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Tea Party Victory Opens Rift Between Moderate and Conservative Republicans

By DAVID M. HERSZENHORN and CARL HULSE
WASHINGTON — The few remaining Republican centrists in the Senate were eagerly awaiting the arrival of Michael N. Castle of Delaware, a longtime and reliable moderate voice who could provide some counterbalance to the wave of conservatives poised to enter Congress and the steadily rightward shift of party leaders. 

But Mr. Castle was defeated in his party primary on Tuesday by Christine O’Donnell, a Tea Party insurgent. And while the conservative wing rejoiced, the surprise outcome raised serious questions about the future place in the party of lawmakers like Senators Olympia J. Snowe and Susan Collins of Maine and other Republicans in the Senate and House who are not lock-step conservatives. 

Senator Jim DeMint, the South Carolina Republican who has seen his stature rise through his support of conservative candidates, made it clear in the aftermath of the Delaware upset that he would prefer losing a seat to Democrats than having Republican colleagues who stray from the conservative line and erode party unity and image by voting for policies supported by the Obama administration. 

The ascendancy of the right is forcing even some of the most loyal Republicans, like Senator Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, the No. 3 Senate Republican, to defend their conservative bona fides. And it seems to be dashing the hopes among moderates that the prospect of winning a majority in the House, and a pursuit of independent voters, would push Republican leaders to the middle. 

“We can’t be a majority party if we can’t appeal across the spectrum, if we have an exclusionary approach in general,” said Ms. Snowe, who considers Mr. Castle a personal friend and was crestfallen by his defeat. 

“A 100 percent ideological purity test — I don’t live in that utopian world; it’s not reflective of the real world,” she added. “I hope that’s not the approach.” 

Ms. Snowe, in an interview, expressed surprise at the decision by Delaware Republicans. “He has just been the highest caliber, an outstanding public servant for the people of Delaware and the country,” she said. 

In 2008, Maine defied the national wave that lifted Democrats to big majorities in the House and Senate and re-elected Ms. Collins even as Republican incumbents fell in more conservative states like Alaska and North Carolina. At the time, she emphasized her independence and her willingness to work across the aisle and compromise, dispatching her opponent with ease. 

In the spring, Ms. Collins said that she hoped what appeared to be the virtually certain arrival of Mr. Castle from Delaware, on the heels of the election of Scott P. Brown in Massachusetts in January, would make the Senate a less lonely place for moderates and that Northeastern Republicans seemed to be “leading our party back out of the wilderness.” 

Ms. Collins, who provided a key vote in support of President Obama’s economic stimulus plan and backed the Wall Street regulatory overhaul, said Mr. Castle’s defeat had come as a shock. She attributed the rise of the conservatives to a backlash against Obama administration policies. 

“It is stunning that he could be defeated in a primary, and it is very troubling to me,” Ms. Collins said in the recent interview. “I believe it is a reaction of the overreaching of the Obama administration and people’s fear and worry about the economy.” 

But some Maine Republicans now say Ms. Snowe should be replaced with a more conservative candidate when she is up for re-election in 2012. 

And while other Republicans with moderate credentials, including Representative Mark Steven Kirk of Illinois, still have a good chance of winning in November, none would arrive in the Senate with the moderate stamp and stature of Mr. Castle, who has served in the House for 18 years, and is both well-known and respected in both parties. 

Though the number of moderates may be small, with the partisan margins certain to be much tighter in the Senate next year no matter which party is in control, centrists will still be able to wield influence given the importance of every individual vote. 

Senator Judd Gregg, Republican of New Hampshire, who is retiring after this year, said that he, too, believed the primary voters were driven largely by frustration over federal spending and the economy. 

Mr. Gregg said that Republicans should focus on fiscal responsibility, which unites their party. “If we go on some tangent that has nothing to do with spending and debt,” he said, “that will be overplaying our hand.” 

While the two Maine senators are usually viewed as the Republicans most likely to cross the aisle, others have been known to break from the party’s generally conservative stance, including Senators Robert F. Bennett of Utah and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, both of whom were ousted by challengers from the right. 

Given the rising influence of the Tea Party, the votes of all Republicans are likely to be scrutinized and come under Tea Party fire if lawmakers stray. 

If Republican leaders in Congress are privately bemoaning the Tea Party insurrection that is toppling such established lawmakers, they are being careful not to show it. 

Virtually the entire Senate Republican leadership attended a fund-raiser on Capitol Hill last Thursday for Sharron Angle, the Tea Party candidate who won the Republican nomination to run against the majority leader, Harry Reid, in Nevada. 

Still, the Republican Senate leader, Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, has stressed a “big tent” approach, saying the party welcomes and represents a broad range of views. 

But Mr. McConnell himself ended up on the losing side of the Senate primary in his home state, when he backed Trey Grayson, the state treasurer, over the Tea Party candidate and eventual winner, Rand Paul. 

Senate Republicans do not deny that Mr. DeMint has opened a rift. “It is a new and shocking development to have a member of our conference opposing incumbent Republicans,” Ms. Collins said, adding that she doubted voters in her state could be “influenced by the actions of a senator from South Carolina.” 

