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			LIKE NO OTHER TIME

		

	
		
			Introduction

			THE WIND WAS BLOWING HARD the night of November 5, 2002—election night—hard and cold, as it tends to do that time of year in South Dakota. It was late, nearly 2:00 A.M. The cavernous main hall of the Sheraton Sioux Falls Hotel and Convention Center looked like a morgue. Eight hours earlier, the room had been filled wall to wall with hundreds of men, women, and children bursting with excitement and hope, with visions of victory for our own man from South Dakota, my colleague Tim Johnson, and of celebration for the Democratic Party across the whole nation.

			Now those hopes lay in ruins. A few dozen faithful lingered around the auditorium’s TV sets, fatigued and in shock, watching the final bad news trickle in from the West Coast. We still didn’t know if Tim might hold on to his Senate seat, but almost everywhere else—Georgia, Minnesota, Missouri, North Carolina, Texas, South Carolina, Colorado, New Hampshire—lay a landscape of loss. Flags and banners and a few sad, sorry balloons dangled limply from the main hall’s ceiling. A battery of a dozen or so TV cameras and light towers arrayed on a platform at the rear of the room stood dark and untended, their crews off in the hospitality suites picking at leftover trays of crackers and cold cuts. The Eagles’ “One of These Nights” drifted out from the stage-mounted speakers.

			I was up in our sixth-floor suite—my wife Linda’s and mine—standing at the window, looking down at the streetlights of Sioux Falls and out at the black, flat blankness of the prairie beyond. I was devastated. Numb. I’d done my best to put on a game face several hours before, when the network anchors—Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings, Dan Rather, Aaron Brown—had moved toward the conclusion of their election evening coverage by each asking me, as I sat miked in a makeshift studio down in one of the convention center’s back rooms, to react to this “sweeping victory” for the Republicans.

			What could I say? How could I begin to describe the heartache I felt for my colleagues who had fallen that day, most of all my dear friend Max Cleland? Max didn’t deserve this fate, purely and simply. It was gut-wrenching to watch a war hero victimized by a campaign that questioned his patriotism—this man of such courage and honor, who lost an arm and both legs to a grenade in Vietnam, linked to Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden by Republican television ads that questioned his commitment to our nation’s security.

			All politics is, in one way or another, personal, and that night I felt Max Cleland’s loss in a deeply personal way. I felt responsible, as the leader of our party, for what had happened to Max. And to Jean Carnahan in Missouri. And to Erskine Bowles in North Carolina. And to Jeanne Shaheen in New Hampshire. And to Tom Strickland in Colorado. And to Walter Mondale in Minnesota.

			Minnesota. How to even begin sorting out the swirl of thoughts and emotions about what had transpired there? The shock of Paul Wellstone’s death less than two weeks before had not yet faded for any of us—sweet, unyielding Paul, his wife, Sheila, their daughter Marcia, and the five others who lost their lives in that terrible plane crash in the freezing October rain of that gray Minnesota morning.

			Had any of us been able to truly and completely grieve that loss? The clock had been ticking toward an election, and it would not slow down, not even for death. A new candidate had to be found. Walter Mondale stepped forward, and under very difficult circumstances, he did his statesmanlike best. But it wasn’t enough.

			For me, this was the end of two of the most grueling years of my life—and the end of two of the most eventful, tragic, and historic years in the life of the United States Senate, if not of the United States itself.

			It might seem strange to begin a book about hope and the future with an image of failure and defeat. But I think that’s exactly where this book ought to begin. Why? Because we have come to a point in our nation’s history where—as individuals and as a society—the spaces that lie between hope and despair, between triumph and disaster, between vision and blindness, or between candor and deceit have never been so minuscule. We have arrived at a time in our culture where the alignment of politics, of power, of ideologies, and of beliefs is arrayed so incredibly evenly that, while the visions and views of one group or another may be a universe apart, only the narrowest of margins separates them.

			The result is an unprecedented sense of precariousness. The very parity that we pursue in a society based on a desire for diversity and inclusion has created a climate of instability like never before, a sense that the way things seem at one moment can be turned completely upside down the next.

			Look at the last presidential election, with winners and losers stepping forward and then back, in a tense, unprecedented dance that was ultimately ended not by voters, but by judges.

			Look at the Senate, split straight down the middle by that same election, for the first time in history, fifty lawmakers on one side and fifty on the other, as fragile and contentious a context for guiding our nation as could possibly be created.

			Think of how that structure became rearranged, first by one man changing his mind (Jim Jeffords), then by another man speaking it (Trent Lott).

			Think of the heartaching brilliance of a cloudless blue September morning, shattered forever by the televised sight of two silver aircraft plunging soundlessly into those defenseless towers and plunging us all into a new way of seeing ourselves and the world.

			Think of it—the wafer-thin shadings that have come to separate those we call friends from those we call foes, the slightest of factors that determine the difference between those who will lead and those who must follow.

			The first three years of this new century have been marked by a head-spinning succession of critical turning points for America, one after the other, crucible moments balanced on the edge of a razor, where the slightest shift in the winds of circumstance can alter the course of an entire nation, and one unthinkable blow can transform the fate of the entire planet.

			Forty-eight hours after election day 2000, as America was confronting the first contested presidential results in more than a century, I found myself flying to speak in Austin, Texas. I didn’t know who the next president would be. With two Senate races still too close to call, I also didn’t know whether we Democrats might actually retake the Senate—a possibility almost no one had predicted. I didn’t know if I was still the minority leader of the United States Senate or the majority leader.

			All I knew for sure as the plane touched down that Thursday evening was that, even with my many close friends who live there, Austin, Texas, was the last place on earth I wanted to be. But there I was, at the Lyndon Johnson Library, speaking to a packed auditorium about the challenges LBJ had faced as the Senate Democratic leader in a situation as tenuous in its own way as the one we were facing at that moment. During the course of the 84th Congress, from 1955 through 1956—a Congress in which Johnson served as a Democratic leader—nine of his Senate colleagues passed away. Nine! I was stunned to discover that figure. I was also strangely comforted, which I told the audience in Austin that day. We might be in an unstable situation, I said, but no matter what crises the next Senate may have to weather, there was no way we were going to lose nine senators. Incomprehensible.

			What I didn’t realize—what none of us could have imagined—was that the events that actually came to pass would be even harder to comprehend.

			It was ten months after that address in Austin that I stood at my office window in the U.S. Capitol, looking west past the Washington Monument, across the Potomac, as smoke rose from the Pentagon, blackening the sky over Arlington Cemetery. At that same moment, two hundred miles northwest, a hijacked airliner that many now believe was intended to destroy the building in which I stood crashed in a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Meanwhile, both towers of the World Trade Center in New York were aflame, billowing black smoke, soon to collapse, filled with trapped human souls.

			A month after that, in mid-October of 2001, my own Senate office became the site of the largest bioterrorism attack ever on United States soil, when an intern opened a letter that exposed twenty members of my staff to what we would later learn was up to three thousand times the lethal dose of anthrax. The amount of anthrax in that single envelope could have killed every person in the Hart Senate Office Building, which houses the offices of half the U.S. Senate and their staffs.

			All of this lay ahead as I stood there in Austin. Two years later, as I stood in that hotel room in Sioux Falls looking out at that bleak, cold night, it all lay behind. And I was consumed by a question: Had the world around us changed so drastically in these monumental two years that the very practice of politics as we had come to know it was altered?

			As for this particular election, had I done enough? What might have been done differently? What should have been done differently? Had we as the Democratic Party, and I as one of its leaders, lost our way, our vision, our very identity?

			Each of these questions would resound for some time to come, and rightfully so. They still resound and are at the heart of the pages that follow. But the question that matters the most, and that tore at me as I stood at that hotel window, is: How, in the wake of this loss, with the Senate now aligned with the Republican House and presidency, could we as Democrats pull together to help lead our nation through the gathering storm of forces propelling our nation toward crises of potentially unimaginable consequences?

			This was—and is—the question that matters most to America. Because those crises continue to swell, both domestically and abroad, and they will likely have grown even larger by the time these words are published.

			Among them are the following:

			


			
				 	•
						
						A war against terrorism that began with the world community on our side but then, in the ensuing eighteen months, turned much of that community against us, an unclear, unfinished war that began in Afghanistan, then moved to Iraq, and now, as I write these words, could possibly spread to Syria, Iran, or North Korea.

					
				

				 	•
						
						A plunging American economy, already reeling before the shock of September 11, devastated by that day’s horrific events, crippled further by the subsequent revelations of massive corporate corruption, and now set to spiral further downward with a sweepingly dangerous administration tax policy that asks Americans, in the face of an exploding national debt, to believe that rewarding the rich by giving them tax breaks will reverse this economy’s downward spiral and better the lot and the lives of the rest of our nation.

					
				

				 	•
						
						A federal judicial system poised now to be aggressively packed, up through the level of the United States Supreme Court, with men and women whose personal ideologies and agendas are aimed directly at reversing two generations of decisions affecting the freedoms of each and every American, from women’s rights to workers’ rights to civil rights.

					
				

				 	•
						
						A fragile environment facing assaults on all fronts with new threats to the quality of our air, water, and land.

					
				

			

			


			During the two years of the 107th Congress—from the presidential election of 2000 to the midterm election of 2002—I led the Democratic Party in the United States Senate as we became the last line of defense against the forces that have pushed these crises forward.

			What I firmly believed that night last November, and what I have come to believe even more as time has passed, is that our country is once again at a critical and historic crossroads. Both nationally and internationally, the ramifications could not be greater. Our choices will affect our future in profound ways. And the first choice lies with what kind of representation and leadership we want in government. It is a choice between a political party with a core philosophical belief in the power of our collective will to confront these challenges through its government and one dominated by a group of people who don’t like and don’t believe in government.

			This is what I want to explore in the pages that follow –- the incredibly volatile sequence of events that have led, one after another, from the presidential election of 2000 to the present moment, with nothing less than the fate of our nation and that of the entire world now hanging in the balance.

			This is like no other time for America. We Americans have always found it within ourselves during such periods of challenge and change to summon the leadership, common sense, and vision to lead our country to new heights, new achievements, and a better life for the generations that follow. More often than not, at such times Americans have found that direction with the help of the vision, values, and policies that come with Democratic leadership. I am confident those values and ideas will continue to help guide us.

			As we have done throughout our nation’s rich history, we can control and determine the direction in which we are headed, both at home and abroad, but only if we understand how we came to choose that direction to begin with. The past three years, since the election of 2000, have seen an incredible shift in that direction. I’ve been fortunate to be near the center of that process, to witness that shift.

			Let me share what I saw and learned during that time, a time that was truly like no other.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Setting the Stage

			IT IS HARD TO OVERSTATE the disappointment and, yes, the despair that we—my Democratic colleagues and I—felt the morning after that 2002 election. Never mind the fact that of the seventy-seven million ballots cast across the nation that Tuesday, a scant forty-one thousand (nineteen thousand in New Hampshire and twenty-two thousand in Missouri)—less than 6⁄100 of 1 percent of the entire vote—determined the difference between our party retaining control of the Senate and the Republicans seizing it. Perception, as they say, is reality, and the perception of this defeat, reflected in newspaper and magazine headlines across the country in the days that followed, was of an unmitigated disaster. The headlines arrayed on that week’s newsstands echoed the theme:

			


			IT’S HALLELUJAH TIME IN THE WHITE HOUSE

			FOR BUSH AND GOP: A MANDATE

			DEMORALIZED DEMS

			A NEW LEADER IS NEEDED

			


			The term “shellacked” was used more than once in these reports, and despite the narrowness of the results, that’s just how we felt. I knew when I went to bed that election night that I’d awake to a barrage of blame and recrimination that was going to continue for some time, both from outsiders and, more consequentially, from my colleagues within the Democratic Party. And understandably so. I knew we were in for a period of soul-searching and self-flagellation the likes of which few of us had ever experienced. I had doubts and questions myself. As the saying goes, “Success has a thousand parents; failure is an orphan.” The morning after that election, I felt pretty alone.

			How had this happened? That question kicked at us all in the wake of this defeat. Everyone, of course—the press, the pundits on radio and television, my colleagues, our opponents—had their own answers and were eager to share them:

			


			
				 	•
						
						We Democrats “had no message.” We “ran without new ideas.” This was a “Seinfeld election”—it was about nothing.

					
				

				 	•
						
						We offered “no difference between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ ” We had become victims of “centrist caution.” In the name of political expediency, we had “compromised our party’s identity” and become nothing more than “Republican Lite.”

					
				

				 	•
						
						We had “pandered to the Republicans.” We had “surrendered on issues of defense and foreign policy.” We had “attacked the President’s economic policies but offered no real alternative.”

					
				

				 	•
						
						Our campaigns had been marked by “caution, vagueness, niche issues, and sloganeering.”

					
				

				 	•
						
						We had lost our “soul.”

					
				

				 	•
						
						We were “leaderless.”

					
				

			

			


			I knew that we needed not to panic. But neither could we deny that the consequences of this defeat, as narrow as it might have been, were disastrous, not just for the Democratic Party, but for the American people in terms of where they might now be led. House Democratic Leader Dick Gephardt shared my deep frustration and was shaken by what had transpired.

			As Congress returned to Washington in December following the elections, Dick came to visit my personal office in the Hart Building, and we had a good long talk. First, we met with staff to discuss the aftermath of the election and the legislative schedule for the final weeks of the 107th Congress, that period of time traditionally known as a “lame duck” session. Then, at the end of the meeting, Dick asked if staff could be excused so that he and I could talk privately. As we sat alone, we talked again about our disappointment with the election and our need to regroup and move forward. Dick then said that he had come to the conclusion that for him the way to move forward was to move on—and, hopefully, up. He told me he intended to give up his House leadership role and run for president.

			I knew how frustrated Dick was with the way things had gone in the House, and I felt terrible for him. He was a terrific partner during our years guiding the Democratic leadership in Congress. Our offices occasionally acted as rivals, but each legislative challenge and each passing year cemented the friendship that Dick and I had built. He worked incredibly hard yet never got the gratitude and appreciation he deserved, largely because he had to lead the House Democrats from under the heavy thumb of the House Republicans during his entire time as leader. I hope history will recognize Dick’s service more than many of his colleagues in Washington did.

			As for seeking the presidency, I told him that I, too, was weighing that same decision. If the political challenge we faced as Democrats was to truly help the people who we felt were being left out and left behind by this administration, the question was which would be the more effective role . . . that of caucus leader or presidential candidate. I told him that I would make my decision within the next few weeks.

			We talked for a few more minutes, and then there was a long pause, nothing but silence as we sat across from each other in the quiet confines of my office, with its high ceilings and Native American art, the winter sun shining through the tall windows. For the first time, we were confronting the possibility that we could soon find ourselves adversaries—a prospect neither of us would relish.

			Dick broke the silence. “Whatever you decide,” he said, “you will always be my friend.”

			I looked back at him and replied, “We’ve been through a lot together. You’ll always be my friend, too.”

			We gave each other a big hug. Then he turned without another word and left the room.

			I knew that I had to make my own decision soon—certainly within the following few weeks. And losing the majority complicated things significantly. Had we strengthened, or even just held on to, the majority, I would have felt more confident about turning over the reins of responsibility. But now I had to make the decision about running for president with a caucus in the same minority position in which I found it when I became leader in 1994.

			For the first week or two after the election, Republicans and the conservative press pointed gleefully to the results as evidence of my failure as a leader. More editorials than I can count were written that blamed my “obstructionist” tactics for our defeat. Whatever path my future would take, I felt strongly that as a party we needed to bounce back quickly. Yet while my mind was resolved about what had to be done, my body language apparently exposed a deeper disappointment than I realized—at least according to some of my friends and staff.

			Some said it was even reflected occasionally in my wardrobe. That fact provided a moment of comic relief in one of the first press conferences I held after I returned to Washington. In the months leading up to the election, Linda and I had become grandparents—twice. There really is no experience in life quite as miraculous and gratifying as becoming a grandparent. The joy of seeing your children so happy, of watching a new person enter the world as an extension of your flesh and blood, is truly one of the great blessings of life. And we were blessed not once, but twice in the same year. On this particular December morning, with the press conference scheduled for that day, Linda and I went to an early morning family photo session at a local studio to show off the two new grandbabies. The photographer told me to wear contrasting colors for the shoot, so I brought a black shirt and a white one. While taking the pictures, our three-week-old granddaughter, Ava, relieved herself on my white shirt. Just before the press conference, I changed into the black—dark mourning black. As I entered the room, the first question from one of the reporters seated around the conference table was, “What are you trying to tell us with that shirt?” That got a good laugh.

			Subconsciously or not, that shirt did reflect my mood, so you can imagine the gratitude I felt when Robert Byrd, a former Democratic leader himself, who had served as both minority and majority leader during his more than half a century in Congress, stood up in our first caucus meeting after the election and asked unanimous consent that I be reelected leader by acclamation. The response was a standing ovation. Harry Reid, our assistant Democratic leader, then asked, “What about me?” Everyone laughed. I said that was the shortest nominating speech on record. Harry was then reelected the same way, as was Barbara Mikulski, our caucus secretary, and then our entire leadership team.

			Gratifying as that display of support was, it did not alter the fact that within our caucus a heated debate had begun that was echoed by pundits across the nation—namely, whether it was time for our Democratic Party to move back to the “Left,” to reclaim the liberal roots from which we had steadily drifted away over the course of the past three decades, or whether we needed to move even more toward the “center” to break the partisan gridlock in Washington that so much of the American public rightfully detests.

			On the one side—the liberal, progressive side—were voices urging that it was time to “stop accommodating,” to “take a stand,” to “reclaim our identity,” to become “an opposition party worthy of the name.” Dick Durbin, one of the most articulate members of our caucus, argued that we needed to define ourselves more effectively and forcefully with a stronger message and more aggressive legislative strategy. Paul Wellstone’s name and the memory of his firebrand liberalism were intoned more than once in these discussions.

			On the other side—the moderate side—were the voices warning that we must “face reality,” that with so many tightly contested elections in a contemporary political landscape as evenly divided as we now face in America, where victory or defeat depends on a tiny percentage of “swing” voters, we can’t afford to alienate those precious few voters by taking “extreme” positions. Proponents of this argument—Evan Bayh, Tom Carper, Ben Nelson—urged that we needed to try even harder to compete with the administration for the swing voters by striving more effectively for bipartisan compromise with the administration.

			I had my own thoughts even then about this argument. But it wasn’t time for me to speak—not yet. In these first meetings after the election, my job was to listen to what those around me had to say. And to think hard about how we had come to this critical juncture. This meant analyzing, scrutinizing, and trying hard to understand the tumultuous events of the preceding two years. Beyond that, it meant examining the path that our national politics has traveled over the course of the past thirty years, since the time I first entered politics in 1972—a year that many, including me, consider a watershed in modern American politics, the year the Democratic Party began seeking a new identity.

			It was this search for identity that has been the subject of so much internal debate within our party these past three decades. It has had a profound effect on our decisions on both leadership and issues. That has, in turn, affected my own leadership role and the issues we have faced. And it all began in 1972.

			That was the year my dear friend George McGovern ran for president. For the Democratic Party, that election was a painful loss. An outspoken champion of liberalism and progressive politics, George was defeated by Richard Nixon in a Republican landslide that was considered by some to be a definitive verdict against the aggressive 1960s liberalism of John F. Kennedy’s New Frontier and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society.

			I worked as one of George’s volunteers on that campaign—my first involvement in national politics. At the time, I was an Air Force intelligence officer stationed at Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska. By night, I volunteered to help run the Omaha office of the McGovern campaign. It was a combination that gave me a window into two worlds.

			As that election unfolded, I could see what was happening. We could all see. The sense of excitement, hope, and optimism that had swept up so many of us in the wave of social movements and their legislative manifestations that washed over America in the early to mid-1960s—the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, the War on Poverty, Medicaid, Medicare, the Clean Air Act, the Peace Corps, and so many more—had, by the end of that decade, given way to the anguish and confusion of the war in Vietnam, chaos on college campuses, the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, race riots in our cities, the lunacy of the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago.

			The center, as the poem by W. B. Yeats puts it, was not holding. Anyone who was not there at that time in America and did not experience this social tumult directly can’t appreciate how very real it all was, how alarmingly close our society seemed to be to coming apart at the seams, especially to conservatives, who blamed the social chaos on the Democrats, the liberals, and the anarchic energy unleashed by all those federally supported movements.

			So Nixon and an emerging core of right-wing Republicans stepped in to stop the bleeding. “Law and order” was their battle cry, and a frightened, roiling nation responded. They labeled the Democrats as the party of high taxes and anti-Americanism, and the label stuck. “Never again,” these conservatives said, drawing a line in the sand to separate themselves from the forces that had, in their view, nearly brought down our society. This was a historical moment. Because from that point forward, “liberal” became a dirty word, one even most Democrats came to avoid.

			It hadn’t, of course, always been so. The Roosevelts—both Theodore and Franklin—had drawn their own lines in the sand back in the 1920s and 1930s, aggressively creating government programs and institutions to respond in an unprecedented way to the needs of the American people. In the process, they established “liberalism” as a near religion. Teddy Roosevelt—a Republican—did it in the name of our land, creating the network of national parks that today still protects our most treasured public lands. FDR, of course, stepped in with the New Deal, the sweeping range of federal programs that helped lift America out of the depths of the Great Depression and carried us through World War II and beyond. In a 1941 speech, Franklin Roosevelt offered as succinct a definition of the difference between liberals and conservatives as I’ve ever seen—a definition that is as accurate today as it was at that time.

			Liberals, he said, believe that “as new conditions and problems arise beyond the power of men and women to meet as individuals, it becomes the duty of government itself to find new remedies with which to meet them.”

			Conservatives, he continued, believe that “there is no necessity for the government to step in.”

			From FDR in the 1930s straight through to LBJ in the 1960s—with the brief exception of the somnolent Eisenhower administration—liberalism guided the way in Washington and “conservative” was the term that most politicians, even Republicans, avoided. Barry Goldwater, in his 1964 campaign for the presidency, with the civil rights movement cresting in the South and with the Vietnam War protest movement just around the corner, became the first Republican in modern times to stand on a national stage and proudly wave the conservative label with defiance. Goldwater didn’t win, but he inspired a new generation of Republican warriors to carry that banner forward, including a young Ronald Reagan, who brought down the house at the 1964 Republican convention with his fiery nominating speech for Goldwater—the same basic speech, more or less, on which Reagan built his career for the next twenty years.

			Government, Reagan liked to say, is the problem, not the solution. That, even more precisely than FDR’s definition, sums up the difference between the Republican and Democratic ideologies that have evolved in the past thirty years, the schism that separates two divergent views in American politics.

			On one side, the Republican side, is the belief that government should stay out of people’s lives as much as possible. The individual, they say, should be empowered to make the decisions that guide his own life, not government agencies or judicial bodies. Paramount among those decisions, the argument goes, should be the individual’s freedom to decide how his (or her) own money is spent. This is how the Republicans justify the tax cuts they so zealously pursue. “It’s your money,” they say, which is a fine proposition on the face of it. If only it were that simple.

			Democrats, too, believe that it’s “your money.” But they also believe in community, in collective as well as individual strength, in the idea of people pitching in together to help one another, with the united faith that a rising tide lifts all boats. The vehicle that most efficiently allows us to collectively help one another, Democrats believe, is the government.

			There’s a wonderful film called The Straight Story, directed by David Lynch, that contains a perfect metaphor for the difference I’m talking about. Lynch, of course, is best known for his somewhat surreal, off-center work, such as Twin Peaks and Blue Velvet. The Straight Story is a departure for him, a beautiful true story about an elderly man coming to terms with the end of his life by making a pilgrimage on a riding lawn mower to visit his estranged brother two states away.

			During the journey, the man encounters a young woman who emerges from the woods and joins him by his campfire. She’s on a pilgrimage, too, trying to figure out what her own life’s about. At one point in their conversation, the old man picks up a stick and breaks it in two. “That’s a person on their own, by themselves,” he tells her. Then he picks up a bundle of sticks and asks her to try breaking them. She can’t. “That’s family,” he says.

			That’s what Democrats believe. We are stronger together than alone. I like that parable because it so clearly illustrates something that, growing up in South Dakota, I came to feel intuitively. South Dakota was settled as a result of the Homestead Act. That act was our government’s bold experiment to trade public lands for hard work and the promise of opportunity. Many South Dakotans are grandchildren and great-grandchildren of homesteaders. My own grandparents were German farmers who immigrated to South Dakota because of the promise of free land. My grandparents and those who undertook the journey with them worked hard. It is no exaggeration to say that they were some of the most self-reliant people in the world. But they also understood that no matter how hard they worked, there were some essential things they couldn’t do by themselves. It took neighbors working together to raise the barns, clear the land, and plant the crops. It took communities to build schools and hire teachers. It took everyone in small towns, working together, to weather storms and clean up after floods. Their politics were dictated by one thing—the desire to harvest a living and build a future on the harsh plains. So they came to believe deeply in the principles underlying the Homestead Act’s social bargain—the same principles at the core of the Democratic Party—that collective action is sometimes a necessary complement to individual effort.

			Put another way, by gathering our “sticks,” by pooling our resources in the form of taxes, Democrats believe that we can and we should, through the wise and efficient administration of government, provide all Americans, not just those who can afford it, with quality education, decent health care, the sense of security that comes from well-trained, well-funded, and wisely directed police and military forces, and a host of other government-directed community services aimed at enabling every American man, woman, and child to fulfill his or her individual potential as he or she pursues that blessed trinity of the American dream: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

			I don’t want this to sound like a boilerplate political speech. But there is no other way to describe the rift that has come to separate these two views of government, these two views of America. The philosophy of the Republican leadership in Washington, as it has sharpened itself over the past thirty years, has become a form of social Darwinism, survival of the fittest. In the name of empowering the individual, the Republicans’ purpose is to consolidate power in the hands of the few who already have it while disassembling the one institution that protects and pursues the interests of all Americans, including the powerless.

			That institution, of course, is the government.

			It’s more than ironic that Richard Nixon, who launched the modern conservative backlash against the “liberal welfare” state with his opposition to taxes, government spending, government regulation, and government enforcement of civil rights, unintentionally deepened the public’s mistrust and suspicion of government even further with his involvement in the Watergate scandal and his subsequent resignation from office. By the end of the 1970s, a new generation of conservative soldiers, under their own “commander in chief,” Ronald Reagan, had taken the Republican stage. In the early 198Os a group of House members that included Dick Cheney, Trent Lott, Tom DeLay, Dick Armey, and Newt Gingrich formed a caucus with a revealing title: the Conservative Opportunity Society.

			Opportunistic indeed. Seizing on the growing anxieties and fears aroused by the cold war, coupled with the now decade-old anti–“big government” backlash still running strong through American society, Gingrich tossed aside all remaining restraint and declared open warfare against the Democrats. Up to that point, even with the strong feelings that divided the two sides of the political arena in America, a sense of decency and decorum still ruled the public debate. But no more. The tactics of these Gingrich-led “new” Republicans were to confront and to demonize. Our differences, according to them, were no longer political. They were moral. We Democrats were not only wrong or misguided, now we were “evil.” The crass, stigmatizing language used by Newt Gingrich and his lieutenants in their public discourse was unprecedented in American politics. Democrats were, according to Gingrich, “corrupt,” “loony,” “stupid,” and “traitors.” We were, according to him, “the party of total hedonism, total exhibitionism, total bizarreness, total weirdness.”

			Does this kind of language sound familiar? It’s no coincidence that the ascent of Rush Limbaugh and his combative brand of right-wing “talk radio” programming coincided with the rise of Newt Gingrich and this new strain of Republicanism. Gingrich’s strategy of vicious, bombastic demonizing was taken directly to the airwaves by Limbaugh, whose diatribes against “Commie libs,” “feminazis,” and “environmental wackos” gained him, by the end of the 1980s, a national audience.

			Conflict sells—at least for a while. Gingrich realized this. Limbaugh did, too. Their reaction to the very real, very understandable, and very justifiable anxieties and confusion that gripped and divided our nation in the wake of the upheavals of the 1960s, coupled with the fears created by the shifting cold war international landscape of the 1980s, was to exploit those fears for their own gain. In Gingrich’s case, there was the political power that he and his party could gather. For Limbaugh, there was the audience, the advertising (how many serious political commentators shamelessly hawk their sponsors’ products during commercial breaks?), and the personal profit he could accrue.

			There was, during this same period, a Democratic response as well to the climate of the times, an effort to address the cultural gap that had come to divide America right and left. Rather than exploit this gap, however, many in our party chose to try bridging it.

			That bridge was a “third way,” as it was called. Not right. Not left. But something else, a third position that was often also described as “center-out.” Rather than to move from the Left or the Right to obtain the necessary majority, the idea was to start in the center and move in both directions in search of a majority and common ground.

			Many of the national leaders of the eighties and nineties began their careers as leaders of the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC). Al Gore was one of the founding members, and Dick Gephardt was its first chairman. Bill Clinton followed shortly thereafter. So did Joe Lieberman.

			There was a brief attempt among the more liberal arm of our party, led by Howard Metzenbaum, to create a “countergroup,” as it were—the Coalition for Democratic Values. But that effort withered away almost immediately, and by the turn of the 1990s, the “centrist” DLC philosophy had become the dominant ethos of our party. Bill Clinton’s presidential victory in 1992 came in no small part from his ability to avoid the “liberal” label while maintaining the Democratic Party belief in the active role of government to better the lives of Americans.

			Gingrich and his crowd hated Clinton. There is no other term for it. They detested him politically. They detested him personally. And to them, there was no difference between the two. I’m not the first person to observe that Gingrich’s 1994 Contract with America, which swept him and his Republican colleagues into control of the House and the Senate, turned out to be little more than a “Contract on Clinton.” Given control of Congress, the Republican leadership chose politics over policy. Rather than constructing effective responses to the needs of the American people, they directed almost all of their energy and resources toward attacking Bill Clinton. These attacks reached their climax with the 1999 impeachment and trial of the President.

			As minority leader of the Senate during that trial, I realized, as did the majority leader at that time, Trent Lott, that the very fabric of our nation might be torn beyond repair if the Senate proceedings degenerated into the same spectacle seen in the House. The well-being of our society, Trent and I both agreed, was far more important than a political victory for one side or the other.

			But the “war” did not end with Clinton’s acquittal. Far from it. In fact, the battle lines became drawn even more sharply, with both armies, as it were, gathering on each side of the nation’s political divide, facing each other in almost identical size—virtually a “fifty-fifty” America.

			There were the American voters themselves, divided so evenly among the loyal Republican and the loyal Democrat “bases” that elections could now well be expected to ride on a single percentage point or two—on the thin sliver of “swing” votes that remained among the few voters who hadn’t quite made up their minds.

			As the election of 2000 approached, the presidential race between Al Gore and George W. Bush sized up as just that—an extremely close contest, with perhaps no more than a point or two deciding the difference at the end.

			That contest turned out, of course, to be even closer than that. But what no one foresaw, and what set the stage for the unprecedented events of the following two years, were the results of that same fall’s United States Senate elections.

			No one imagined, no one was even really paying attention to, before that election, the possibility that the advantage the Republican Senate enjoyed going into that November—fifty-five to forty-five seats—might be erased. Among those forty-five seats we did hold, three were vacated by the retirement of three of our most distinguished members—Pat Moynihan, Bob Kerrey, and Frank Lautenberg. So things did not look good for us, to say the least.

			By the end of that election night, however, we had shocked everyone, including ourselves, with seven challengers winning seats (Hillary Clinton, Tom Carper, Jon Corzine, Bill Nelson, Ben Nelson, Mark Dayton, and Jean Carnahan) and two more challengers (Debbie Stabenow in Michigan and Maria Cantwell in Washington) locked in “too close to call” races. Recounts lay ahead for both Stabenow and Cantwell. If both were to win, the Senate would be split fifty-fifty for the first time in history. As much as election night 2002 would be fraught with a definitive loss and the disappointment that came with it, election night 2000 was filled with confusion and hope. As returns continued to trickle in, and the prospect of an evenly divided Senate came into focus, a member of my staff turned to me and said, “It looks like you might be the big winner tonight.”

			At that point, with just the possibility that this historic face-off might occur, we—our Democratic leadership—began playing out the scenarios. If the presidential election was pushed to a recount (as, of course, it eventually was), there was a likelihood that the decision might ultimately have to be resolved in Congress—which, if things wound up in an evenly divided Senate, would create a very interesting situation indeed.

			Some observers began immediately wringing their hands at the possibility of the presidential election being decided by Congress, calling such a resolution of a contested election a “constitutional crisis”—which it was not. It would be an extremely unusual situation, no doubt, but like almost everything else our government is faced with, if you look back through history, you’ll find that we’ve faced it before.

			In this case, it had happened twice, first in 1800, then again in 1876.

			The 1800 presidential election between Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr ended with both men receiving seventy-three electoral votes (there was no popular vote at that time). That left it to the House of Representatives to choose one man or the other. On the second floor of the Capitol today, across from the old Senate chamber, is the original House chamber. A plaque on the wall outside that room tells the story:

			For over three months after that election, the nation teetered on the verge of this crisis, not knowing who would be president. The House convened on February 11, 1801, and over the next six days, they voted twenty-five times. Every vote ended in a tie. Finally, on the thirty-sixth ballot, the tie was broken and Jefferson was named the third president of the United States. In the end, there was no lasting damage to anyone except Alexander Hamilton. While the House was casting all those ballots, Hamilton worked feverishly behind the scenes to persuade his fellow Federalists to support Jefferson, whom Hamilton didn’t particularly care for but whom he preferred to Burr (whom he abhorred). Four years later, in their legendary duel, Burr shot and killed Hamilton, whose campaigning during those House votes on that 1800 decision certainly hadn’t helped their relationship.

			That was America’s first experience with a contested presidential election. Seventy-six years later, another disputed presidential contest posed an even greater risk to the nation. The candidates in this case were Samuel Tilden and Rutherford Hayes. On election night, the New York Tribune’s special edition banner headline declared Tilden the winner. He had won the popular vote. But neither candidate had enough electoral votes to claim the White House. The problem lay in the returns from three southern states: Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida. All three states had conflicting sets of ballots, one certified by their state governments, which were still sympathetic to the Confederacy (this was roughly a decade after the end of the Civil War), and the other certified by the Reconstructionist governments set up in each of these states by Washington. When Congress convened in December, it faced a crisis: Which sets of ballots should they count? Republicans chose the Reconstructionist sets; Democrats insisted on the others.

			The argument continued until February, when the Louisiana and South Carolina results were finally settled. But Florida (yes, Florida) remained unresolved. Unable to work out which sets of ballots to count, the parties created a bipartisan commission composed of selected House and Senate members along with five Supreme Court justices (yes, here too we had the Supreme Court weighing in on the final decision) to settle the issue. The Republican-majority commission chose Hayes, which enraged Tilden’s Democrats, who refused to accept the decision. They called for a one-hundred-thousand-person protest march on Washington. Their Speaker of the House drafted—but never introduced—a bill to make the secretary of state president until another election could be held. Tensions were so high, there was genuine concern that another Civil War might erupt.

			It wasn’t until several weeks later that a settlement was finally reached. Democrats agreed to accept Hayes as president if he would order the withdrawal of federal troops from these three contested southern states and provide federal economic aid to help them rebuild from the ruins of the war. The Republicans agreed, and Hayes was declared president.

			Believe me, we pored over the details of those two elections in the wake of the 2000 returns, preparing for the possibility that we might be put in the position of deciding the Gore-Bush decision ourselves. Beyond that, the ramifications for our newly balanced Senate—if it did indeed wind up fifty-fifty—would be immediate if Gore was declared the winner. That would make Joe Lieberman the vice president, requiring Lieberman to step down from his Connecticut Senate seat, which would then be filled by an appointee of Connecticut’s governor—who happened to be a Republican. In other words, a win by Gore would tip the scales of the Senate back to the Republicans, fifty-one to forty-nine.

			It was a problem that would have paled in comparison with the one we face now . . . a Bush presidency.

			I have to say I didn’t know much about George Bush personally at that time. I was certainly going to get to know him in the years to come, but at that point I hadn’t seen much more of him than had most Americans—mostly on television. I’d seen Bush make speeches, I’d watched the debates, and in one sense I was amazed that we’d even reached this point—Al Gore’s breadth and depth of knowledge, his experience, his grasp of the issues were clearly superior. But people liked Bush. At a time when the economy was going gangbusters and terror had not become a part of the national consciousness, people had the luxury of voting for someone they liked. Even with that, the American voters wound up choosing Al Gore’s ideas over George Bush’s personality by a margin of half a million popular votes.

			It was fascinating to watch the nation fixate on this historic presidential deadlock while the fate of the Senate, which hung in the same kind of limbo, went largely unnoticed by most of the American public. We took to calling it a “shadow” election, flying under the radar of the nation’s attention. When Debbie Stabenow was declared the winner in Michigan on November 8, that left Maria Cantwell’s still undecided recount against Slade Gorton in Washington as the last step of our unlikely climb toward fifty Senate seats.

			While the country was focused day after day on the Bush-Gore developments, we were zeroed in on Maria. Several times each day, we checked in with our people on the ground in Washington State, getting reports from each precinct on the progress of the recounts, which, like the presidential recount in Florida, shifted up or down by the hour. Several times it looked as though it were over, as though we’d lost. At one point Maria was behind by 14,916 votes, a huge number in these circumstances, but my political staff ran their computer models on the precincts that had not yet reported their recounts—largely Native American precincts—and those numbers indicated that Maria could still possibly pull off a win.

			That Maria was even in position to win was, quite frankly, remarkable. She was running against a strong incumbent in Gorton. But Gorton made a serious mistake by underestimating the importance of the Native American vote, and that wound up costing him his Senate seat.

			I know something about Native American politics, having spent my life in South Dakota and having spent my political career working with and learning to understand the lives and cultures of the tribes in our state—the Lakota, Nakota, and Dakota Sioux. There has been a significant surge in recent years in political engagement and involvement among these tribes at all levels—local, state, and federal—that has been both heartening and riveting to witness. It’s also something no politician can afford to ignore, because it’s not just happening in South Dakota—it’s happening all over America.

			Maria Cantwell understood these dynamics. I don’t think Slade Gorton did. He was openly scornful of many of the Native Americans’ concerns and stands on several key issues in Washington State. In the end, that cost him his seat in the Senate. When that race’s recount was finally finished on December 1, Maria came out the winner, as my political staff had predicted . . . by 2,229 votes. And, as those predictions had indicated, the votes that put Maria over the top turned out to be largely Native American.

			The day the Cantwell victory was announced, Harry Reid, noticing the absence of reporters and camera crews, said to me, “This was a victory as significant as it was quiet.” And he was so right. “Nobody saw this coming,” he added. Including, it turned out, Trent Lott.

			Linda and I often go to her parents’ home in Oklahoma for Thanks-giving, which is where I was when I finally got Trent on the phone following Maria’s win in Washington. Trent had, of course, been following that race as closely as I. But where my days had been driven by excitement and hope, Trent had been living in trepidation. Now, with the results final, he couldn’t accept it.

			When I first managed to reach him after the Senate officially became fifty-fifty, Trent could hardly finish a sentence. He was in shock. It was simply too soon for him to accept the fact that his world—his position as Senate majority leader—had just been turned upside down.

			It would turn out to be several weeks before Trent finally acknowledged what had occurred. Meanwhile, we continued to have conversations—in person, by telephone, by fax—about the historic situation we were now facing. I tried gently to introduce him to the reality that, like it or not, this was going to have to be a partnership. The phrase “power sharing” was hard for Trent to even utter. But that’s what we were confronted with as we moved toward the end of that year. Several times over the course of the ensuing weeks, Trent admitted privately what he and the Republican leadership were facing. “We’re in denial,” he told me.

			“Well,” I told him, “at some point you and I are going to have to figure out how we’re going to deal with this.”

			Meanwhile, I was free to turn to the still unanswered question of who our next president would be.

			From the beginning, many of us felt as if Al Gore had been cheated in Florida. We were shocked and dismayed by the circus atmosphere surrounding the recount. Watching the television coverage of what was happening in Florida deepened my determination to see that there was a fair count of the votes. I indicated to the Gore campaign that I would be available to come to Florida should they find any need.

			It was a Sunday afternoon when I got a call from Al asking if I would be willing to go down there with Dick Gephardt to show that the Democratic leaders in Congress were united behind Al in this effort. I told him I would be happy to go. When would he need me? “Tomorrow,” he answered.

			I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything that compares to the media frenzy we flew into that day in Tallahassee. It was incredible. There must have been a hundred television cameras not just from all across the country, but from all over the world.

			One of the images the Gore people wanted was of Dick and me reporting from the scene in Florida to the Vice President, who was in Wash-ington. Given the passion that surrounded the situation, it didn’t feel quite right to me to have us sitting at a speakerphone, gamely telling Al Gore that the vote counts were incomplete and that we were going to make sure every vote was counted, which is what the Gore camp asked us to do. I was concerned that the whole thing looked and felt staged, and that fear was confirmed by virtually everybody who saw that conversation broadcast live on television. In the middle of a state simmering with anger and tension, at the end of a hotly contested election, it seemed worse than awkward to have two congressional leaders addressing the disembodied voices of Al Gore and Joe Lieberman. And it was.

			After that unfortunate experience, we went to the Gore recount headquarters, where Dick and I made statements to the media and answered questions.

			“This is not over with until the votes are counted,” I told the roomful of reporters.

			That was about as simple and clear as I could put it. It was the same message I carried with me wherever I went over the next two weeks, including an eye-opening, somewhat disturbing trip back home to South Dakota, where I had been invited by the Rapid City Chamber of Commerce to give a speech.

			Understand that this was my home territory. The crowd was largely Republican, but I’m used to that. The majority of South Dakotans are conservatives. But in South Dakota, as in many states with smaller populations, people form their judgment of their elected leaders on a more personal basis. Most have met their representatives or candidates, or at least have been able to hear them speak in person. Many have directly asked for and received help. There is a truly personal connection, and as a result, philosophy or political labels have secondary importance. You can see that in the type of relationship I have with South Dakota’s former governor and current congressman, Bill Janklow. He may be a staunch Republican, but he and I are good friends and have always been able to work together.

			This is one of the reasons, I think, that I’ve never faced much hostility when I go home, not even in the staunchest Republican strongholds. Which is why I was shocked by what I encountered in Rapid City that day. Outside the hotel where I was to speak, there was a massive anti-Gore and anti-Daschle demonstration. This was the first time in my life this had ever happened to me. People pushing in from all sides. Angry faces shouting and waving signs and placards. I realized this was not just something happening down in Florida. The intensity and emotions that had seized this election had swept into every nook and cranny of our nation—including South Dakota, where it had come home in a profound, palpable way. These people had seen my phone conversation with Al on television—and they didn’t like it one bit.

			It was such a surreal contrast to make my way through that crowd, then walk into the hotel and be greeted by warm smiles and a standing ovation from the audience I had come to address. That experience still resonated for me two weeks later, when Al Gore announced his decision to concede.

			To this day there are many opinions and heated debates about whether Al Gore made the right decision. There are those who say he abandoned the people who had voted for him, the people he represented, the actual majority of the people who voted in that election. There are those who feel that he should have seen this fight through to the bitter end, in the name of those millions of Americans who had given him the popular vote victory.

			But there was something else at stake here, something larger than the presidency itself, and it’s something that brings us back to that fundamental difference between the Democratic and Republican belief systems. If this fight had been taken to its conclusion, whoever the victor, political chaos unlike anything we’ve ever seen would have ensued. This was not unlike the situation we faced with the impeachment of Bill Clinton. The very stability of our government and of the public’s faith in that government was at stake here, and Al Gore understood that. The acrimony over this issue, which was mounting exponentially by mid-December—six weeks after the election—would only have gotten worse if that battle had continued. So Gore decided, in the better interests of the nation, to call an end to it.

			Tom Friedman, one of my favorite columnists in the New York Times, wrote a column in the wake of this decision that I’ll never forget. Friedman likened Al Gore’s decision to taking a political bullet in order to save his country. And I think that’s exactly what happened. Gore could have dragged this thing out, which, if the roles had been reversed, is exactly what Tom DeLay and his crowd would have advocated. They would have fought to the bitter end, using every tactic possible, with no concern for the damage it might do to our institutional framework.

			Al Gore announced his decision on December 14. A week and a half later, on Christmas Eve day, a fax came over my machine at home. It was from Trent Lott. It simply said, “The election is over. It’s time to go to work. Let’s work this out soon. Have a Merry Christmas!”

			I couldn’t have asked for a nicer Christmas gift or a better bounce into the new year. We were now ready to begin the 107th Congress.
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