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Throwback Thursday 

Mr. Pataki enters the 2016 race out of step with the modern GOP  

  

by Editorial Board   

WILL THE Republican Party nominate another former governor with a moderate record running 

a deeply blue northeastern state? George Pataki, New York’s governor from 1995 to 2006, hopes 

so, officially launching his presidential campaign Thursday in a video stressing unity over issues 

that “superficially” divide Americans. The fact that observers easily dismiss his candidacy 

doesn’t just reflect on Mr. Pataki; it also is a measure of what the GOP has become. 

Mr. Pataki is something of a throwback. He has been out of office nearly a decade. When he was 

in power, he made cracking down on crime a top priority, reinstating the death penalty and 

toughening punishments. This seems out of touch at a time when leaders on the left and the right 

are relaxing some of the excessive anti-crime policies of the past. He now emphasizes his work 

overseeing the reconstruction of Lower Manhattan after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, a 

tack that didn’t help former New York mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani much in his 2008 presidential 

bid.  

But the vintage of Mr. Pataki’s record is not his greatest challenge. The content is. He wants to 

run as a fiscal conservative wary of federal overreach — “Washington has grown too big, too 

powerful, too expensive and too intrusive,” he said in his announcement video — and he stresses 

the tax cuts he pushed through as governor. But Republicans will be less impressed with his 

history on state spending, which grew under his watch, along with higher fees to finance it.  

Then there is Mr. Pataki’s position on social issues. He was crucial in breaking a partisan logjam 

on gun control, pushing through a suite of sensible restrictions on firearms. He expanded 

government-sponsored health-care coverage for low-income New Yorkers. He also enacted legal 

protections for gay men and lesbians, and he strongly promoted environmental cleanup and 

conservation. 

To those looking for a moderate record working with Democrats to secure some authentic 

accomplishments, Mr. Pataki would be an attractive choice. But Republican primary voters are 

more likely to be interested in red meat than in green or rainbow-colored reforms. It’s not that 

the GOP is no longer the party of Teddy Roosevelt, a landmark conservationist. It’s that the 

northeastern Nelson Rockefeller types who represent a businesslike moderate wing seem 

critically endangered in the contemporary Republican Party. 
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Mitt Romney battled this problem over two primary campaigns. He ultimately prevailed over a 

weak field of fatally flawed also-rans but only after he retreated far from his moderate record 

governing Massachusetts. Even then, Mr. Romney only had one major issue — health-care 

reform — on which he was especially vulnerable, in part because he was in office for only a 

single term. Mr. Pataki served three terms running New York — and, for better or for worse, he 

has the record to prove it. 
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