a friend that “the only wise and honorable and Christian thing to do is treat each black man and each white man strictly on his merits as a man . . . while I am in public life, however short a time it may be, I am in honor bound to act up to my beliefs and convictions.”46

Roosevelt subsequently appointed an African-American to serve as the collector for the Port of Charleston—the body of water where the Civil War had begun—over strenuous opposition in the Senate, but his dreams of realigning the South were dashed. Southern Democrats such as newspaper publisher and Mississippi governor James Vardaman began uniting the white vote—rich and poor—around populist racism and hatred of Roosevelt. As 1904 approached, the Democrats had a plan to keep the South in their column: Buttons were printed up showing Roosevelt and Booker T. Washington sitting down together at dinner. The button’s printed slogan—“Social Equality”—was enough of a veiled threat to keep the Republican vote in the minority down in Dixie.47

Southern whites were not the only faction aligned against Roosevelt as the 1904 campaign began. A syndicate of Wall Street interests was offering a million dollars to establishment Republican leader Mark Hanna if he would run for president against the young reformer.48

Roosevelt anticipated this challenge: “As the time for the presidential election of 1904 drew near,” he later wrote, “it became evident that I was strong with the rank and file of the party, but that there was much opposition to me among many of the big political leaders, especially among many of the Wall Street men.”49

The buzz was that the president was “not safe,” that he was an impulsive reformer and an unacceptable risk. Secretary of War Elihu Root, a McKinley holdover, addressed these concerns directly in a speech to a wealthy New York crowd, admitting freely: “He is ‘not safe’ for the men who wish to prosecute selfish schemes for the public’s detriment. He is ‘not safe’ for the men who wish the government conducted with greater reference to campaign contributions than the public good.” But because of his willingness to meet the public’s desire for overdue reforms, Root continued, “I say that he has been, during the years since President McKinley’s death, the greatest conservative force for the protection of property and our institutions.”50 The initially skeptical audience erupted into applause.

The “knockdown and drag-out fight with Hanna and the whole Wall Street crowd”51 Roosevelt anticipated never fully materialized, as the aging Hanna resisted calls for a 1904 campaign and then fell ill with typhoid fever, Now standing alone in the Republican arena, and magnanimous in victory, TR visited the ailing senator’s bedside and asked the old man’s advice.

As the two men reconciled, their supporters were also forced to bury their deep distrust. But when Hanna passed away the Republican National Committee left no question as to who they considered their leader: Inside the Chicago auditorium where the nominating convention was being held, a seven-foot-wide and twenty-foot-tall portrait of Senator Mark Hanna dwarfed the speaker’s platform. On the walls of the convention hall, there were no fewer than twenty-eight other pictures of Hanna gazing down on the proceedings. In contrast, pictures of President Roosevelt were virtually nowhere to be seen. But in all other evident respects, Republicans began to get in line behind their party’s progressive nominee. The power of the presidency left them little choice. Even Wall Street, courted by Roosevelt’s commerce secretary turned campaign manager, George Cortelyou, began to give contributions to the man they had caricatured as a devil just months before—in their eyes, a Republican president, however radical, was far preferable to a populist Democrat who wanted to take the United States off the gold standard.

Roosevelt’s progressive reforms had also succeeded in stealing the thunder away from the Democratic Party’s traditional populist claims. William Jennings Bryan complained bitterly that Roosevelt had stolen the best ideas Bryan had popularized during his campaigns in 1896 and 1900. TR swiftly replied: “So I have. That is quite true. I have taken every one of them except those suited for the inmates of lunatic asylums.”52

By incorporating the Democrats’ message in a more moderate and responsible manner, Roosevelt made the urgency of their calls for a change in government seem irrelevant—an unnecessary deeper leap into the unknown. After all, this Republican reformer did protect the legitimate rights of labor and reigned in the powers of the trusts, while championing environmental conservation. Roosevelt had acted on his belief that “this country would not be a permanently good place for any of us to live in unless we make it a reasonably good place for all of us to live in,” and achieved what in the hands of another man would have been radical change, but he did so through determined conservative means.

Lacking any ability to define themselves in opposition to the president with Bryan, the Democrats nominated the conservative New York judge Alton Parker, a dour man with eyes resembling those of a suspicious walrus. The New York Sun described Parker as having all “the salient qualities of a sphere,”53 while his eighty-two-year-old running mate, Henry G. Davis, was dismissed as “a reminiscence from West Virginia.”

But Parker was able to generate enthusiasm for his candidacy when he abruptly announced that the Democratic platform would change the party’s controversial, decades-long insistence on abandoning the gold standard. Roosevelt immediately recognized the political wisdom of Parker’s shift to the right as “a bold and skillful move.”54 Conservative papers still searching for an alternative to the reform-minded Roosevelt, including the New York Times, the New York Herald, the New York Evening Post, and the Springfield Republican also applauded Parker’s decision. Each of these papers had endorsed McKinley four years before; now they endorsed the stand-pat conservative Democrat over the independent Republican reformer.

Parker’s unexpected step away from Bryan and the populists proved to be his campaign’s high point. The judge was a candidate from another time, reluctant to travel, insisting on conducting a passive front-porch campaign more suited to the nineteenth century. Roosevelt was restrained by the tradition that said that sitting presidents must appear disinterested in their reelection, but he still found time to visit the Revolutionary War headquarters at Valley Forge, pay his respects to Stonewall Jackson’s widow in Richmond, and speak at the Civil War cemetery where his hero Lincoln had offered up the Gettysburg Address.55

As summer turned to fall, TR’s prodigious energy and established record overwhelmed the staid Judge Parker. The nation trusted a Republican reformer more than a conservative Democrat. Distant cousin Franklin Delano Roosevelt spoke for many young Democrats when he explained that he had crossed party lines to vote for TR because “he was a better Democrat than the Democratic candidates.”56 Likewise, even stalwart conservative Roosevelt critics, such as the Wall Street–friendly New York Sun, offered their reasoned, if reluctant, support. The Sun’s editorial endorsement—titled “Theodore, with All Thy Faults”—read in part: “We prefer the impulsive candidate of the party of conservatism than the conservative candidate of the party which the business interests regard as permanently and dangerously impulsive.”57

Roosevelt’s “strenuous moderation,” his advancement of progressive causes through conservative means, left Republican Party leaders and radical Democratic reformers frustrated. Although he may have alienated Americans on the extreme ends of the political spectrum, he had gained the affection of the vast majority of Americans who believed that their president was an honest and independent man acting in their best interests.

On Election Day 1904, their approval was unprecedented. Theodore Roosevelt was elected president in his own right in a landslide. With thirty-three of the forty-five states in the Union supporting Roosevelt—including the southern border state of Missouri—it was the most votes any Republican candidate had received up to that point. The margin of victory was a direct measure of TR’s ability to reach beyond the traditional Republican base of voters.

Roosevelt’s inaugural address in the spring of 1905 eloquently expressed his intention to build on these gains, arguing that “justice and generosity in a nation, as in an individual, count most when shown not by the weak, but by the strong.”58 Despite a severe economic recession during Roosevelt’s second term—and his impulsive public pledge to not seek a third term—the figure of TR dominated the 1908 election. Even the Democratic nominee, William Jennings Bryan, attempted to argue that his party would be best able to build upon Roosevelt’s legacy by more aggressively reigning in the power of big business. But Roosevelt’s handpicked successor, William Howard Taft, bounced to an easy victory thanks to TR’s tireless campaigning on his behalf. Once again the voters overwhelmingly ratified the Roosevelt reforms.

But over the course of Taft’s administration, relations between the two friends grew strained. Taft was by nature less aggressive and more of an ally to big business and the old eastern guard that had previously so comfortably controlled the Republican Party. Taft retreated considerably from Roosevelt’s environmental activism and ordered the Justice Department to curtail its investigations of large corporations.

After returning from a big-game hunting trip in Africa and surveying the American political scene for several months, Roosevelt could not bring himself to stay silent, saying, “The Republican Party is now facing a great crisis. It is to decide whether it will be as in the days of Lincoln, the party of the plain people . . . or whether it will be party privilege and special interest, the heir to those who were Lincoln’s most bitter opponents.”59

By 1912, after much urging from party moderates and progressives, Roosevelt declared that he would challenge Taft for the Republican nomination. This election was the culmination of Roosevelt’s lifelong quest for complete independence. It was an out-and-out battle between the establishment old guard and a former president who now allied himself squarely with progressive reformers in his party. TR won a majority of the state primaries—including Taft’s own Ohio—but with a majority of delegates already committed to Taft, he was blocked at the convention by the machine politicians he had fought all his life. Roosevelt and his supporters marched off the convention floor in protest.

That evening of June 17, 1912, Roosevelt addressed a hastily convened meeting of his supporters in Chicago. He condemned Taft and the conservative Republicans for committing “a crime which represents treason to the people, and the usurpation of the sovereignty of the people by irresponsible political bosses, inspired by sinister influences of moneyed privilege . . . the corrupt alliance between crooked business and crooked politics. . . . The parting of the ways has come,” he announced. The Republican Party must stand “for the rights of humanity or else it must stand for special privilege. . . . we will fight in an honorable fashion for the good of mankind; fearless of the future; unheeding of our individual fates; with unflinching hearts and undimmed eyes; we stand at Armageddon and we battle for the Lord.”60

It was by some accounts the greatest speech of his career. Roosevelt’s progressive supporters let out a mighty cheer and marched out into the Chicago night, having at last broken free of the conservatives in the Republican Party they had so often fought. They would now form their own Progressive Party with TR running for president and tapping California’s young Hiram Johnson for vice president.

But Roosevelt felt some concern about leaving the moderating influence of the established Republican party structure. Less than a year before he had confided to a group of fellow progressive leaders, “I am particularly anxious that in the progressive movement we shall not find ourselves landed where so many other movements have landed when they have allowed enthusiasm to conquer reason.”61

The Democrats’ nominee, New Jersey governor Woodrow Wilson, also attempted to paint himself as the progressive agent of responsible reform—taking pains to distance himself from the political bosses who controlled the Democratic Party, just as TR had throughout his career.

Wilson benefited tremendously from the split in the Republican ranks. Roosevelt carried 27 percent of the popular vote—still the highest percentage ever by a third-party candidate—and his 88 electoral votes dwarfed Taft’s total of just 8. But despite his tremendous personal popularity, TR could not capture the White House without an established party organization to support him. The Progressive Party would fade with the absence of the bright star that TR provided, but its influence would endure, culminating in the New Deal legislation introduced by the administration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

By refusing to choose between the lesser of two evils, Theodore Roosevelt cut his own path through the political wilderness. He affirmed our nation’s oldest ideals while challenging people to expand their sense of obligation to one another. TR was determined to see that our nation evolved progressively forward rather than swerving to the left or the right, and in the process he inspired all subsequent generations of Centrists. It is precisely because he had the courage of his convictions that TR realigned American politics during his lifetime and remains more widely loved than any president since. He is appropriately enshrined in the American memory not as a partisan, but as a patriot.

Theodore Roosevelt remained active in public life until his death, refusing to let ill health or the heartbreaking loss of a son in the First World War slow him down significantly, believing as he always had that “it is well to live bravely and joyously, and to face the inevitable end without flinching.”62 He died at home in his sleep on January 6, 1919. Centrist to the end, he left on his bedside table a note he had written concerning an upcoming trip to Washington: “prevent split on domestic policies.”63 The surviving children were telegraphed simply, “The Old Lion is dead.” Americans everywhere mourned, among them the man who had tried to end TR’s life with a bullet seven years before. “I am sorry to learn of his death,” remarked his would-be assassin, John N. Schrank. “He was a great American. His loss will be a great one for the country.”64 But perhaps the most fitting tribute was offered by the Democratic vice president, Thomas Marshall: “Death had to take him while sleeping. If he had been awake there would have been a fight.”65
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