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Idealism without realism is impotent. Realism without idealism is empty.


— John P. Avlon, Independent Nation





INTRODUCTION



What Is Centrism?


On 30 July 1540, late in the reign of Henry VIII, six men were taken from the Tower of London to be executed. Three of them were Roman Catholics and had been condemned for treason. The other three were evangelical reformers, soon to be known as Protestants, and had been condemned for heresy. They were symbolically tied side by side to a wooden sledge, with each Protestant strapped to a Catholic, and paraded through the streets of London.


When they reached Smithfield, they found two parallel instruments of execution. On one side were stakes covered in kindling, so that three men could be burned alive. This was the punishment for heresy. On the other was a scaffold with three nooses, and some knives stored nearby to hack the strangled bodies to pieces. This was the punishment for treason. And so the Protestants and Catholics died in tandem, with the king’s justice between them.


The rationale for the executions had been articulated in Parliament a couple of weeks earlier by Thomas Cromwell, the king’s chief minister. ‘The rashness and licentiousness of some, and the inveterate superstition and stiffness of others in the ancient corruptions, had raised great dissentions to the sad regret of all good Christians,’ he said. ‘Some were called papists, others heretics … The king leaned neither to the right nor to the left hand, neither to the one nor the other party, but set the pure and sincere doctrine of the Christian faith only before his eyes, and therefore was now resolved to have this set forth to his subjects without any corrupt mixtures.’ In reality, the men had done little wrong except offend the king, but Cromwell justified their murders with the stamp of moderation.


On 16 July 1992, Bill Clinton officially accepted the nomination to be the Democratic candidate in the US presidential election and gave a victory speech at Madison Square Garden in New York. ‘The choice we offer is not conservative or liberal,’ he said, to delighted cheers. ‘In many ways it’s not even Republican or Democratic. It’s different. It’s new. And it will work.’ After he was re-elected in 1996, he reprised the theme: ‘The lesson of our history is clear: When we put aside partisanship, embrace the best ideas regardless of where they come from, and work for principled compromise, we can move America not left or right, but forward.’


Aside from a shared enthusiasm for extramarital affairs, Clinton and Henry VIII were as different as you could imagine. One was building an election-winning moderate coalition while the other was torturing people to death. And yet they were formulating the exact same argument, point by point. First you lay out one extreme, then you lay out another, and finally you define a moderate position between the two, which you intend to pursue for the common good. They both made the same fundamental claim: truth resides in the centre.


Welcome to the strange world of centrism, one of the most widely used and least understood terms in politics. It is likely that this type of thinking, though not the word, has been with us throughout human history. You will now see it mentioned nearly every day, usually as a term of disparagement but sometimes as a badge of pride. Alleged centrists can be found everywhere: Keir Starmer, Emmanuel Macron, Joe Biden, Olaf Scholz. If you go back far enough, the range of potential centrist characters expands to mind-breaking dimensions, from French revolutionaries to Russian communists.


But extraordinarily, there are no histories of centrism that explain its heritage. We use this word persistently, but we don’t seem to have the slightest idea what it really means.


Until the 1930s, the word centrist simply denoted a member of a European centre party, like Germany’s Zentrum, and the word centrism, suggesting a philosophy, barely existed at all. Even now, the idea is so context-dependent that it is hard to agree on an intellectual lineage. In fact, centrism pits itself against ideology, and often against the past in its entirety, as if it were rejecting the very possibility of belonging to a tradition. The key thinkers we will encounter in this book, like John Stuart Mill, John Maynard Keynes, Arthur Schlesinger Jr and Roy Jenkins, may have talked passionately about the centre, but they did not identify as centrists. One of centrism’s most common features is that many of its practitioners are reluctant to associate themselves with it.


The Oxford English Dictionary defines centrism as ‘(The policy of adopting) a middle position between extreme views’, while the Cambridge Dictionary says ‘political beliefs or policies that are at the centre of the range of political opinions’. But there’s an obvious problem with these definitions: the range of political opinions keeps shifting, and therefore the centre is shifting too.


In mid-nineteenth-century America, for example, the spectrum of political views included support for slavery, a view that is now universally shunned. In Britain it included enthusiasm for colonialism, which most people now consider immoral and wrong. So what does that mean for centrism? Would a nineteenth-century centrist have been moderately in favour of slavery? Would they have found a third way between empire and national self-determination? If so, the whole enterprise looks grubby and morally vacuous.


The very idea of the political centre is problematic because voters tend to hold chaotic and contradictory positions, skewing left on one policy area and right on another rather than consistently settling in the middle. Even the idea of the left–right axis as the primary descriptor of political identity is inadequate. As we shall see, there have been attempts to introduce a second, vertical axis to increase our understanding of how people actually think and behave.


If centrism is not merely locating the middle of the political spectrum but a philosophy in its own right, then what exactly are its core tenets? Conservatism believes in the value of traditional authority and the danger of rapid change. Socialism believes in the common ownership of the means of production. Liberalism believes in the freedom of the individual. For their adherents, these things are true regardless of how many people believe in them. That is because they are based on non-negotiable values. They are big, proud, powerful political traditions.


Critics of centrism claim that it doesn’t have anything like that to fall back on. The great irony of centrism is that while trying to occupy the most reasonable, uncontentious terrain in politics, centrists are widely reviled by both right and left as unprincipled, unreliable, tepid and dull. ‘The Old Testament prophets didn’t go out into the highways saying, “Brothers, I want consensus”,’ said Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher during the 1979 election campaign. ‘They said, “This is my faith and my vision! This is what I passionately believe!”’ The socialist Labour MP Tony Benn disagreed with her on every issue, but he welcomed her conviction. ‘The soggy Centre has failed,’ he wrote, ‘and we’re going to have a bit more Left and Right.’ Even within the Labour Party, the right-wing and left-wing factions loathe the soft left in between. Centrists have a tendency to be shot by both sides.


Centrism’s opponents argue that if it is positioning itself only in the middle, then it is completely dependent on what the people around it think. It is lost at sea, bobbing up and down in stormy and unpredictable waters, unsure of where the tides will take it next. It has no values, no principles. It is no more than a plaintive yearning for compromise between two points in a shifting political space. It is Goldilocks politics: not too hot, not too cold, but just right. Often it appears to be the dream of politics without politics.


Worse than that, say its foes, centrism is effectively anti-democratic, papering over meaningful differences of opinion with the illusion of consensus and stifling debate with technocratic problem-solving. And when a politician wins power on a centrist platform, it can be very hard for voters to predict how they will behave in office. The writer Rebecca Solnit accused centrism of an unacknowledged bias towards the status quo: ‘The idea that there is some magically apolitical state all should aspire to is key to this bias and to why it refuses to recognize itself as a bias.’


But if you tilt your head and consider it in a different light, many of centrism’s faults become virtues. It rests on values that many of us share: moderation, conciliation, common sense. Centrism promises to set aside conflict and dogma, which heat the blood while freezing the brain; to seek pragmatic new solutions that the left and the right are too ideologically rigid to entertain. It is the third way, the middle way, the golden mean. It is the promise that disputes can be resolved by sensible, open-minded people operating in good faith. From this angle, centrism looks hopeful, liberating and even profound.


Whether or not centrism succeeds at various times in history depends not just on the quality of the intellectuals and politicians involved but on the circumstances. The world is full of rival beliefs: from Protestantism versus Catholicism to socialism versus free-market capitalism. Political debate is crowded with those who believe very firmly in their own side of the argument. They will not listen to their opponents. They want absolute victory in a war in which they alone see the truth. During periods of crisis, when the forces of left and right appear either incapable of solving massive problems or frighteningly extreme, the centre feels vigorous, robust and essential, hence phrases like ‘the radical centre’ and ‘the vital centre’. When things are falling apart, the centre must hold.


This more substantial and admirable version of centrism surfaced during the era of the Great Depression, totalitarianism and the Second World War, leading to the relatively harmonious period known as the post-war consensus. It made a courageous if doomed stand when that consensus was being torn to bits in the late 1970s. And it reappeared after 2016, when the right-wing populism fuelling the Donald Trump presidency and Brexit threatened to turn politics into perpetual combat.


At other times, when it offers more gestures than ideas, centrism threatens to dissolve into milky nothingness. Many voters came to feel that the Third Way project of Bill Clinton and his British counterpart, Tony Blair, for all their electoral successes and policy achievements, was an empty shell.


Can centrism be defined? Does it have any core values? Or will it float away on the popular wind? Is it merely a vehicle for the cynical expansion of power, or the honourable project of reasonable people who want to escape the winner-takes-all banality of political tribalism? That’s what this book aims to find out. The first step is to strip the word for parts and try to work out exactly what it is we are talking about.


Centrism is at least three different things.


First, it is a rhetorical strategy: ‘X is extreme in one way. Y is extreme in the opposite way. I am the moderate force in the middle.’ It was compelling when Thomas Cromwell deployed it in 1540 and it is still used by political leaders today.


Second, it is a disposition. It is a psychological tendency found throughout history in people who are less susceptible to the thrill of vanquishing opponents and more open to finding common ground with them instead.


Third, it is a political tradition with a consistent set of values, just like conservatism, socialism and liberalism. It is a response to the fundamental debate over the role of the state in the market and the speed of political change, which began in the fire of the French Revolution and remains in operation today. It genuinely believes that the truth is, if not in the precise centre, then somewhere in the middle. It is a school of thought that potentially has a great deal to teach us about the possibilities of human society.


Which of these interpretations defines the true essence of centrism? That is not an easy question to answer. Sometimes, over the course of this story, it will feel as if centrism is plainly a noble heritage just waiting to be grasped by people of good will. At other times it will seem to fade into the fog, forever out of reach and therefore suspect.


This is the origin story of centrism in the West. It will take us from the dawn of political theory to the latest headlines, covering history, politics, economics and psychology. Along the way we will witness the origin of the modern mind, the birth of political parties, the formulation of right and left, the great struggles over freedom and equality, the rise and fall of totalitarianism, the emergence of a united Europe, and our own confusion about the things we believe in and the reason we believe in them.


It begins, like most good political stories, in Ancient Greece.





CHAPTER ONE



Black and White


Humans are obsessed with the number two. For as long as anyone can remember, we’ve processed the world through the framework of binary opposition. We imagine one thing, then we imagine its opposite, and then we frame our understanding of an issue by that polarity. Christianity talks about heaven and hell. Court cases decide if someone is innocent or guilty. Political debates are split between the argument for and the argument against. Wherever we look, we format the world into opposing pairs.


No one is entirely sure why. Maybe it’s because our bodies are divided in two – two hands, two ears, a brain developed along two hemispheres, using neurons that are either on or off. Perhaps if we had evolved from the octopus, the idea of there being eight basic political positions would make total sense. Or maybe it’s a simplification process developed for survival early in our evolution – a shorthand for assessing risk back when we were wearing loincloths and could get eaten at any moment. At that stage, you can imagine that it would have been very useful to quickly assess all data by the categories of safe and not safe.


Whatever the reasons, this is how we think. We like to deal with a world of black and white, right and wrong, sacred and profane, left and right. Aristotle proposed that all things change as they move from one pole to the other, represented by the absence or presence of a quality. Plato argued that everything is generated from its opposite. Death, for instance, is a result of something first being alive. This was how ancient Greek religion and natural philosophy worked – grounded in the interplay of contrary elements.


These views were adopted by early Christian philosophers like Augustine in the fourth and fifth centuries and Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth. By the sixteenth century, when Henry VIII was carting out Catholics and Protestants for twinned executions, this way of thinking dominated numerous areas of life. It was thought to reflect the mind of God, who had himself separated the world into good and bad.


One framework for discussing politics was that of the prince and the tyrant – the perfectly virtuous man and his polar opposite. In 1582, Nicolas Barnaud’s Le Miroir des Francois proposed: ‘The king conforms himself to the laws of nature, while the tyrant treads them underfoot; the one maintains religion, justice and faith, the other has neither God, faith nor law.’ This was typical of how political theory was discussed. The same logic applied to early science, with the sixteenth-century French classical scholar Louis Le Roy arguing that ‘all sciences consist of the comparing of contrarieties’.


By then, our entire way of writing and speaking had become suffused with binaries. Henry Peacham’s 1577 book The Garden of Eloquence stressed that antithesis was one of the most popular types of oration. Technical devices like antitheton, contrapositum, contrarium and oxymoron were celebrated. Textbooks on writing were plastered with guides to balancing sentences and words with opposed meanings.


The Reformation amped up the intensity, turning a pre-existing psychological tendency into a war over the soul. The emergence of Protestantism triggered an eschatological fervour, with a heavy emphasis on those zany passages in the Book of Revelation concerning the conflict between Christ and Antichrist. This was binary opposition as the bloody, inevitable culmination of the human story. It was totalising. It allowed for no moderation, or nuance, or even existence between the polarities. When Judgment Day comes, your name is either in the Book of Life or it is not. Indeed, to inhabit the middle ground was to offend God. As his angel tells the Church of Laodicea in Revelation 3:15–16: ‘I know your works … you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm and neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth.’


We think of the Reformation as a contest between rival types of Christianity. But many people would have seen it as a kind of inversion. In the eyes of Protestants, Catholicism was the anti-religion – ‘a perfectly symmetrical negative image of true Christianity,’ according to the scholar Peter Lake.


The establishment of a supreme polarity dominating all existence led, in the words of historian Patrick Collinson, to a ‘prevalent mental and rhetorical habit of addressing every proposition or topic of investigation in terms of its contrary or antithesis, the method of binary opposition’. Its ruthless logic meant that every person, every proposition, every church and every priest had to be assigned to one camp or the other: entirely good or entirely bad. Christ or Antichrist. Liberty or tyranny. Order or disorder.


From the very beginning, though, there was an alternative way of looking at the world that resisted binary thinking. It was a kind of primordial centrism – a theory of balance. Fittingly, there were two forms of it.


The first was developed by Heraclitus, a depressed and misanthropic pre-Socratic philosopher writing around 500 BC. His organising principle for reality was represented by a string. As long as it was taut, it could accomplish all sorts of things. You could make a bow with it and go to war, or you could make a lyre with it and play music. But whatever you did, the string needed to be pulled in two directions. The tension between these opposites held the world together. ‘God is day and night,’ Heraclitus wrote, ‘winter and summer, war and peace, abundance and hunger.’ God – which meant reality – wasn’t one of two opposites, but the unity between them. The best visual representation of this idea is the Chinese symbol of the yin-yang: the truth is not in the white or the black, but in the whole that contains them both.


This is the centrism of balance through the whole. It translates into a politics that incorporates both left and right, taking ideas from each.


Another version of balance came in the form of the middle way: a happy medium between extremes. Just as Aristotle was at the foundation of binary thinking, he pioneered this alternative worldview. ‘Excess as well as deficiency of physical exercise destroys our strength,’ he argued in the Nicomachean Ethics, ‘and similarly, too much and too little food and drink destroys our health.’ The same, he concluded, might be true for morality, or even geography. Someone who flees from all danger is a coward, while someone who flees from no danger is rash. The earth had habitable sectors, which were the middle ground between ‘frigid’ and ‘torrid’ zones.


This is the centrism of balance through the median. It translates into a politics that distances itself from the extremes and tries to occupy the space between them.


This approach was carried into Christian philosophy. Even Augustine said of the heresies of the Arians and Sabellians: ‘We are opposed by two different classes of heretics, who, by each of them holding only to one clause, run off, not in one, but opposite directions, and wander far from the pathway of truth. Midway between the two is the path you have left.’


It may seem surprising that Aristotle and Augustine, who feature so prominently in the history of the binary, should be enthusiastic about the notion of balance, but we’ll see the same phenomenon over and over again. On certain matters, at certain times, someone’s instinct can be towards consensus and restraint. On other matters, at different times, their core values are triggered, and they reject such qualities as shabby betrayals. Perhaps it was put best by Sharon Carter (played by Emily VanCamp) in the 2016 Marvel movie Captain America: Civil War: ‘Compromise where you can. Where you can’t, don’t.’ That is the basic operating principle most people use, expressed far more pithily than the great philosophers have managed. But when and how to make that choice is a problem that will recur repeatedly over the course of this story.


One of the weird paradoxes of the Reformation is that the language of balance became popular at the same time as extreme binary rhetoric. Sometimes it was called ‘the middle way’, sometimes ‘mediocrity’ – which did not have its modern negative connotation – and sometimes ‘moderation’. So Protestant Puritans, for instance, might have denounced papism as one extreme and Quakers, who were more radical than them, as another. Erasmus looked at the gap between the Pope in Rome and the reformer Martin Luther and said: ‘The wise navigator … steers a middle course between two evils.’ The bishop and satirist Joseph Hall wrote: ‘You see then how requisite it is that you walk in a middle way betwixt that excessive power [of] popes, emperors, kings and princes … and a lawless neglect of lawful authority; for the orthodox, wise and just moderation whereof these last ages are much indebted.’ Whether or not they were entirely sincere, even those who were embroiled in the most brutal black-and-white disputes still liked to think of themselves as representing the reasonable middle ground.


For a long time, binary thinking was kept out of the English Parliament by the absolute authority of the monarch. After all, royal authority was divinely granted, so there was no possibility of ideological struggle in the institutions that were meant to serve it. That just didn’t make sense.


The Parliament of the early 1600s wasn’t anything like it is now. Its role was to act as a sounding board for what the monarch wanted to do – finesse it, improve it maybe, but not oppose or challenge it. There were no political parties, or any group divisions at all, because Parliament was meant to reflect a unified, organic, hierarchical society under the king, in which power relationships were carefully ordered. But soon enough the forces unleashed by the Reformation became so strong that binary opposition took over parliamentary politics.


It began on 22 August 1642, when Charles I, who was suspected of Catholicism, raised the royal standard in Nottingham and went to war with his own Parliament. This moment started the English Civil War. Over the next five years, as the fighting raged, the behaviour of parliamentarians changed utterly. Suddenly the unified whole fractured and rival groups emerged everywhere: the war party, the peace party, the Presbyterians, the Independents.


The term party did not mean what it does now. It meant literally ‘a part of the whole’. Often these new groups were instead called ‘factions’, ‘cabals’ or ‘juntoes’. ‘The leading men or grandees first divided themselves into two factions, or juntoes of presbyterian and independent,’ wrote the politician Clement Walker in 1647. But whatever words were used, these were the embryonic forms of what would later become political parties.


The basic division was between those who wanted to make peace terms with the king and those who wanted to pursue the war aggressively to its bitter end. But beneath that short-term split was a much more profound one, which would be reflected in political binaries for centuries to come. It was the disagreement between those who wanted to conserve things largely as they were and those who wanted to change them as much as possible: conservatism versus radicalism. Presbyterians wished to impose their own slightly different form of religious government and then get the king to enforce it. Independents wanted to end state religion altogether and fundamentally alter England’s political and spiritual life.


In the early years of the war, parliamentarians pursued both paths simultaneously. Between 1644 and 1646, peace propositions accompanied new military developments and a ‘committee of accommodation’ was established to find a middle ground between the Presbyterians and the Independents on religious matters.


The breaking point for this compromise came with victory. The parliamentary forces broke the back of the royalists at the Battle of Naseby in 1645. Charles I was imprisoned. Once Parliament lost the need for unity in the face of a military threat, it collapsed into rival factions. ‘By the summer of 1646, with the war ended and the peace to be established, the men at Westminster abandoned consensus decision making,’ historian Mark Kishlansky wrote. ‘Without the King or his armies to unify it and without the anticipation of the resumption of constitutional government to restrain it, the parliamentary cause shattered.’


As adversarial politics developed, Parliament took on the mechanisms of decision-making we know today. A House of Commons vote had been a rare and largely meaningless procedure until this point. Now it became much more frequent and hugely important. In 1644, there were just 34 votes, but by 1646, there were 102. This quickly escalated to the comical levels of inane squabbling we are familiar with today. In the autumn of 1646, there were four votes over whether to bring in candles during debates that stretched late into the evening, the last of which took place in such darkness that the members could not be counted without the candles they had not yet decided to introduce.


It wasn’t until the 1679 Exclusion Crisis, when parliamentarians split into Tories and Whigs over the question of whether the royal line of succession could be altered to prevent a Catholic from taking the throne, that a more modern form of political groupings began to develop. But its origins lay in the Civil War. As absolute royal authority crumbled, politics started to be conducted in terms of one party versus another, defined primarily by their members’ resistance to or enthusiasm for change.


A century and a half later, the same process played out in a more extreme form. Again, royal authority crumbled. Again, political life duly split in two. And again, some people tried to find a way through the middle.


The French Revolution was total havoc: drenched in blood, fraught with risk, tangled up with petty rivalries and high-minded ideals in roughly equal measure. Within that furnace, our modern political world was forged. By the time it was over, we had acquired our present-day notion of political division: the binary of left and right, progress and conservatism, state and market.


It began in 1789, with King Louis XVI having brought France to financial ruin. To try to find a solution, he called together a body called the Estates-General, which included many liberal bourgeois lawyers. That was a terrible mistake. Before long, these figures – acting as deputies, or MPs – had voted to make themselves the new legitimate power in France, under the name of the National Assembly. They had effectively forced the creation of parliamentary democracy against the king’s will. Louis tried desperately to kill this volatile monster he’d given birth to, but it was too late. The crowds of Paris stormed the Bastille on 14 July and France fell to revolution.
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