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Martin Gottlieb: Weak week not Tea Party story
By Martin Gottlieb | Friday, May 7, 2010, 11:49 AM

2010 ELECTION

The big news on primary election night was that the Tea Party did not fare well. In Ohio, it lost overwhelmingly where its hopes were highest: in state Rep. Seth Morgan’s bid for the Republican nomination for state auditor.

By the next day, however, political “experts” who had been looking at the big picture were delivering a different message: the Tea Party had had a serious impact that was not necessarily visible in the numbers. This is now the conventional wisdom. Nevertheless, it is right, unlikely as that might seem.

One stat: In Ohio, turnout was higher among Republicans than Democrats, even though the Democrats had the marquee race, the one for U.S. Senate. Almost 70,000 more people voted in the Republican race for secretary of state (742,000) than in the Senate race. A humiliation for the Democrats.

This is partly because Republican energy levels are generally running higher this year. But the Tea Party added a lot of energy to the races — all of it on the Republican side.

That said, the Tea Party didn’t really get the kind of one-on-one fight where its role might prove decisive. The closest was the Morgan race. But his opponent, David Yost, was also a dyed-in-the-wool conservative, not from the relatively moderate Taft-Voinovich-DeWine wing of the party.

And, after all, the important question about the Tea Party is how far to the right the movement can pull the Republicans.

Rather than test that, the Yost-Morgan fight tested mainly the importance of the Tea Party label and endorsements, compared, say, to the input of the official Republican Party. But that’s an inside-baseball matter, important mainly to Tea and Republican party officials.

On the tug-to-the-right issue, the more interesting case is that of state Sen. Jon Husted, R-Kettering. Facing an opponent who didn’t have a shot in the world — but who had some Tea Party support — he went out of his way to associate himself with the Tea Party. He went to its events, broadcast that fact, and declared himself — on his campaign material — to have “Tea Party values.”

The question now is what does that mean. Probably not the same thing to everybody. Husted supported the Third Frontier issue on the ballot, like the party establishment, but unlike, say, Seth Morgan. And Husted supported the school levy where his vote is counted, in Kettering, whereas the local head of the Tea Party took credit for its defeat.

Husted says his levy vote was consistent with Tea Party values, because the original Tea Party was about taxation-without-representation, the precise opposite of a situation in which people get to vote specifically on a tax.

He also says the Tea Party’s concern about spending is fundamentally about the federal level, where he agrees with it. OK, but others have the distinct impression that the Tea Party people generally vote against local levies.

Husted’s views about spending wouldn’t be much tested in a stint as secretary of state. But a lot of Republican politicians will soon be dealing with the state’s huge budget problems.

They will not read the primary returns as an indication that they needn’t worry much about the Tea Party — only that it has been largely contained so far by being flattered and courted.

Meanwhile, Tea Party members ran for and won many slots on the state Republican Party’s governing committee. They didn’t win a majority. But their numbers include former U.S. Rep. Bob McEwen, who will presumably be looking hard for ways to maximize their role.

Look beyond Ohio. John McCain is thrashing in agony in Arizona — denying that he ever saw himself as a “maverick — because he’s opposed by a well-known Tea Party/talk-radio candidate.

In Florida, a once-popular moderate Republican governor has had to leave the party for an independent race for the U.S. Senate. In Utah, a very conservative senator is in jeopardy among Republicans because he supported President George W. Bush’s bank bailout.

The Republican Party has moved to the right in 2010 — away from George W. Bush. Nothing that happened Tuesday changes that direction.
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