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What is  “Being moderate?”

According to the anchors and pundits of TV news, Obama’s approach to handling the issues of torture and prosecuting wrongdoers is said to be “moderate” and responsible.  It certainly is good to be moderate and responsible, but what is “moderation” with regard to public policy?  Political moderates and conservatives are giving Obama kudos for not caving into the pressure from the left to take an extreme stance on these matters.
Why is Obama’s approach being called “moderate?”   On the one hand, he could do nothing, but he is acting on these matters.    He is not letting all the prisoners suspected of terrorism go free, but he has ordered the practice of torture to be stopped.  Neither is he going to the other extreme of moving for the prosecution of Bush era officials who authorized illegal and immoral methods of prisoner treatment for those Bush called “unlawful enemy combatants.”  Obama has sought and found “middle” ground.
Here is another perspective.  Suppose our focus is enforcing our law and holding people accountable for wrong-doing.  If so, one extreme would be for Obama to do nothing regarding the many binding U.S. laws against torture or abusing prisoners, and the other extreme would be for him to fully enforce all instances where these laws were probably violated.  (As a matter of fact, Obama is avoiding both of these options, but is far closer to the first than the second.)   Now, if a nation’s people paints themselves as living in a land where personal responsibility is a cornerstone of our values and where there is justice for all before the law, is the second option really an extreme to be avoided?   President Obama took an oath, as do all Presidents, to faithfully execute the laws of our nation and to protect the Constitution.  Is he fulfilling his legal duty if he purposefully avoids the full and equal enforcement of our laws?   Is being faithful to your oath of office an extremist action, and if so, why require Presidents to take this oath?  Is our Constitution an extremist document?
Now, it is normally highly desirable, as Aristotle and Confucius agreed, to steer a middle course between the extremes of doing too much and doing too little.  In this sense, it is always wise and honorable to be a moderate.   Nevertheless, the devil is in the details, and Aristotle noted that there are ways of describing and of framing a situation that can give the false impression of moderation.  For example, there is no such a thing, morally speaking, of finding a middle ground between murdering one person versus murdering 3000 people.  The moderate position here is not to “murder” 1500 people.  And this is not changed if we choose ‘killing’ rather than ‘murder’ to describe a possible action.  Would it be ethically moderate to kill 3 billion people rather than killing just one or killing everyone on planet Earth?

Often, what a balanced response is depends on the context or situation.  If I become clinically depressed because my team did not win the Super Bowl, my response is extreme.  If I become clinically depressed because not long after learning I have terminal cancer, all my loved ones are killed in a plane crash, my response is understandable and not extreme.   Normally, screaming in the outside at 3 a.m. is an extreme action destined to annoy neighbors and possibly earn you a police citation for disturbing the peace.  If, on the other hand, you see several men assaulting or raping a woman in the wee hours of the morning, and you scream to draw attention to the terrible thing being done (to gain help), your action may be very appropriate and life-saving.
So, what exactly is politically moderate action, and how does it relate to basic moral decency?   For example, since in the 17th-19th centuries almost all voters favored slavery, would it not have been politically extreme (suicidal) for a southern politician to advocate abolition?   Would that have meant doing so was morally wrong?

A course of action may be politically moderate and politically expedient, but it may also be dishonorable and unethical.  For example, in our county most people who are age-eligible to vote choose not to vote in most elections, and even in Presidential elections, we are lucky if over 50% of registered voters turn out to vote.   Now where does the center exist in this pool of Americans?   Is it most of those people who bother to register to vote?  Are they more moderate or less moderate than those who choose not to vote?  Among registered voters who is more centrist:  
· those who vote always or almost always (the super voters), 
· those who seldom do, or 
· those who vote much of the time, but not always?  
I guess we should say the most centrist group here are those who vote much of the time, but not always.  Still, we know the political reality is that the two major parties will concentrate only on appealing to the super voters, who are, by definition, an extreme in our society.  So if this is a good tactic, sometimes focusing on an extreme is a wise political tactic.
How about considering the extent to which voters are well-informed and follow political matters closely or not?   Presumably, here there are three groups of voters:  
· those who are poorly informed or who follow politics very little, 
· those who are very well-informed and who follow politics very closely, and 
· those who fall somewhere in between.  
This last group would include people who are somewhat informed and who sometimes follow political news and sometimes do not.   This last group seems to be the centrists and moderates, so it is this group’s opinions who are most valuable and most balanced?  Is it this section of our citizenry that our politicos should be most eager to heed and persuade?  

From a rational point of view, this group seems to have a fragmented or “half-assed” attitude toward information relevant to political decision-making. From a rational point of view, it would seem that any honorable politician would be most concerned to stay in touch with those constituents who are well-informed and follow political news closely.

Of course, the art and business of politics is not focused on being honorable, but rather on manipulating perceptions and opinion, for example about who is honorable and who is not, about who is moderate and who is not.   The focus is winning power and influence:   how to get them, hold on to them, how to gain more.   We are not inclined to vote for candidates we perceive as extremist or radical.  We feel people who hold “moderate” views are more like us (our self image as sensible) so are more trustworthy.  

It can be vital for government officials or candidates to portray their views as moderate while painting their opponents’ views as extremist.  Let the Spin Game continue.  Oh, what hearts we win when first we practice to weave the spin!   

