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Read The Federalist—it is one of the greatest—I hardly

know whether it would not be right to say that it is on the

whole the greatest book dealing with applied politics there
has ever been.

Theodore Roosevelt, Address to the Liberal Club of
Buffalo, September 1895

Now, and here, let me guard a little against being
misunderstood. I do not mean to say that we are bound
to follow implicitly in whatever our fathers did. To do so,
would be to discard all the lights of current experience—to
reject all progress—all improvement. What I do say is, that
if we would supplant the opinions and policy of our fathers
in any case, we should do so on evidence so conclusive, and
argument so clear, that even their great authority, fairly
considered and weighed, cannot stand; and most surely not
in a case whereof we ourselves declare they understood the
question better than we.

Abraham Lincoln, Address at Cooper Institute,
February 1860
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Introduction

There he is, with George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham
Lincoln, atop Mount Rushmore, their colossal faces chiseled into the South
Dakota granite, looking out on America. For Theodore Roosevelt, the only
one of the four presidents to have lived in the Dakota Territory and whose
histories sang the glories of westward expansion and Manifest Destiny, the
site seems especially fitting. The monument, the cornerstone of which was
dedicated in 1927 by President Calvin Coolidge, was the work of Gutzon
Borglum, an Idaho-born artist working in the tradition of heroic national-
ism. Borglum, the son of Danish immigrants, had already sculpted a giant
marble bust of Lincoln that Roosevelt displayed while in the White House
and won the competition to create a statue of General Philip Sheridan for
the nation’s capital. For Mount Rushmore, the artist chose to memorialize
those presidents who had founded, unified, and preserved the American
republic, while extending its territorial reach. Borglum, who knew and ad-
mired Roosevelt, selected TR because he thought that the Panama Canal
fulfilled the dream of Manifest Destiny and made the United States into a
world power. Along with the four sculptures, the artist envisioned a Hall
of Records, containing the most important documents of the republic so
that thousands of years hence posterity would understand what “manner
of men” the Americans were and why they had carved these gigantic faces
on Mount Rushmore.

Borglum’s decision to include Roosevelt provoked criticism and contro-
versy, with many complaining that not enough time had elapsed to allow
the country to place Roosevelt’s presidency in historical perspective.! But
today, it seems fair to say that, of the four, Roosevelt has become, as he
once observed of Lincoln, “the most real of the dead presidents.”> Dur-
ing the decade or more that I have been at work on this book, I have been
amazed at how familiar Americans are with TR, though mostly what they
know are the highlights of his action-packed, adventure-filled life—Rough
Rider, trust-buster, big-game hunter, explorer, Bull Moose—episodes
gleaned from an endless stream of crisp, fast-paced biographies. With so
colorful a subject, it is not surprising that his biographers have tended to

1



2 INTRODUCTION

shy away from his political thought. When, on those rare occasions they
do wade into his ideas, they either mangle them or retail the standard pro-
gressive narrative. Without actually discussing the theories underlying his
policies, they assure readers that his actions were necessary to rein in the
“robber barons.” They fail to take the full measure of the New National-
ism and a fortiori the Bull Moose campaign. Withal, they accept at face
value Roosevelt’s insistence that he remained at heart a “conservative,” who
sought to avert all-out class warfare by adapting American institutions to
a changed political environment. But, for biographers, ideas clearly take a
backseat to Roosevelt, the man of action. For different reasons, academic
historians also have not regarded Roosevelt’s thought as worthy of serious
consideration. Richard Hofstadter set the tone in 1948 with The American
Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It. In his chapter, “The Conser-
vative as Progressive,” Hofstadter conceded an “occasional insight,” but
dismissed Roosevelt’s collected writings as “a bundle of philistine conven-
tionalities, the intellectual fiber of a muscular and combative Polonius.”?
For Hofstadter, a man of the left, Roosevelt’s belated embrace of progres-
sive ideals smacked too much of opportunism and compromise to be taken
seriously. TR had no positive impulses; he did not “bleed” for exploited
workers, but merely sought to avoid mob violence. There could be no more
damning assessment than to brand Roosevelt’s politics “conservative,” his
thought superficial. The charges stuck.

The publication of Roosevelt’s Letters helped to restore TR’s reputation
as a forceful president after it had fallen into disrepute following the do-
mestic and wartime successes of TR’s distant cousin, Franklin.* Neverthe-
less, in his introduction to Volume 5 of the series, the principal editor, Elt-
ing E. Morison, wondered whether the Rough Rider would be “cast into
oblivion” as his age faded from historical memory. Roosevelt’s presidency,
Morison concluded, “did not contribute any of the massive formulations,
either of intellect or spirit, that appear in the national heritage.” In part, this
was because TR was by temperament a “conservative,” and conservatives
lacked “a body of principled theory” that might serve as a guide to political
action. In contrast to liberals, Roosevelt offered no “very cheerful or reas-
suring notions about the meaning of life itself.”>

Despite these shortcomings, the associate editor of his Letters, John Mor-
ton Blum, made his own reputation by attempting to rehabilitate TR’s in
The Republican Roosevelt. But he did so by shifting the focus toward his use
of power to maintain stability and order. Assessing his political career, Blum
concluded that Roosevelt developed no new ideas after the age of forty, that
is, before he became president. Along with Morison (and Hofstadter, up to
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a point), Blum argued that Roosevelt was essentially a “conservative,” who
concerned himself very little with “happiness.” Indeed, by the end of his
study he complained that Roosevelt had, among other sins, allowed his “vi-
able conservatism” to degenerate “to a creed akin to fascism” (ignoring that
fascism started out on the left as national socialism). Yet there he was in the
preface to the second edition in 1962, conceding that his original character-
ization of Roosevelt as a “conservative” was “arbitrary,” and agreeing with
Eric F. Goldman and George E. Mowry that Roosevelt was a “progressive,”
in fact, “the most compelling” progressive of his day. This was not a recipe
for intellectual clarity.®

By contrast, Mowry’s two books were models of clear thinking: Roosevelt
was a progressive, and progressivism was good. Mowry did not so much
argue this point as assert it.” Nor did he have to make an argument, for
as David M. Kennedy has perceptively noted, “most American academic
historians have thought of themselves as the political heirs of the Progres-
sive tradition.” Now, of course, historians can (and do) work themselves
up into a lather debating whether progressivism ever existed, or if so, what
it meant and who belongs to it, but Kennedy’s broad point is that “aca-
demic historical writing” has “been largely monopolized by liberals,” or
those on the left.® That said, I have learned much from Kathleen Dalton,
Martin J. Sklar, and John Milton Cooper, Jr., although I should quickly
add that I have used their research to advance an argument they would not
endorse. Dalton argued convincingly that Roosevelt continued to press for
radical economic reforms after World War I broke out and he returned to
the Republican fold. Sklar’s detailed examination of the regulatory poli-
cies Roosevelt supported, beginning in 1907 and continuing after he stepped
down from the presidency, laid bare just how “statist” Roosevelt’s proposed
policies actually were. Cooper’s insightful comparisons of the “warrior”
and the “priest” offer a useful starting point for understanding the differ-
ences between Woodrow Wilson and TR.?

Nevertheless, it is time to revisit the historiography of the progressive era
and to hold it up to critical scrutiny. As a guild, academic historians have
prided themselves on their openness to revisionist interpretations, yet the
one subject that they have not been willing to reconsider is the progressive
narrative itself. Most of the studies of this period, and of Roosevelt, start
from the assumption that the political arrangements put in place at the time
of the founding were inadequate to solve the problems of industrialization,
urbanization, and mass immigration. Common law understandings and
entrenched legal precedents, federalism, the separation of powers—to say
nothing of the relatively unfettered operation of the markets—prevented
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the United States from dealing effectively with the social and industrial prob-
lems it faced at the end of the nineteenth century. What America needed, as
Herbert Croly argued in 1909, was not reform, but wholesale reconstruc-
tion. With few exceptions, this view has not been seriously challenged.!®

The discipline of political science is somewhat less monolithic, with
American Political Development and political theory providing competing
frameworks of analysis, and divisions among theorists offering additional
food for thought. Here, too, I have profited from the work of colleagues in
American Political Development, though the very nature of the subfield is
that it studies, well, “development.” As with academic historians, scholars
of APD generally assume that the founders’ constitutional arrangements
embody no special wisdom, though they do help to explain the particular
ways in which American institutions have evolved to meet new challenges.
In this vein, Stephen Skowronek and Sidney M. Milkis, two of the leading
scholars in this field, have further added to our understanding of Ameri-
can politics by highlighting the shift of power away from Congress and the
courts to the executive and administrative agencies. Their studies focus,
respectively, on “transformational” presidencies, or as in the case of 1912,
a transformational election, where questions of direct democracy, the liv-
ing constitution, the rhetorical presidency, the shape of the administrative
state, and the nature of political parties were all up for debate. Milkis espe-
cially deserves praise for incorporating questions of political theory into his
analysis, but they are not his central focus.!!

In my own subfield of political theory, I have profited from Eldon Eisen-
ach’s study of the core beliefs of leading academic progressives, as well as
from James T. Kloppenberg’s exploration of its trans-Atlantic dimension.!?
Bridging APD and political theory, James W. Ceaser has traced the use of
nature and history as competing foundational ideas in American Political
Development and offered insightful reflections on the role of “public phi-
losophy” in shaping institutional change.!®> There has also been renewed
interest in Woodrow Wilson by political theorists.!* But surprisingly, for
one whose hold on the popular imagination is as great as his is, there have
been almost no studies of the political thought of Theodore Roosevelt.!

Outside of the academy, Roosevelt does not lack for critics on the right.
In recent years, his ideas have come in for scathing critiques from liber-
tarians, of which Jim Powell’s Bully Boy provides an extended polemic.!¢
As such, it offers a provocative counterpoint to much of the existing aca-
demic literature, but Powell’s approach is not mine. Although I am a crit-
ic of progressivism and its relentless push toward greater equality in the
name of social justice, I am not a libertarian. I believe that The Federalist
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makes a persuasive case for “limited but energetic” national government,
and especially a vigorous executive. There is a useful, indeed even neces-
sary, place for regulation, at both the state and federal levels. But—with
the exception of traditional state police powers operating at the margins—
those regulations should serve the purpose of making free markets func-
tion more smoothly, not strangling them, or worse, attempting vainly to
redeem human nature. The first object of republican government should
be, as Jefferson announced in the Declaration, the protection of individual
rights. At the same time, there are other goods—among them, greatness and
excellence—with which the more thoughtful friends of democracy have
concerned themselves, and these do not always fit together smoothly with
the core commitment to equal rights. To his credit, Roosevelt sought to
promote national greatness, though his conception of greatness tended to
lay too much stress on conquest and “expansion.” As for domestic affairs,
one need not be a libertarian to see that Roosevelt begins to go seriously
astray from the economic principles of Alexander Hamilton and Abraham
Lincoln during his presidency, and certainly afterwards. That is my point.
My book is informed by the idea that the founders Roosevelt most admired
provided political principles, suitably adapted, that were still useful in his
day, as they remain in ours, had he seriously considered them. But for all
his energy and intelligence—and Roosevelt possessed both in abundance—
he seems not to have weighed this possibility. Perhaps that is because he
never encountered a thoughtful treatment of American political principles
in college or law school, and the ideas to which he was introduced (Teu-
tonic “germ theory,” Darwinism, historicism, German idealism) could not
easily be reconciled with the ideals of his heroes. So, even before he became
a progressive, his views, while reflecting the main intellectual currents of
the day, diverged in key respects from the views of the nationalistic found-
ers he admired and Lincoln. In this most “Lincoln-like” sense, Theodore
Roosevelt was never a “conservative.”

Nevertheless, Roosevelt talked a good game. Consequently, he has for too
long been given a “pass” by political theorists and students of American Po-
litical Development who have been inclined to take his admiring references
to the more nationalistic founders and Lincoln at face value.!” Here, the
contrast with Woodrow Wilson is especially striking. Unlike the Princeton
professor, Roosevelt offered no scholarly critiques of the Declaration or the
Constitution.'® At the very moment when Wilson was urging Americans-to
move toward a British-style parliamentary democracy, Roosevelt dismissed
such calls as an “un-American” colonial throwback and instead exhorted
college graduates to “Read The Federalist.” His biography of Gouverneur



6 INTRODUCTION

Morris pronounced the Constitution that emerged in Philadelphia the best
possible arrangement for America. As president, he turned to the writings
of Lincoln for guidance and inspiration. Yet, these principles meshed un-
easily with the competing intellectual arguments swimming around in his
head. How did these conflicting stands play out at various stages of his long
political career? What does his thought add up to, where does it fit in the
American political tradition, and what is his legacy today? I am not offer-
ing an intellectual biography, but rather an analysis of Roosevelt’s political
thought and what it means for republican self-government.

Chapter 1 examines the influence of Roosevelt’s education on his politi-
cal thought. Although in his Autobiography TR famously insisted that “very
little” of what he learned in college would be of use to him in later life,
in fact, some of the ideas he was introduced to helped shape his political
thought for years to come. Consulting the Harvard College catalogues from
1876 to 1880, I have gone back to school with Roosevelt, reading his course
assignments and examining the views of his professors to gain further in-
sight into his early political ideas. At Harvard, Theodore took only the one
required sophomore course in history, where he was introduced to the
Teutonic “germ theory” that would find its way into the histories that he
himself would write only a few years later. He took two courses in political
economy from a classical liberal perspective, but soon discovered that the
Republican Party of the 1880s and 1890s had other ideas. He read classical
Greek and German texts and studied evolutionary biology, all of which, at
different times, would also shape his political thought. Most scholars pass
over his brief stint at the Columbia Law School, but the courses Roosevelt
took with John W. Burgess helped shape his intellectual horizon. Although
Burgess and Roosevelt would diverge politically, Burgess’s ideas would find
their way, first, into Roosevelt’s histories, and then later, during the heyday
of his progressivism, in his references to a more “ethical state.”

Chapter 2 looks at Roosevelt’s political thought as it emerges in his his-
torical writings, beginning with The Naval War of 1812, then moving on to
his biographies of Thomas Hart Benton and Gouverneur Morris, and culmi-
nating in his epic Winning of the West. Although his biography of Morris
was effusive in its praise of the Constitution, Roosevelt was far more inter-
ested in the growth and expansion of America than in its “founding.” The
chapter compares the narrative that emerges in Thomas Hart Benton and
The Winning of the West with the political thought of the founders he ad-
mired. Whereas Hamilton in The Federalist had emphasized the capacity of
individuals to establish good government based on “reflection and choice,”
Roosevelt chose to stress the three-hundred-year unplanned movement of



