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To my wife Linda and our four children,  
For, with the joy of the dove celebrating spring,  
moderating my path by helping me follow this golden law:


 




“. . . preserve sound judgment and discretion,  
keep them in mind.These qualities will enliven your soul  
and be an ornament gracing your neck.Then you will go  
on your way in safety, and your foot will not stumble.”


 



Proverbs 3: 21-23






INTRODUCTION

PRESIDENTS AS MUSCULAR MODERATES

A “Middle Course” for Our “Common Cause”

 



 



IT MAY HAVE BEEN THE MOST important dinner party in American history. In June 1790, three titans of the new republic—Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton, and Congressman James Madison—broke bread, drank port, and talked late into the night. Dining together, these patriotic statesmen brokered a deal to keep America united. They may be remembered as equally bewigged, staid Founding Fathers, but each was a headstrong individual, and their visions of how America’s new Constitution should work clashed. Their political and philosophical disagreements became so intense they would roil George Washington’s administration and threaten the states’ still fragile, national alliance.

Despite the elegant candlelight at 57 Maiden Lane in New York, the dinner must have been awkward. The host, Thomas Jefferson, an aristocratic polymath but no genius at human relations, was an unlikely mediator who was more partisan than his reputation as the philosopher of freedom would suggest. He had known his fellow Virginian, the shy, cerebral constitutionalist James Madison, for years. Having met the glib, cosmopolitan secretary of the treasury upon returning from France only weeks earlier in March, Jefferson did not yet know Hamilton well enough to loathe him. Within months, the two  would become the most famous rivals in early American history, representing opposing camps, ideologies, and sensibilities.

Jefferson had joined Washington’s cabinet vowing to avoid petty intrigues; Hamilton and Madison had collaborated on a classic warning against partisanship in writing the Federalist Papers. Yet, having fought together to ratify the Constitution, Madison and Hamilton now fought each other over how to implement it. Favoring strong centralized government, Hamilton proposed that the new federal government pay off the states’ Revolutionary War debts. More virtuous farmer than sophisticated financier, Madison feared the scheme would penalize responsible states like his native Virginia, which had already settled its debts, and would unfairly reward profligate northern states that had ignored their debts, banking on an eventual federal windfall. Virginia’s Revolutionary War hero, Lighthorse Harry Lee, captured the southern sentiment, preferring to dissolve the union rather than succumb to a “fixed insolent northern majority.”

“In general I think it necessary to give as well as take in a government like ours,” Jefferson magnanimously declared that June. An enlightened rationalist, Jefferson hosted the dinner with Hamilton and Madison because he believed that “men of sound heads and honest views needed nothing more than explanation and mutual understanding to enable them to unite in some measures which might enable us to get along.” This repast resulted in the Compromise of 1790.

In this great American accord, the two Virginians, Jefferson and Madison, delivered enough southerners’ votes in Congress to pass Hamilton’s ambitious, counterintuitive plan to prove America’s fiscal responsibility by assuming, then paying off the war debts. In return, Hamilton supported situating the nation’s capital farther south along the Potomac River, carving out a city from two slave states, Maryland and Virginia. By August, Jefferson reported that a spirit of compromise had restored the congressional harmony disrupted by the two thorny questions of the debt and the capital’s location.

This harmonious tale slights a critical player, President George Washington. Its spirit of moderation testifies to Washington’s leadership. George Washington championed the middle course as the best path. As president, he fostered what he called “a spirit of accommodation.” Washington embodied Americans’ commitment to a “common cause,” and he repeatedly urged his squabbling subordinates to find those “mutual concessions which are requisite to the general prosperity,” even by sacrificing “individual advantages to the interest of the Community.”
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George Washington’s first inauguration, at Federal Hall in New York City, on April 30, 1789, launched the new nation in a spirit of harmony and compromise. (National Archives)

Unlike Jefferson, Washington was too discreet to leave a diary entry or write a letter detailing his contribution to what must have been many dinners, exchanges, calculations, and clashes before the legendary meal. Even as the president fought pneumonia during the spring, he warned that discretion remained essential. When Washington went sailing with his secretaries of state and treasury that June, he recorded in his diary the fish caught and the warm sentiments exchanged, not the political give and take that undoubtedly occurred among the men.

As the story of the peacemaking banquet took on legendary proportions, it validated Washington’s mission to preserve the union’s serenity by finding “sensible men” who could resist democratic politics’ tide of vitriol. The two volatile questions, of the debt and the capital city’s location, terrified Washington. He realized they could upend the states’ still uneasy alliance. After Hamilton and Madison had compromised, the president, invoking one of his favorite phrases, invited all Americans to look forward to “enjoying peace abroad, with tranquility at home.”

WASHINGTON’S WAY, this often subtle search for the center, has been the secret to American political success. This spirit of compromise is one of America’s signature contributions to the noble story of democratic leadership since the 1700s. It is tragic that the capital city named after George Washington, so carefully, sensitively, poised between north and south, would come to represent partisanship, polarization, extremism, and intrigue. By 2007, Connecticut’s Senator Joseph Lieberman was complaining, “There is something profoundly wrong when opposition to the war in Iraq seems to inspire greater passion than opposition to Islamist extremism.” Defying his party’s most passionate partisans, the 2000 Democratic vice presidential nominee denounced this “political climate where, for many people, when George Bush says ‘yes,’ their reflex reaction is to say ‘no.’” In that spirit, New York’s legendary Mayor Ed Koch once challenged his constituents, “If you agree with me on nine out of twelve issues, vote for me. If you agree with me on twelve out of twelve issues, see a psychiatrist.”

Today’s world is too dangerous for Americans to be so deeply, angrily, and unreasonably divided. Enlightened self-interest, wherein the right thing to do is the smart thing to do, calls for reason and unity, not emotion and demagogy. America needs passionate centrists ready to elect presidents leading from the center. And those presidents should be muscular moderates, visionary enough to preserve core values but nationalistic enough and popular enough to root their actions in a broad consensus, which they must often build.

Americans expect their leaders to seek the center. They have long rewarded leaders who built big, broad political tents driven deep into America’s rich soil, rather than those who put up partisan lean-tos tilting left or right. Abraham Lincoln’s famous Emancipation Proclamation was actually a cautious state document with all the passion of an accountant’s ledger. Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal was an incremental zigzag that frustrated communists and plutocrats alike. But rather than representing a failure of leadership, these moments of moderation, like Washington’s persistent push for compromise in the 1790s, showcase Americans and their presidents at their best.

In the past, presidents often led from the center boldly. When Abraham Lincoln defined the American nation at Gettysburg, when Franklin Roosevelt restored national confidence during his First Hundred Days, when John F. Kennedy affirmed America’s moral commitment to civil rights—they all were leading the country to a new center. But center  seeking often required great patience. There were no immediate results when George Washington mediated between warring cabinet secretaries or Abraham Lincoln deliberated and dithered as he wondered how to end slavery without losing the strategic border states. It took tremendous self-control for Theodore Roosevelt to settle 1902’s anthracite coal strike by arbitration not fiat and for Franklin D. Roosevelt to inch America step by step toward involvement in World War II. Americans displayed great fortitude as Harry Truman crafted a long-term, bipartisan Cold War containment policy that only truly bore fruit during Ronald Reagan’s presidency four decades later. Thinking creatively and cultivating broad alliances, presidents should push voters just enough so they move forward without losing their balance.

George Washington’s comportment was contagious. Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson remained civil toward each other long after they learned to despise one another, as each competed for the great man’s blessing. Hamilton in particular became dramatically more vitriolic after he left the cabinet in 1795 and no longer interacted regularly with Washington, his mentor for two decades. Individually and collectively, in his lifetime and after his death, George Washington spread a gospel of civility and centrism that elevated Americans and the presidency.

 



ALTHOUGH PARTISAN MUDSLINGING is as American as apple pie, there is an equally long and vibrant tradition of cultivating civility and seeking the center. The Founders expected conflict, but they hoped to manage, subdue, and dissipate it. During the fight over ratifying the Constitution in 1787 and 1788, the man who would be remembered as the father of the Constitution, James Madison, wrote the classic American text on the subject. Writing under the pen name Publius with his friends Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, Madison asserted that an effective government could manage “the violence of faction.” Madison sought “enlightened statesmen” who could balance clashing agendas, forging compromises that would serve the public good. But relying on leadership was not enough. The genius of the republican system of government was to filter popular opinion, trusting elites to shape popular impulses into constructive patriotic actions.

This vision of a political system balancing factions and refining the “public voice” culminated a twenty-year effort to master the science of politics, American style. Unlike the subsequent French and Russian Revolutions, the American Revolution was a most moderate rebellion. With gentlemen  leaders like George Washington and James Madison rising up to preserve the status quo afterward, there was little social dislocation and no mass bloodletting. Fortunately lacking a Robespierre or a Lenin, free of mass seizures and deadly purges, the revolutionary era culminated with the Founders’ bundle of constitutional compromises to moderate conflict.

This notion of minimizing clashes, seeking the “public good,” is a major theme in American history. The United States was never an all-or-nothing country in which fanaticism reigned. Americans have tempered extreme views with pragmatic concerns. At heart, most Americans are incrementalists, who value change but base it on tradition. We need to reacquaint ourselves with George Washington’s open-tent rationalism, Abraham Lincoln’s level-headed pragmatism, Theodore Roosevelt’s red-white-and-blue romanticism, and Franklin Roosevelt’s problem-solving nationalism.

Most modern intellectuals dislike the idea of “nationalism,” the “particularly rotten apple,” as the leading German philosopher Ulrich Beck has written. Conveniently forgetting that nationalism remains the world’s central organizing principle, with 192 nation-states in the United Nations, cosmopolitan critics link nationalism with parochialism, xenophobia, prejudice, extremism, militarism, and mass murder. Associating nationalism with Bosnia’s brutality and Nazism’s horrors, academics celebrate the European Union and other centers of enlightenment as “postnational.” Yet Europeans forget how Germanic Germans remain and how French the French still are, even when they all earn euros.

Nationalism, especially during the twentieth century, has unleashed great cruelty. But nationalism has also fueled many modern miracles, with America’s liberal democratic experiment perhaps the greatest success story. Without appeals to the national conscience, without a strong sense of a national purpose, Americans might not have healed the sectional divide, settled the West, won world wars, explored space, formed successful businesses, or created the Internet. The American nation has generated mass prosperity, educated hundreds of millions, absorbed tens of millions of immigrants, encouraged scientific and technological breakthroughs, and spread essential rights along with liberating freedoms. Most important, because of their widespread faith in America’s founding tenets, Americans have accomplished all of this without radical revolutions, bloodshed, dictators, or class violence.

American nationalism is not just xenophobia or imperialism; American patriotism is not simply McCarthyism. When Abraham Lincoln invoked  “the mystic chords of memory,” he was reminding Americans of what united them as one nation—and evoking their highest national ideals. When Ronald Reagan saluted John Winthrop’s “shining city upon a hill,” he, too, summoned a mythic national past to push the country toward a better future. At its best, nationalism is an essential force in shaping an American center. Appeals to national hopes and virtues can moderate polarizing passions; the American way is to use the collective national identity to raise individuals to higher standards of belief, behavior, values, and accomplishments.

Alas, America’s historic commitment to centrism is menaced by the shrill invective resonating in Washington, in the media, on campus, and on the Internet, particularly the “blogosphere.” Our culture and politics are well matched. It is difficult to expect a politics of moderation in an age of excess; temperance cannot flourish in a culture of extravagance.

The middle has long been a very appealing, and very American, place to be—and must remain so. The “great American center” has a long, proud history of offering a muscular moderation, not a mushy middle. It is the moderation of the American revolutionaries, who refused to descend into anarchy or replace one monarchy with another. It is the centrism of George Washington, who governed by eloquently appealing to reason, a “middle course,” and our “common cause,” while balancing off his dueling disciples. It is the cautious, compassionate pragmatism of Abraham Lincoln, who preserved the union while leading it toward abolishing slavery. It is the nationalism of Theodore Roosevelt, who carved out “the plain people” coast to coast as the presidential constituency. It is the visionary, experimental incrementalism of Franklin D. Roosevelt, who led a reluctant America in the late 1930s into the welfare state era, and then in the early 1940s led Americans away from isolation toward a heroic democratic intervention that saved the Western world. It is the bipartisan consensus forged by Harry Truman and maintained by the postwar presidents, culminating in the implosion of the Soviet Union and the crumbling of the communist bloc in the late 1980s and early 1990s. And it is the unity felt on September 11, 2001, as Americans grieved together, worked together, and committed to fighting together against the Islamist scourge.

Chapter by chapter, this book examines some of America’s greatest presidents. Emphasizing these great leaders’ tactical fluidity and nation-building vision yields fresh explanations for their successes. Other chapters show how too much stubbornness or weakness have caused presidents to fail. In assessing presidencies these days, most journalists tend to be Freudian, emphasizing  character, while many historians remain Rooseveltian, judging chief executives by the standards of the ultimate presidential superhero, Franklin Roosevelt. Even the most successful conservative president of the twentieth century, Ronald Reagan, was often defined—and frequently defined himself—vis-à-vis Roosevelt.

Appreciating this tradition of leading muscular moderates challenges the conventional portraits of some of America’s most familiar presidents. George Washington, long underestimated as a figurehead, emerges as an effective, statesmanlike force for moderation and reason. By contrast, Abraham Lincoln, frequently hailed as bold and visionary, appears more cautious and consensus building. Theodore Roosevelt, perhaps the most unlikely model moderate given his flamboyance and excitability, was a surprisingly soothing centrist anchored by his romantic American nationalism. And contrary to the continuing portraits of Franklin Roosevelt as either a crusading liberal or status quo sellout, his extraordinary ability to balance and reconcile the powerful forces buffeting America during the Great Depression and building up to World War II comes through clearly.

Looking at Roosevelt’s successors, the joint achievement of Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower in improvising a bipartisan Cold War strategy and establishing the protocols of the mutually reinforcing cultural consensus looms large. The first two years of John Kennedy’s presidency showcase the limits of moderation when pressing moral issues emerge, much like the situation facing the pre-Civil War presidents. But toward the end of his presidency, Kennedy rose to the civil rights challenge, demonstrating how presidents can channel radical impulses functioning as chief executives, not crusaders.

The presidencies of Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Jimmy Carter teach different lessons about moderate leadership. Each was surprisingly centrist in policy matters, especially domestically. But Johnson failed because he was too rigid regarding Vietnam. Nixon self-destructed because his tactical aggressiveness belied his policy centrism. Carter floundered because his lack of faith in America’s future contradicted Americans’ optimistic nationalism.

The three two-term presidents since 1980 offer interesting case studies in presidential statesmanship and center seeking. Ronald Reagan was more centrist than his conservative ideology and rhetoric suggested. Reagan repeatedly compromised, showing far more concern for national unity, relative political calm, and his own personal popularity than for conservative purity. Bill Clinton was even more accommodating than  Reagan. But whereas Reagan remained anchored in his ideology and frequently demonstrated a muscular moderation, Clinton’s need to be loved made for a spineless centrism. Finally, if Bill Clinton was too concerned with public approval, George W. Bush has demonstrated the perils of not being sufficiently sensitive to popular opinion. Bush’s characteristic go-it-alone stance sullied the “goodly fabric” George Washington wove so carefully, illustrating the broad dangers to the body politic when a president is imprisoned by his convictions.

The Bill Clinton-George W. Bush obsession with winning at any price resulted in two, two-term presidencies, but at great cost. Both Clinton and Bush maneuvered masterfully to maintain power, but they further divided the American people. Just as Americans are starting to measure their “carbon footprints,” assessing how many noxious emissions each individual generates, we need to start measuring our leaders’ toxic footprints, measuring the poisonous fallout of particular actions, even if they were successful in the short term. During the Monica Lewinsky scandal, Bill Clinton kept his office and maintained his popularity, but at what cost to the nation’s soul? George W. Bush in 2004 won his reelection campaign, but at what cost to the nation’s psyche? Important presidential duties include strengthening democracy, uniting Americans, and reaffirming ideals; a president who leaves office with a nation further divided, demoralized, and doubting its own virtue is a failure, no matter how popular he or she may have been.

Great leaders are born and made. Each successful president brought particular talents and innate personality traits to the table, be it Washington’s reserve, Lincoln’s humility, Theodore Roosevelt’s bluster, Franklin Roosevelt’s agility, Truman’s directness, John Kennedy’s panache, or Ronald Reagan’s wit. Presidential success traditionally has married substantive achievement with stylistic popularity. Great presidents also succeeded by rooting their leadership projects in common aspirations their fellow citizens shared, which resonated with broader visions and conceptions of America during their respective eras. George Washington spoke the language of enlightened republicanism in the Age of Reason. Abraham Lincoln’s kindhearted, nationalistic, “my policy is to have no policy” approach offered an elastic centrism that enabled a racist America to free the slaves for the sake of union, not egalitarianism. Lincoln’s leadership went beyond both the “split-the-difference” compromising of party men like Henry Clay and the zealotry of the abolitionists. He followed a “middle measure” pragmatism, two decades before Charles Peirce formally defined the concept of “pragmatism” in American thought.

After the Civil War, most Northerners feared leaders who were too extremist and disdained those who were too compliant. Abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison were as despised as Millard Fillmore and Franklin Pierce, the ineffectual accommodators who could not keep America united. Half a century later, Theodore Roosevelt pioneered a populist nationalism that mobilized a country unified by an increasingly popular and nationalized press. Franklin Roosevelt then perfected it, further weaving the country together in radio’s magic web. Finally, the bipartisan consensus leaders of the Cold War spoke authoritatively to a confident country with a strong sense of purpose. Alas, today the ugly political climate reflects a broader cynicism and loss of faith, especially among elites and political players.

Whereas being flexible and moderate helped the greatest American presidents succeed, some of the least successful presidents failed by being too rigid. Ideologues rarely make it to the White House. With the party system of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries emphasizing party loyalty and electability and the modern primary system emphasizing popularity and electability, most successful nominees have been conventional, compromising coalition builders, not flamethrowers. But once in office, some presidents dug their heels in so deeply on certain issues that they failed as presidents. James Buchanan’s unyielding support for the illegitimate, proslavery Lecompton constitution; Woodrow Wilson’s stubborn championship of the League of Nations treaty; and Lyndon Johnson’s commitment to South Vietnam even as the war there escalated, are examples of self-destructive presidential inflexibility. Although the outcome of the Iraq war is as yet unknown, it is clear that George W. Bush’s rigidity has proved highly, dysfunctionally divisive. Democratic leadership is a high-wire balancing act. Leaning too far in any direction or holding on too tight to heavy baggage risks a steep fall, often with no safety net.

 



THE PRESIDENT’S JOB is to preside. And presidents preside most effectively over this diverse country by pursuing centrism rather than riling partisans. Using slim majorities to impose radical changes on the country violates the implicit democratic contract between the leader and the people. Great presidents aim for the center, hitting the popular bull’s-eye as close as possible, albeit sometimes after repositioning it.

Today, with America threatened by Islamist terrorism and nuclear roguery, presidents must strive to overcome divisive politics and temper extreme positions. America prospers when it has a president who leads by  consensus building. “Soldiering is 99% boredom and 1% sheer terror,” one Civil War soldier wrote to his wife. Similarly, effective American democratic leadership requires long bouts of compromising, slogging through, and coalition building, punctuated by bursts of boldness and occasional flights of eloquence.

Admittedly, moderation is an odd thing to get passionate about. It is a posture, a tactic, a strategy, that by definition is not intended to make the blood boil. Moreover, it is a relative, ever-changing position. As public opinion fluctuates, conditions change, issues come and go, the elusive center shifts, too. In most Americans’ search for heroes, in modern academics’ search for radicals, in the media’s mania for headlines, moderation often seems to be a synonym for capitulation or indecision.

Mocking moderates is a great American tradition. No politician in the 1970s or 1980s wanted to be called a “wimp.” In mid-twentieth-century America, the dismissive term was “Caspar Milquetoast,” the name of the reedy, bespectacled, sniveling cartoon character who insisted on wearing a belt and suspenders. Prior to that, the pejorative label was “mugwump,” early American slang for an Indian chief, which evolved into a nickname for elite political reformers in the late 1800s. By the 1930s, the Blue Earth Post in Minnesota was defining mugwump as “a sort of bird that sits on a fence with his mug on one side, and his wump on the other.” In 1992 Vice President Dan Quayle dismissed the Democratic centrist Bill Clinton as a “waffler” whose favorite color was “plaid.”

By definition, the very willingness to seek the center and consider various opinions from thoughtful critics makes moderates particularly open to deliberation. But that introspection also encourages the flexibility, civility, creativity, and rationality that are the moderate’s hallmarks. The great British philosopher of liberty, John Stuart Mill, taught that polemics suppress dialogue, stigmatizing opponents as “bad and immoral men.” The only way to evaluate bold contrary opinions is “by studied moderation of language.”

The moderate who listens, who retains self-control, who squelches the temptation to lurch to the left or right, is also proudly rooted in Western thought and the American political tradition. Even though they triggered wide-ranging, even radical, changes, the American revolutionaries created a moderate revolution and republic because individual and collective temperance had been imprinted upon them from birth. The major inspirations for American political thought, including the Bible, both Jewish and Christian; the classics, both Greek and Roman;  Puritanism; and the Enlightenment, celebrated modesty, balance, self-denial, and rationality.

The Bible is filled with stories of heroes conquering their passions, their controlling impulses—and suffering the consequences when they indulge their emotions. Leaders, in particular, succeed when they are “discerning and wise,” as Joseph is described in Genesis 41:33. When Moses succumbs to anger and hits the rock in his frustrated quest for water, he ends up being banned from entering the Promised Land. His successor, Joshua, is blessed with the chance to lead his people, because as a spy in Canaan he was one of only two out of twelve who could see an optimistic, golden, middle path to success, rather than the ten extremists’ nightmarish vision of a terrifying land that the children of Israel could never conquer. Biblical aphorisms emphasized self-control and self-possession. Proverbs 17:27 teaches, “A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered.” In Phillipians 4:5, Paul preaches, “Let your moderation be known unto all men, The Lord is at hand.”

In their quest for harmony, balance, and beauty, the Greek philosophers echoed this notion of self-control, temperance, and reason, transforming the Bible’s warnings into positive models of moderation. Socrates taught that people “must know how to choose the mean and avoid the extremes on either side, as far as possible.” The classic tale of Icarus endorses moderation. Cautioning that his wax wings would not function if they were made wet by the sea or melted by the sun, Daedalus urged his son to “fly the middle course.” Icarus’s refusal to heed his father’s call for moderation had fatal results, as did the Roman descent into decadence. American revolutionaries were steeped in the classics and terrified of replicating the Roman Republic’s failures.

The great medieval philosopher Moses Ben Maimon, also known as Maimonides, synthesized the biblical warnings and Greek models to chart “the Golden Mean” or the “Golden Path.” Writing in the 1100s, Maimonides calculated his moderation geometrically, urging individuals to calibrate their behavior by placing themselves equidistant from their warring impulses. Defining wisdom as moderation, Maimonides said individuals needed to seek those intermediate midpoints in their emotions, appetites, personal relations, and business lives.

These concepts guided America’s early settlers, especially the Puritans of New England. The Puritans were quite zealous about their modesty, although they were not as dour and repressed as they are often depicted. The Puritans were America’s most ardent champions of the Protestant work  ethic. They cleverly synthesized Calvinist discipline with American ambition by balancing the spiritual and the material, seeking worldly success without profligate excess.

The Enlightenment of the 1600s and 1700s built on this moderate tradition and shaped the environment in which the remarkably reasonable and balanced American Revolution took place. Philosophers in the Age of Reason traced the steady development of Western reason, ignoring the bursts of passion and unreason among the Jews and the Christians, the Greeks and the Romans. From a modern viewpoint, British America’s elite colonial society looks tightly wound, elaborately choreographed, and exhaustingly formalistic. But like the moderate imperative itself, the affectations and formality were weapons to civilize what remained a wild, uncontrollable environment.

Balancing out all the “Give me Liberty or give me Death” rhetoric, America’s founders were surprisingly deliberative, cautious, and moderate. George Washington linked his faith in reason with his urge to seek the center, to find what he called the nation’s unifying “goodly fabric.” He recognized that if his reason could lead him to one conclusion, others could reason their way to conflicting, but equally reasonable, conclusions. Preventing a French Revolution-style Reign of Terror was among the American Revolution’s great gifts to humanity.

Although often marked by highly partisan debates and occasionally wracked by intense conflict, the United States of America also developed an enlightened democratic reasonableness that has served it well. At critical moments in American history, leaders emerged who could hew a middle path, who could rally a majority of Americans on common ground. The United States was blessed again and again by leaders who created a common language to face challenges. Sometimes Americans were mobilized by the resounding crash of weaponry, as during the two world wars. Sometimes they were inspired by the rhetoric of visionary statesmen such as Franklin D. Roosevelt or John F. Kennedy. And sometimes Americans were united by the staccato beat of factory machines as they pursued prosperity.

Healthy communities need crosscutting loyalties and shifting alliances. In the 1890s, ethnic and religious allegiances undermined class solidarity, saving Gilded Age America from becoming radicalized as Europe was in that era. In New York, Irish Catholic immigrants identified with the Irish Catholic gentry praying with them at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. They all voted for Tammany Hall Democrats, unlike the Protestants who, rich or poor, voted Republican. Similarly, Ronald Reagan’s coalition in the  1980s made for a less polarized society, uniting hardheaded businessmen, hedonistic yuppies, disappointed blue-collar Roosevelt Democrats, and Bible-toting fundamentalists.

In the spirit of multidimensional identities and crosscutting ties, Rodney King’s cry during the 1992 Los Angeles riots after a jury acquitted four white policemen of beating him with nightsticks—“Why can’t we get along?”—should resonate widely. Our elites should act more intelligently, reasonably, and constructively. Instead, we get “What’s the matter with Kansas?”-type polemics, with experts asking the “little guys” and their wives what is wrong with them, how come they are not voting correctly?

 



APPRECIATING MODERATION contradicts pop culture and the latest academic fashions. In Walt Disney’s Hall of the Presidents and other popular venues, presidential superheroes save America, often with a rhetorical flourish. On the opposite extreme, academic debunkers ranging from the Afrocentrists to Howard Zinn portraying America as a conflict-ridden, rudderless colossus, burdened by impotent leaders or unduly aggressive presidents compensating for individual and national insecurities. Professors honor the antislavery zealotry of John Brown and William Lloyd Garrison over Abraham Lincoln’s deliberation. Popularizing the academic trend, History Channel’s recent Ten Days That Unexpectedly Changed America  highlighted Indian massacres, violent clashes between citizens, and radical bombings. These extreme portraits are inaccurate. Balanced analytical history elevates, not just denigrates. We can learn from the coalition builders, not just the partisans; the statesmen, not just the demagogues; and the magnanimous uniters, not just the cranky dividers.

All societies—and especially democracies—need natural mechanisms to resolve conflicts. America’s balance seems more difficult to find in a seemingly balkanized world of racial division, ethnic estrangement, religious conflict, geographical tension, and political zeal. Yet American society also functions far more smoothly, effectively, and kindly than the naysayers of the media would ever suggest.

True, many people fear that moderation simply perpetuates the status quo. Compelling moral movements to eliminate slavery and advance civil rights required extremists’ radical passion. A democratic society needs its innovative thinkers and activists, what Martin Luther King Jr. called its “creative extremists.” Sometimes wrongs must be righted by revolutionaries rather than by committees. But there is no precise formula for determining just how  confrontational and controversial public actors should be. Malcolm X, for one, mocked Martin Luther King’s approach, snarling that revolutions cannot succeed with victims and oppressors swaying together, singing “We Shall Overcome . . . Suum Day.”

 



PRESIDENTS ARE NOT ELECTED to be revolutionaries. A successful president needs to unite the American people around a cause, as Abraham Lincoln did with the antislavery movement, as Theodore Roosevelt and Franklin Roosevelt did with the push for more economic equity, and as John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson did with the civil rights movement. This type of visionary president can help mainstream bold changes for the American people by domesticating them and thus popularizing them. That kind of statesmanship requires an ability to triangulate, finding a position by averaging among extreme viewpoints. A great leader can help forge a consensus and build bridges between different factions.

Muscular moderation should be neither weak nor conformist. The greatest failures in American presidential history were the ciphers, not the hotheads. What distinguishes Franklin Pierce, Ulysses S. Grant, and Warren G. Harding as the most undistinguished of presidents is their passivity. The call for moderation is a delicate balancing act. It requires visionary leaders who can be activist without being extremist, who can galvanize but not polarize. These muscular moderates can calm the waters and shift public opinion while refusing to play up to the demands of partisan extremists.

Some anger is healthy in a democracy. Especially in modern America’s consumer-addled, increasingly selfish society, anger motivates. Narcotized by the leisure culture, we need passion to pull ourselves away from our iPods and plunge into politics. Moreover, anger can be logical. The humanitarian philosopher Elie Wiesel notes that anger is the rational response to terrorism. The mass murder of innocents and genocidal calls to destroy America or the West should not be treated lightly. Moderation in no way implies paralysis. But vigorous responses have to be rationally based. Shrill debates obscure real dangers and risk hysterical overreactions.

We need to rediscover the centrality of centrism in American history—and in American life today. Americans get along better than many think, historians claim, and journalists report. American nationalism remains remarkably strong and surprisingly constructive, launching three hundred million people in an ever-improving quest for liberty and equality along with a miraculously successful pursuit of happiness. If we want to prosper  and remain safe, we need to cooperate on our common destiny, remember our common ground, and find our common voice. We cannot just vent spleen and play to the extremes. As the American Revolution began, Benjamin Franklin insisted, “We must hang together, gentlemen . . . else, we shall most assuredly hang separately.” This quip used to be one of American history’s defining clichés. It remains true today.

 



HISTORY IS NOT A RECIPE; leadership is not formulaic. But we should learn from our past and from our greatest presidents. Center seeking is not pandering; it is community building. Compromising can be courageous, not cowardly. We need leaders who understand, as George Washington did, that reasonable people will disagree; who seek Abraham Lincoln’s “middle measures”; who share Theodore Roosevelt’s faith in the American nation; and who are willing to experiment, as Franklin Roosevelt did, in the quest for the “greatest good.” In an age of terrorism, don’t we need Harry Truman’s bipartisan foreign policy stopping harsh disagreements at the “water’s edge?” After two decades of culture wars, don’t we yearn for a president like Dwight Eisenhower, who refused to “go to the gutter,” either on the right or the left? And don’t we wish that, although debating passionately but respectfully, we could all rally around the original founding vision of this country as an idyllic “city upon a hill”?

When Ronald Reagan invoked the “shining city upon a hill,” the controversial conservative president cleverly used Massachusetts Bay Governor John Winthrop’s Puritan vision to unite Americans in the 1980s around a traditional American dream. The desire to be more sane, reasonable, constructive, and moderate in politics shaped the discussion in the eighteenth century about the “New World,” Lincoln’s nineteenth-century rhetoric about “the last best hope on earth,” and the twentieth-century vision of “an American century.” Americans have traditionally thought of their country as a model for the world, especially in politics; it behooves us to live up to that image.

This search for the center, for a majoritarian stance, may be the quintessential democratic quest. Democracy represents a leap of faith that a diverse group of people can find common ground, be they the 30 students in an elementary school who elect a class president or the 120 million people or so who elect the president to represent 300 million Americans. Making that happen, seeking to make as many people as possible in a given society winners without alienating or marginalizing the losers, is a  noble endeavor. Developing the common vocabulary—Madison’s “public voice”—and finding that broad social consensus is indeed democracy’s “Holy Grail.”

Today, more and more people, turned off by the shrill partisanship of public debate, are joining a disengaged majority. They avoid the hardscrabble fights, seeking comfort in what Thomas Jefferson, quoting the Renaissance thinker Michel de Montaigne, called the “softest pillow” of political ignorance. But rather than being forced between the fluffy pillow of political ignorance and the hard rocks of partisan warfare, Americans once again need to seek the Madisonian golden mean. America needs a president willing to embroider a glorious new pattern on Washington’s “goodly fabric,” exercising a muscular moderation that tackles problems practically, from the center.

Moderate presidents who remain both principled and accommodating can overcome the hyper-partisan rift dividing this country. Even with George Washington’s tolerance, Abraham Lincoln’s pragmatism, Theodore Roosevelt’s nationalism, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s greatest good experimentalism, Harry Truman’s bipartisanship, Dwight Eisenhower’s consensus building, and Ronald Reagan’s patriotic inspiration as building blocks, modern America may not find all the answers. But the political process could inspire, not alienate. Politics could become more like high-class theater and less like burlesque, or, even worse, a cockfight.

Of course, American politics has long been brutal, more a contact sport than a civil debate. But attitudes change; leadership counts. Today’s sour, cynical climate is a historical construct. It can be fixed. In the twentieth century, Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan presided over periods of patriotic renewal and increased idealism. In the twenty-first century, that kind of leadership, those kinds of results, are still possible. We eagerly await such a leader.

Civility is mass produced by millions of small but big-hearted gestures but all too easily destroyed by a few loud, small-minded people. All of us, regardless of our political colors, should make amends for the hysteria of these last two decades; reflect on today’s continuing tensions; and approach tomorrow with more openness, mutuality, acceptance, respect, humility, and love—even for those who will still dare to disagree with us.
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WASHINGTON’S WAY


“Liberal Allowances, Mutual Forbearances,  
and Temporizing Yieldings on All Sides”


 



 



AMERICA’S FIRST ACTION HERO, the full-page color advertisement in the New York Times proclaimed. The History Channel was promoting its May 2006 extravaganza, Washington the Warrior. There was the father of our country, George Washington, looking very buff and manly. In portraits Washington usually appears as elegant and meticulously dressed, flashing his enigmatic smile. This Washington was grimacing, shouting, running, and clutching a musket. A rip in his sleeve exposed a cut on his bicep, offering a macho contrast to his powder-blue frock coat’s gold trim and frilly collar.

Yet even though they were promoting this hip, muscular General George Washington on television, the History Channel producers reinforced an older stereotype of President Washington as wooden on their Web site, posting an article describing Washington’s “reticence and lack of intellectual flair” and claiming that his “stiff dignity and sense of propriety postponed the emergence of the fierce partisanship that would characterize” succeeding administrations. The image of the buff Washington at war seemed to be overcompensating for the stiff, historical Washington at peace. American mythology consistently casts Washington as the dim bulb  among the Founders, the silent, even tongued-tied figurehead who became legendary even though he was not as smart as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, or Alexander Hamilton.

Despite this image, Washington was a muscular moderate, far shrewder than many acknowledged. Emotionally disciplined, philosophically faithful to an enlightened, democratic “empire” of reason, Washington passionately advocated political moderation. Acknowledging his own shortcomings as a human being, he tolerated and welcomed others’ views. He realized that others might reasonably reach different conclusions about important issues. Washington’s idea of democratic politics was to seek common ground and blaze a centrist trail.

American historians traditionally hail Washington as a simple republican who spurned monarchical ambitions. But his moderating influence in the clash between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson is his most relevant legacy. Washington’s approach to the presidency was consensus driven. He unraveled problems deftly, finding the common thread to reconcile opponents. A fresh look reveals Washington as a maestro of moderation, eloquently establishing the search for a “common cause” as an essential prerequisite for presidential leadership, and for American citizenship.

 



WASHINGTON’S CALL FOR CENTRISM seems to have been a plaintive cry against what most historians consider his administration’s defining story. Washington’s young country was divided. North opposed south. Agrarian debtors battled urban creditors. Alexander Hamilton’s northern nationalists fought the James Madison-Thomas Jefferson, states rights-oriented Virginia alliance, eventually coalescing into the Federalist Party versus the Democratic-Republicans. Their conflicts spawned one of America’s gifts to politics—and unexpected keys to centrism: the two-party system.

The Founders despised factionalism even as they spread it. “If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go at all,” insisted Thomas Jefferson, who nevertheless subsequently established what became the Democratic Party, today the world’s oldest political party. Linking national character with personal character, Washington believed that a noble nation needed virtuous, self-sacrificing, disinterested leaders—altruistic brokers, not zealous crusaders.

The retired General Washington was fifty-five years old when the Constitutional Convention assembled. A Virginia aristocrat made rich through  land speculation, a Seven Years’ War veteran and Revolutionary War hero, Washington knew just when to retreat yet still appear successful. Tall, statuesque, reserved, George Washington played his role brilliantly. Surrounded by short, foppish blabbermouths like John Adams, Washington looked like a leader and acted like a demigod. His peers—and successors—perceived moral authority in his physical strength and wisdom in his silence.

George Washington’s aloofness was legendary. Even to his peers, he was a marble statue brought to life. A brilliant politician, Washington tempered his reticent dignity with a charming affability, earning love and respect from friends and strangers. Still, Washington was no glad-hander. The general advised a young Continental Army colonel, “Be easy and condescending [with] your officers, but not too familiar.” Otherwise one risked losing “that respect which is necessary to support a proper command.”

During the 1787 Constitutional Convention, the Revolution’s financial genius, Gouverneur Morris, scoffed at some Revolutionary War comrades who still found Washington intimidating. Morris boasted of his intimacy with Washington. Alexander Hamilton mischievously offered to bankroll dinner for a dozen if Morris would publicly embrace Washington while saying, “My dear General, how happy I am to see you look so well.” At the next official reception, Morris bowed to Washington, shook hands, rested his left hand on Washington’s shoulder, and uttered Hamilton’s suggested greeting. Washington glared and recoiled from Morris, who quickly retreated into the crowd.

Washington—who loved the theater—consciously played his role as eminent leader. His detachment demonstrated his morality and his stature. The revolutionary generation considered character one’s public reputation, living up to the grand persona each gentleman chose. Remembering Rome’s fall, eighteenth-century American leaders concluded that republics needed virtuous individuals to preserve national virtue. Worthy, self-sacrificing, disinterested leaders would place the nation’s needs before their own and attempt to behave nobly regardless of circumstances.

Having mastered the part of decent youth in the 1730s and 1740s, Washington achieved greater success in many later roles: country squire, general, reluctant head of the Constitutional Convention, and, finally, reluctant president. During the Revolution, following crushing defeats by the well-trained British troops and amid the misery of the Valley Forge winter, George Washington inspired his troops to fight, or flee, another day. The Americans won the Revolution by outlasting the British.

As the war ended, Washington cemented his reputation for virtue by demanding that his subordinates demonstrate their fair-mindedness, even as he demonstrated his legendary magnanimity. Officers who had endured the long struggle expected generous pensions. But America’s government under the Articles of Confederation did not enjoy enough power to raise sufficient revenue to reward them. By March 1783, disgruntled officers demanding better pensions were threatening to topple Congress. An anonymous, inflammatory letter urged officers to “mark for Suspicion, the Man who should recommend moderation and longer forbearance.”

Washington could have used this issue to seize power or score political points with his men at Congress’s expense. But although he empathized with his soldiers, he understood the politicians’ limits. The general asserted his authority by postponing a meeting the officers had planned, then addressing them at a time of his choosing. He threw his weight behind the Congress and the young nation’s emerging democracy. Demonstrating his showman’s flair, Washington calmly approached the podium as he prepared to address five hundred angry officers assembled in Newburgh, New York, on March 16, 1783. Before beginning to speak, he begged the officers’ permission to put on his new spectacles, explaining, “I have not only grown gray, but almost blind in the service of my country.” With that flourish, Washington won over his audience.

Washington blasted the ungentlemanly “anonymous summons,” exclaiming, “how inconsistent with the rules of propriety! how unmilitary! and how subversive of all order and discipline.” By repudiating moderation, the authors of the letter had infuriated Washington. He quoted the offending sentence twice in his short, eloquent address. Washington disliked hotheads. Squelching negotiation and discussion would do great damage, he warned, by undermining reason and free speech. Then, “dumb & silent we may be led, like sheep, to the Slaughter.” Identifying what would become his central concern for the next decade and a half, Washington urged his comrades “in the name of our common Country” to oppose those who threatened American liberties by rabble-rousing.

Weeks later, in June 1783, with the coup having been aborted, Washington retired from the army. The defeated British monarch George III had noted in 1782 that if Washington could resist making himself king, he would be “the greatest man in the world.” By voluntarily relinquishing power, in this case as general and later after two presidential terms, Washington modeled how to be moderate without being weak. Washington the  cool pragmatist made a singular contribution to American political philosophy and good governance: Democracies need strong leaders who respect regular rotations of power.

As he would do again when leaving the presidency, when he left the army Washington issued a farewell address, issued as his last Circular Letter to the States. Still fuming, he urged his fellow citizens to take on a “pacific and friendly Disposition” and think nationally. Making “mutual concessions” would foster “general prosperity.” Good citizens had “to sacrifice their individual advantages to the interest of the Community.”

 



WASHINGTON GENUINELY FEARED becoming president in 1789. The Constitution was unformed; his fellow citizens were cantankerous, unsure just how united their union of states should be. Many of this young country’s fiscal, organizational, and diplomatic problems appeared intractable. Entering politics endangered Washington’s greatest personal achievement, his heroic reputation. However, standing on the sidelines and spurning his country’s call also risked losing the people’s esteem. Ambivalent, Washington passively stood for election rather than actively running. Trying to embody the contemporary sense of national virtue, he did not campaign, but stayed on his Mount Vernon farm, awaiting the people’s call. This stately inaction pleased Americans who viewed Washington as an Olympian leader untempted by power. Throughout his presidency Washington, in seeking the high road, often did what he most wanted to do, which gave the American people what they wanted in a leader.

Americans often forget the new republic’s fragility. The delegates who created the Constitution at the Philadelphia convention in 1787 had established a governing framework for the new nation, but many questions remained about the government’s form and viability. The new country was dangerously ungovernable. Nearly four million people lived on 864,764 square miles, mostly scattered along the Eastern seaboard. From Maine’s craggy coast to Georgia’s rich red soil, from the urban hurly burly of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia to the lush silence of the Ohio and Kentucky wilderness, Americans lived in dramatically different settings. America’s Brits, Germans, Scots, Irish, Catholics, Protestants, Huguenots, and Jews came from dozens of different countries, spoke a Babel of languages, and worshiped in a dizzying variety of ways.

The New England merchants, southern planters, western frontiersman, and mid-Atlantic yeoman farmers had clashing personalities and agendas.  The new states united temporarily to squabble with their neighbors, but most were deeply divided internally. The second-string cities that became state capitals, including Albany, New York, and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, benefited from the city versus country tensions.

The new nation had to solve pressing practical crises while answering complicated, existential questions. It was unclear if the federal government should assume the states’ staggering war debts or how the government could pay annual interest payments totaling $4.5 million, three times its projected revenue. On the western frontier, British troops remained in forts England had promised to vacate, and Native American tribes threatened many settlements. Across the Atlantic, France, having supported the thirteen colonies during the Revolution, expected war-weary America’s backing against England in its ongoing conflicts.

Americans wondered how to face these challenges without losing their liberties. The revolutionaries’ suspicion of strong executive government persisted. As Washington’s presidency began, Rhode Island and North Carolina still refused to ratify the Constitution. Fear of dictators like King George haunted them as they hoped for salvation from a president named George.

Even the act of traveling north from Mount Vernon to assume the presidency in the nation’s first capital, New York, affirmed Washington’s unique role in America’s emerging national identity. So many horsemen escorted Washington’s carriage that he spent much of the voyage clouded in dust. The numerous parades and speeches and toasts confirmed his iconic status. Always assessing his audience, Washington worried that such great expectations could deteriorate into equally unrealistic disenchantment. His birthday became a national holiday as his presidency began; how could he top that? Determined to push for unity, the new president vowed to visit all the states. Quietly but patiently, he boycotted Rhode Island until this last holdout joined the constitutional fold.

The first presidential inauguration, on April 30, 1789, was grand. Hundreds shouted “huzzah” after each of the thirteen-gun salutes. Washington’s inaugural speech articulated his enlightened nationalism. He pledged that “no local prejudices or attachments—no separate views, nor party animosities” would cloud “the comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over this great assemblage of communities and interests.” With the national trumping the parochial, he rooted the nation’s future success in individual virtue. Just as he had disarmed the officers by sporting spectacles  in Newburgh, Washington’s nervous excitement moved many observers, who appreciated that he treasured the historic moment.

Devoted to the Enlightenment and revolutionary ideals, Washington hoped his center-seeking presidency would prove to European skeptics that democratic republics could be stable. Writing to a friend in 1790, he envisioned “a government of accommodation as well as a government of Laws.” Much was to be done “by prudence, much by conciliation, and much by firmness ,” Washington added, giving his recipe for governance. Moderation also shaped Washington’s signature foreign policy stance, advocating American neutrality amid European scheming.

Above all else, throughout his tenure Washington hoped to keep his fellow Americans cooperating. “Gentlemen,” he told Boston selectmen in July 1795, “in every act of my administration, I have sought the happiness of my fellow-citizens.” Prizing disinterested nobility, Washington dismissed selfish, local concerns, viewing the United States “as one great whole.”

The president first had to convince his own countrymen they could work together. Americans took their Declaration of Independence literally. President Washington sought to embody a unifying national spirit that transcended partisan, regional, ethnic, linguistic, class, and social differences. He selected four appointees for what would be called a “cabinet” who embodied a characteristic balance. New York’s Alexander Hamilton as secretary of the treasury and Massachusetts’s Henry Knox as secretary of war represented the two leading northern states. Two Virginians rounded out Washington’s official family: Thomas Jefferson as secretary of state and Edmund Randolph as attorney general. Knox, a former general, represented the revolutionary soldiers and heroes. Ideologically, Hamilton had distinguished himself as a leading constitutionalist, coauthoring the Federalist Papers. Representing the other end of the spectrum, Jefferson zealously guarded liberty and feared centralized power. Randolph initially refused to sign the Constitution, but ultimately supported ratification. Randolph’s position reassured antifederalists that national leaders understood their hesitations, while transmitting the strong Washingtonian message demanding loyalty to the new Constitution.

Seeking to rise above particular clashes, Washington championed the mutual over the selfish, the majority over the minority, the nation over the party. He feared factionalism as the democratic disease, rooted in common dreams, nourished by popular passions, yet stoked and easily hijacked by power-hungry schemers. Despising conflict, Washington hoped to preserve  his iconic status and transfer his popularity to the new government. He wanted cabinet members to send him written opinions rather than argue at meetings. He happily delegated small matters to cabinet members and congressional leaders rather than risk his reputation on petty disputes.

[image: 003]

Washington’s cabinet, made up, after Washington, of (left to right) Henry Knox, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and Edmund Randolph, balanced opposing regions and philosophies,but eventually became divided and contentious. (National Archives)

During this first term, Washington succeeded. With his encouragement, Congress added the Bill of Rights to the Constitution; the federal judiciary took shape; and the last antifederalist bastions, North Carolina and Rhode Island, finally joined the union. Washington’s steadying presence encouraged legislators and citizens to believe in the noble experiment.

Washington’s presidential passivity reassured antifederalists that he was no dictator. Respecting congressional and state legislative prerogatives, the new executive positioned himself above the fray. On April 5, 1792, when Washington vetoed Congress’s plan for apportioning representatives, he  justified the first presidential veto in American history on clear, constitutional grounds, implying that his policy preferences were irrelevant. Washington refused to propose legislation or shepherd bills through Congress. And, unlike the colonial governors, who had interfered in the election of governing bodies, this president avoided involvement in congressional elections. When Congressman John Francis Mercer claimed Washington’s endorsement, the president publicly denied commenting on any candidate. Ever the modest national hero, he said that exercising “an influence (if I really possessed any) however remote, would be highly improper.”

Ultimately, this presidential modesty enhanced executive power. Exploiting some of the Constitution’s ambiguities, some congressmen contemplated expanding the Senate’s role of advising and consenting. They wanted to require the president to seek senatorial approval to fire cabinet members as well as hire them. Many congressmen admitted that only their confidence in the incumbent stopped them from endorsing this assault on presidential prerogative.

Almost everything President Washington did became memorable, setting precedents. On August 22, 1789, following the constitutional requirement that he seek Senate approval regarding international treaties, the first president of the United States visited the Senate chamber. The issue, four months into Washington’s presidency, concerned relations with Native American tribes. Washington could have set the precedent of periodic parliamentary exchanges between the president and the senators. However, senators who opposed Washington delayed the matter. Washington returned a few days later, and the Senate ratified the treaty. But the president was furious. He vowed “he would be damned if he ever went there again,” establishing the tradition of presidential remoteness from Congress. Such self-imposed limits allowed what Vice President John Adams later called Washington’s “gift of silence” to amplify the president’s voice on those occasions when it was used. Pennsylvania’s acerbic Senator William Maclay criticized the former general for acting too kingly in this instance. Washington’s decision to distance himself from Congress reflected his obsession with his new office’s dignity, as well as his own vain, self-protective streak.

The president was the nation’s nonpartisan conscience. In a country always risking division between north and south, Washington’s executive compass naturally pointed toward the center. A year into the Washington administration, a surprised Thomas Jefferson noted that the “opposition to our new constitution has almost totally disappeared,” thanks to Washington.  When Washington became ill in May 1790, Jefferson shared the general population’s anxiety: “It proves how much depends on his life,” he observed. Washington showed how great presidents could use reason, restraint, and patriotic appeals to temper the cult of personality that this powerful office inevitably encouraged.

 



GEORGE WASHINGTON was not a perfect president. As tensions mounted within his administration, his most precious asset—his sterling reputation—was tarnished as partisans from both sides targeted him. When his cabinet erupted in fury, Washington tried to remain on friendly terms with all the combatants. As his administration foundered on the shoals of repeated policy disputes between urbane, pro-British, northern merchants and provincial, pro-French, southern farmers, Washington’s broad tastes helped hew a middle path for America’s economic development. Although he yearned for his Mount Vernon estate, he also delighted in New York’s and Philadelphia’s cosmopolitan elegance. He tried to keep America’s rural character while modernizing its cities. As both England and France tried to ensnare his nation and administration in their ongoing conflicts, Washington’s military credibility and commitment to neutrality helped the young nation avoid European wars.

By 1790, a great battle between Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Congressman James Madison had erupted. The nationalist, cosmopolitan Hamilton wanted the federal government to pay the states’ lingering war debts, so that a financially solid America could develop economically. Madison, a provincial Virginian, sympathized with the many strapped southern farmers and other debtors who had sold their securities cheaply to speculators. He and Thomas Jefferson wanted to preserve America’s rural character and feared the corruption that elaborate credit schemes and economic development would bring. Still, Washington preserved enough goodwill so that Hamilton could pull off his great moderating coup and stabilize the new nation economically.

The three-way compromise that Hamilton and Madison eventually reached at Thomas Jefferson’s dinner table epitomized the spirit of patriotism, moderation, and accommodation that Washington fostered. The federal government assumed the states’ debts, asserting federal power and stabilizing American credit abroad. The nation then paid enough of Virginia’s and North Carolina’s debts to satisfy Madison’s allies. And the national capital would be located by the Potomac River, midway between north and south.

In the months before that compromise, the worsening partisanship dismayed Washington. Writing on March 28, 1790, to his confidant, Dr. David Stuart, Washington accepted conflict as natural but wanted to manage it with what he called “mutual forbearance.” Washington noted that the states had united against common dangers. Now they needed a “spirit of accommodation” to succeed. The legislature should “assimilate” all these “different interests” and “reconcile them to the general welfare” through “long, warm and animated debates.”

In June Washington complained to Stuart that too many government critics pounced easily, dishonestly. This one-sidedness offended Washington’s enlightened nature. By assessing “both sides” of an argument, reasonable men, thinking on a “Continental Scale,” could reach nonpartisan conclusions. Washington’s awareness of America’s breadth and diversity evoked James Madison’s great moderating vision in Federalist 10. Madison, like Washington, viewed “the mischiefs of faction” as the unhappy but inevitable result of liberty. Rather than suppressing freedom and mandating uniformity, effective governments—and leaders—had to control the effects of factionalism.

It was also in June 1790 that Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison broke bread and made peace, albeit temporarily. Washington’s continuing worry and visionary peacemaking suggest that he may have played a more active role in brokering the compromise than we know, although he was ill at the time. It would have been far more characteristic for him to have engaged in bridge-building efforts, however discreet, than to sit paralyzed without trying to help.

In December 1790, Hamilton’s proposal for a partially private national bank triggered another factional showdown. Modeled on the Bank of England, Hamilton’s Bank of the United States was intended to expand America’s money supply and solidify the country’s credit. All three leading Virginians—Attorney General Edmund Randolph, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, and Congressman James Madison—demanded a presidential veto of the proposed bank legislation. In addition to fearing such a bank’s corrupting influence, they insisted that the Constitution did not grant the Congress such broad powers. Hamilton quickly produced a brilliant pamphlet that saved this initiative. Hamilton rejected Jefferson’s strict construction of the Constitution, saying that only acts specifically prohibited could be deemed unconstitutional.

Washington played a judicial role in this controversy, hearing out both sides. Even as the goodwill from the summertime compromise faded, the  battling insiders felt that their leader had given them a fair hearing. Nevertheless, the bank battle alienated Jefferson and propelled him toward leading the opposition. Washington increasingly felt compelled to warn Americans “against the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party, generally.” More specifically, he noted that “the line between the southern and the eastern interests appeared more strongly marked than could have been wished.”

During the following two years, political tensions wracked Washington’s official family. Jefferson began plotting with Madison against Hamilton. Jefferson would report that he and Hamilton were “daily pitted in the cabinet like two cocks.” Both Hamilton and Jefferson sought out a father figure, and Washington, who had no natural children, obliged. Initially, this competition for Washington’s affection, and Washington’s genius for generating an atmosphere of decorum, restrained both Hamilton and Jefferson. But increasingly the warring representatives of the Revolution’s younger generation demanded total loyalty from the old man of the Revolution, who sought the ever-more-elusive middle ground.

Jefferson taunted Washington, warning him about aggressive presidential statements “calculated to make the President assume the station of the head of a party instead of the head of the nation.” In fact, Washington was cautious and disciplined. He ignored the attacks publicly, even as they became more personal. But with the Jefferson-Madison axis becoming a consistent opposition, Washington’s silence did not save him from criticism. And whenever the president distanced himself from the Hamiltonian line, he risked incurring the wrath of the newspapers that usually supported him.

Politics and polemics exacerbated personal and ideological animosities between the Hamiltonians and the Jefferson-Madison critics. As the opposition coalesced in the Democratic-Republican political party, and as the propagandist Philip Freneau made the National Gazette that party’s shrill voice, compromise became elusive; goodwill evaporated. A year after his victory with the national bank, Alexander Hamilton issued his “Report on Manufacturers,” advocating tariffs for industry and federally funded internal improvements to America’s roads and bridges. These initiatives eventually became the guiding tenets of nineteenth-century American industrial development. Swayed by Jefferson this time, Washington rejected the proposals in the report as beyond “the powers of the general government” and “the temper of the times.”

Washington occasionally chose not to hear, or acknowledge, various grumblings around him. Recognition often required responsibility, even  action, and Washington felt his power was best applied strategically. The president preferred grumbling about the “infamous Papers” disturbing “the peace of the community” to acknowledging his aides’ roles in feeding the press wars.

As Washington’s first term ended, Secretary of State Jefferson, planning to resign, met with Washington in May 1792 to condemn Hamilton. Jefferson detailed twenty-one objections to Hamilton and his industrial program, denouncing the secretary of the treasury as a corrupt monarchist. The shocked president found the discussions “painful.”

Washington scrambled to preserve the social harmony he craved. He interrupted his summer rest at Mount Vernon in 1792 to try making peace. He warned Jefferson that such bickering threatened America’s future. Reminding Jefferson that all human opinions were “speculative” and fallible, Washington begged for “more charity for the opinions and acts of one another in Governmental matters.” Otherwise, governing would be impossible. Speaking as one farmer to another, the president warned Jefferson that “if, instead of laying our shoulders to the machine after measures are decided on, one pulls this way and another that, before the utility of the thing is fairly tried, it must, inevitably, be torn asunder.” Washington hoped “that instead of wounding suspicions, and irritable charges, there may be liberal allowances, mutual forbearances, and temporizing yieldings on all sides.” The alternative was apocalypse: “Without them . . . the Wheels of Government will clog; our enemies will triumph, and by throwing their weight into the disaffected Scale, may accomplish the ruin of the goodly fabric we have been erecting.”

Three days later, Washington lectured Hamilton by mail. The president pointed out that although political differences were inevitable, discussions should not become extremely personal. Washington chided his protégé: “[T]his regret borders on chagrin” when “zealous patriots” with the same general goal treat each other so uncharitably.

Washington was reminding his squabbling subordinates that they shared a similar vision for the country. That bond should lead them to find “a middle course” when, as reasonable but fallible individuals, they disagreed. Sickened by the thought of America’s “Providential” union foundering due to bullheaded idiocy, Washington hoped “that balsam may be poured into  all the wounds,” to “prevent them from gangrening” with the resulting “fatal consequences.”

Demoralized by the infighting, ever protective of his reputation, feeling weary, and wary of holding too much power for too long, Washington  considered retiring after his first term. However, “North & South will hang together” only “if they have you to hang on,” Jefferson warned the exhausted president. Washington’s unifying role now imprisoned him.

When he contemplated retiring, Washington asked Madison, not Hamilton, to draft a farewell address reminding Americans that “we are all  children of the same country.” Eventually, Washington relented. Once again, it was both personally convenient and politically expedient to stand for reelection but not actively run. Washington’s posture of humbly awaiting the people’s call did not preclude the occasional public tour. Triumphal presidential visits in 1792, before state legislators chose their state electors, replenished the reservoir of goodwill Americans had for their president and the country. These stylized interactions with the people also boosted the president’s morale. Washington’s reelection was never in doubt. Doubts, however, were growing about Washington’s mastery of the political scene and his administration.

 



AFTER HIS REELECTION, Washington unwillingly set an unhappy precedent: the nightmarish second term. Subsequently, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush would stumble and lose effectiveness shortly after winning reelection. Washington’s curt, 133-word inaugural speech reflected his bleak mood. What he dreaded occurred, as partisan hysterics repudiated him. Washington remained a muscular moderate, but his tenure would prove that the middle path is not always popular or easy.

Foreign policy intrigues exacerbated domestic tensions. On February 1, 1793, France declared war against Great Britain, Spain, and Holland. The Jeffersonian Republicans wanted the United States to fulfill its historic duty and treaty obligations by supporting France. The Hamiltonian Federalists feared the French revolutionaries as crazed anarchists and preferred banking on England’s stability, prosperity, and cultural affinities. Hamilton mocked Jefferson’s “womanish attachment to France and . . . womanish resentment against Great Britain.”

Remaining neutral would require bold leadership. Washington favored the French, swayed by his Revolutionary War experiences and his good friend, the Marquis de Lafayette. But Washington believed that entering the military conflict would be ruinous for America. He also resented the many rogue French agents, most notably the French Minister “Citizen Genet,” who tried to recruit Americans to fight the British and Spanish  forces. The president therefore sided with Hamilton, keeping the country nonaligned. Reconciling his “public character” with his private character, Washington refrained from “those intemperate expressions in favor of one Nation, or to the prejudice of another.” Still, Washington placated Jefferson by avoiding the term “neutrality” in public statements.

By 1793, the Jefferson-Hamilton clash had spread. What began as an ideological and regional clash was now reinforced by rival parties and vicious, battling newspapers. Not a “party man,” Washington warned his own supporters against building the Federalist Party around “Men, not Principles,” which would only invite chaos. He sought “sensible men” who could resist popular whims, statesmen whose courage and moderation could be “a rallying point for the timid, and an attraction of the wavering.” Although disappointed by the partisan warfare, Washington trusted that Americans’ more compromising and pragmatic national character would result in a tranquil union, unlike “the restless, ambitious, and Intriguing spirit” of the French.

Washington deployed Hamilton as a conciliator, hoping his subordinates would live up to the roles he cast for them. As the debate over supporting England or France flared up yet again in 1793, Washington instructed Hamilton to write a response to a series of resolutions drafted at a public meeting and presented to the president that would “in your opinion, make it palatable to all sides, or unexceptional.”

These appeals to men’s better natures sometimes showed Washington to be surprisingly naïve. When Jefferson finally left the cabinet at the end of 1793, Washington did not purge Jefferson’s party comrades, despite their persistent attacks on the administration. The president sought to replace Jefferson with Jefferson’s friend, and Hamilton’s now-bitter rival, James Madison. Jefferson claimed he wanted to return to farming and writing. Washington believed him. Hamilton doubted Jefferson’s motives, blaming the wily Jefferson for “all the abuse” heaped on Washington and his administration. Hamilton also predicted that the ambitious Jefferson would plunge further into politics and eventually run for president. Years later, according to Alexander Hamilton’s son, John Hamilton, Washington bitterly acknowledged Hamilton’s accurate “prophecy,” saying that “not a day has elapsed since my retirement from public life in which I have not thought of that conversation.”
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