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PROLOGUE

THERE ARE TIMES, now and then, when my mother will read something critical about me in the newspapers, or she’ll hear the fatigue in my voice during an evening phone conversation from my home in Washington to hers in Connecticut. “Sweetheart,” she’ll say, in that voice I’ve heard all my life, “do you really need this?”

I laugh and answer, “Yes, Mom, I really do need this. I love it.”

Of course, my mother knows what my answer will be, and I know she is proud of it. But her question makes a good point. There’s a lot you have to learn to live with if you are going to hold elected office and live a public life in America today. Privacy, for example, is difficult to maintain, for you and your family. Criticism, when you receive it (and you can count on receiving it, from political adversaries, if not from the man on the street or from the media), is sometimes searing, frequently personal and almost always public. The media “newspapers, television, radio “shadow public officials’ every move, analyzing their words and deeds, scrutinizing their intentions, second-guessing their decisions and questioning their intelligence, not to mention their integrity. In this age of around-the-clock live cable television news, radio and the Internet, those judgments are instantly and constantly transmitted, day in and day out, to tens of millions of viewers, listeners and readers, often without adhering to the traditional journalistic standards of accuracy and reliability.

It’s hard to imagine a career “other than professional athletics or entertainment “where one’s job performance is as visible, as studied and as magnified as a politician’s. Like an athlete and an entertainer, an elected official today must face questions not only about how he is doing his job but how he is living his life “and how he has lived his life. Besides being expected to account for almost any aspect of his present existence, he may well be asked to explain things he did years or even decades ago, long before he entered public life. Unlike an athlete and an entertainer, whose wayward behavior “past or present “can often embellish a career, a politician’s words and deeds are typically held to the highest of standards, and he is, in the most acutely direct sense, answerable for those actions “answerable to the public. They are the people who hired him. They are the people who can fire him. And they are also the people to whom he must constantly turn for not only approval but also tangible support.

If you are going to live the life of a politician, you have to learn to ask people for support “political and financial. That is not always easy or comfortable. You have to ask them as well for their votes. And you have to be aware that they might want something in return that you may not be able to give them, which they may not understand, and which they may therefore resent.

As a politician, you will also have to endure the disdain of those who consider your profession little more than bartering political favors for money and votes. You may well be sullied by the fight for election, drawn into the kind of negative campaigning and mudslinging that leaves both winners and losers dirtied and degraded in the public eye. Upon entering office, you will step into yet another arena that has turned uglier than ever before, this one infected with the partisan infighting of political parties that are polarized today to a degree unequaled in our nation’s recent history.

So why in the world would anyone in his or her right mind choose such a life?

Well, I’m afraid fewer and fewer people are choosing it. This is bad for our democracy, and it is also the reason I am writing this book.

I had lunch not long ago with a group of interns in my Senate office. I try to do this each summer, at the end of these students’ time with us, as a way of thanking them and saying goodbye before they head back to their colleges. This particular group came from a broad mix of campuses, including UCLA, the University of Virginia, Trinity College, the College of William and Mary, and my alma mater, Yale. Toward the end of the meal, I asked how many of them were thinking about pursuing a career in public life after graduation. Most were, which was not surprising. They probably wouldn’t have spent their summer on Capitol Hill if they weren’t. But when I went further and asked how many of their friends and classmates were considering a career in politics, they said not many, if any. I asked why.

“They think,” said one, “that politics is just a lot of noise and not much is accomplished.”

“It’s too partisan,” said another. “And too nasty. And politicians don’t have any privacy.”

“Too often,” said a third, “it seems like politicians spend most of their time raising money “big money.”

Meanness. Big money. Partisanship.

Not much accomplished.

The reasons these students ticked off for their classmates’ aversion mirror the disdain most of the nation feels right now for politics and for politicians.

That is not surprising when you think about the sordid spectacle that culminated in the impeachment trial of President Bill Clinton, the partisan bickering and bloodletting unleashed throughout that national crisis, the aura of zealous pursuit infecting the independent counsel’s investigation, the media’s seemingly unquenchable thirst for scandal, the ascent of a character like Larry Flynt as a moral arbiter and influence on this momentous process. In the wake of such a gaudy and demeaning saga at what is supposed to be the highest, most dignified level of our society, is it any wonder that Americans by the millions simply turned away in disappointment and disgust?

Voter turnout for the November 1998 elections, which followed the President’s nationally televised “confession” of his relationship with Monica Lewinsky and the subsequent beginning of the impeachment proceedings in the House, was 36 percent “the lowest for any midterm election since 1942. Think about that number. For every eligible American who voted, there were two who did not.

That disheartening statistic tells us that fewer Americans than ever can muster enough trust in their government to conclude that it is worth voting. This cynicism has infected the American people to the point where a disturbingly large number of them no longer believe that public life in our democracy “the very core of our system of representative government “is worthy of their respect, let alone their involvement. In a survey taken in 1964, three out of four Americans said they believed in their government and trusted their elected leaders. A similar survey taken last year found that figure had dropped to one in four.*

* Thomas H. Silver, “The Polling Report,” April 22, 1977, p. 1. In Richard Morin and Dan Balz, “Reality Check: The Politics of Mistrust,” Washington Post, January 28, 1996, p. A1.

One in four.

Public confidence did not plummet overnight. It did not begin with Bill Clinton. Politicians and government have endured suspicion and a certain degree of scorn since the birth of this nation. This skepticism on the part of the American public is a grand tradition, as deeply rooted in our society as the spirit of freedom and independence and limited government. What is new, however, is the degree to which that suspicion and scorn have grown in the past thirty years. These three decades have seen an unprecedented parade of betrayals of the public’s trust, from the deception that lay behind the Vietnam War, to the shock of the Watergate scandal, to Iran-Contra and the partisan political and cultural warfare that erupted in the 1980s, to the personal attacks on public figures like Judge Robert Bork, Speaker Jim Wright and Justice Clarence Thomas, to the unseemly revelations of campaign finance wrongdoing in 1996, and on through the earthshaking impeachment experience of 1998 and 1999.

That’s an awful beating for a political system to take over the course of just one generation. And it has brought us to a low point in the American people’s relationship with their government. They are experiencing a real crisis of confidence not just in politicians but in the value of public life in our democracy, which troubles me deeply because I’ve lived that life for those same past thirty years “virtually my entire adulthood “and I think it deserves better. I’ve experienced its challenges and satisfactions, and I’ve felt its pitfalls and pressures. I know the strains it can put on a personal life “on a marriage and a family. I’ve felt the probing eye of the media push further and further into public officials’ offices and homes. I’ve seen the role of money in political campaigns grow more uncontrollable and corrosive year after year. I’ve felt the viciousness of partisanship infect the process of politics to the point where reasonable collaboration becomes almost impossible. I’ve watched good men go bad, their judgment clouded by zealotry and ideological obligation, by ego and ambition, by the dark side of power and prestige, or simply and sadly by desires that become needs.

The American people have watched these things as well. Every day, on the pages of hundreds of newspapers and magazines, they read ringside accounts of the latest political battle, or corruption, or scandal. Every day they watch the constant flow of television news broadcasts. They listen to analysts on radio talk shows dissect and diagnose the political news of the day with each other, with the audience and with the politicians themselves. They scour the Internet. And for a firsthand look at government doing its business, they watch C-SPAN.

With such a wealth of access and input, it’s easy to feel that we’ve got more than enough information about public life and those who are living it to make conclusive judgments about the quality, the value and even the future of that life.

But, with all that Americans are shown of public life through the media, there is more that they do not see that is good and hopeful. There are aspects of life in goverment that are not conveyed by today’s cameras and tape recorders that are fascinating, encouraging and even enjoyable. Without understanding these fuller dimensions of this life, it is hard to honestly and accurately judge it, or to prescribe solutions for what ails it. Communicating that more complete picture of public life is exactly what I want to do in this book.

Last year a group called the Council for Excellence in Government sponsored a poll that found that two out of three Americans feel “disconnected” from their government, that more than half our society does not believe the government is any longer “of, by and for the people,” and that the segment of our society that feels most estranged from government is the young, ages eighteen to thirty-four.

This is what those interns were trying to tell me at lunch, and this is what chills me most “the prospect of the best of the next generation turning their backs on politics and public life. It is always, of course, the young upon whom the future direction of our society depends, and right now that generation is abandoning its government.

Not that they don’t care about society. In fact, while those who are now coming of age in America may feel disconnected from government, they do feel a strong connection to their community and its needs, stronger in some ways than the generations that preceded them in the 1970s and 1980s. While they may be shunning political careers, they are turning in growing numbers toward public service “community groups, advocacy groups “and volunteer work. A recent national study of college freshmen shows that more students are choosing schoolteaching as a career than at any time in the past quarter century. Why? Certainly not for ego or pay. No, the reason cited repeatedly by the students in this survey was their desire to “make a difference.”*

* Mary B. W. Tabor, “Despite Low Prestige and Pay, More Answer the Call to Teach,” New York Times, July 11, 1999, p. A1.

Of course, we should celebrate the fact that these young people are choosing to turn their talent, vision and hope not toward just themselves “as seemed to be prevalent in the ’80s “but toward one another, toward their community, toward those in need.

But it also brings me back to the question I asked at the beginning: Why in the world would anyone, including the next generation, choose to live the public life of a politician today? Why, to repeat my mother’s question, do I really need this?

The answer, I would suggest, is the same one those future teachers gave: to make a difference. For all that is wrong with our system of government, and there is much that needs repair, it remains a place where one can truly and uniquely make a difference, where one can help improve our country and even, occasionally, the world.

We need to convince more young people who want to make a difference to enter public life. For the American experiment in self-government to remain vital, we need more people to serve in that government and to live public lives. If we didn’t have politicians, we would have to invent them. We can turn our backs and abandon them in disgust, thereby ensuring that the government does indeed belong to the privileged and powerful few. Or we can conclude that public life is a worthy pursuit, that it can be an honorable, constructive, satisfying, enjoyable career, deserving of the best among us.

We need to nurture this belief, especially in the generation now coming of age. We need to restore the trust and faith that have been so badly damaged. If this sounds as if I’m talking about a personal or even a marital relationship, it should. Trust is the foundation of any relationship, and the first step toward repairing the people’s damaged trust in their government is to establish a foundation of clarity, honesty and understanding.

It is toward that end that I want to share some of what I’ve come to know and understand about public life over the course of my own career. I’d like to give a sense of what it looks and feels like, from the inside, and why I’m so glad I chose it. This book is not an autobiography. But it is personal, because I want to illustrate through my own experiences the nature, complexities, possibilities and satisfactions of public life. I will describe how my public life has affected my private life and vice versa, and ask what lines can be drawn between the two.

I’m still living that life, still learning, still trying to figure out how to deal with and repair the problems that persist. I will take a look at some of those problems in the pages that follow. I will also describe what I believe is right and good about this life, which, in my opinion, far outweighs the bad, because this is a book with a point of view. I write in praise of public life for all who care about the future of our democracy.

In 1976, in the wake of the Watergate scandal, Jimmy Carter came up with a wonderful one-line insight about the relationship between the public and its elected leadership: The American people, he said, deserve a government as good as they are.

Nearly a quarter century later, the American people still deserve as much, and they still do not have it. But my life in politics tells me they are closer to it than they think.

I hope, after reading these pages, that you will agree and decide to do something yourself to make it even better.




1
ON POLITICS AS A CAREER

THERE IS MUCH TALK these days of the “rampant careerism” that has, in the view of some observers, come to infect our government. The term “professional politician” is pronounced with distaste, the implication being that holding public office cannot be both a calling and a career, that the latter inevitably contaminates the former. Government, from this point of view, has become a wasteful haven for men and women with suspect motives who settle into its recesses for the duration, feeding from the public trough, fattening themselves on power and influence while constantly raising money for reelection and only fitfully producing anything of substance.

The solution? Do away with the “Beltway insiders.” Replace them, as Ross Perot once suggested, with “citizen amateurs.” Impose term limits to make sure no one hangs around too long.

This scorn of political “careerists” is nothing new. When our nation was created, the Founding Fathers felt strongly that those who hold elected office should do it as a public service, not as a profession, and should rotate in and out of public office after a limited period of time. The men who agreed to govern (they were all men then) had well-established, successful nonlegislative careers “farming, shipping, commerce “to which they returned once their time in office was over. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison were “gentlemen” of the upper class, drafted by their colleagues and contemporaries to offer their skills and services to their fledgling country. They saw themselves as public servants, virtually as volunteers. Although they spent much of their lives in service of their country, it was considered unseemly to actively seek office, and unthinkable to consider public life your “job.”

But it is important to understand that term limits, which were a feature of the Articles of Confederation, were not included in the Constitution because they didn’t work. They had hobbled the performance of our pre-Constitutional government. Term-limited, part-time lawmakers and governors at the federal and state levels were either weak or absent. They literally failed to show up for work because they were busy elsewhere. By the turn of the nineteenth century, government began to attract a different breed of officeholder, politicians who actively pursued seats in Congress and, once they had them, made it clear that they intended to stay. That brought an entirely different set of risks and advantages. The Senate, with its six-year terms, its relatively small membership and the prospect of those members’ perpetual reelection, became a particularly worrisome place to some. Henry Clay, writing to his wife in the 1830s, complained that the Senate was “no longer a place for any decent man. It is rapidly filling up with blackguards.”*

* Quoted in Elizabeth Drew, The Corruption of American Politics (New York: Birch Lane, 1999), p. 26.

Those sentiments are prevalent today “about the Senate, the House and even the presidency. I don’t disagree that there are, and always have been, legitimate concerns in our society about the character and motivation of the people who choose politics as a career, since we are, after all, human. But to suspect those who make it their career simply because they have made it their career, to pronounce them “professionals” as if that were a derogatory term, demeans the important work our society needs professional politicians to do.

To call someone a professional implies that he or she has attained a high level of expertise at what he or she does. We generally respect that. We value it. When we need a plumber, we seek a professional. The same is true with a neurologist, or an architect, or a hairstylist. Why should we ask any less of the people who run our government?

In most cases, in most professions, expertise comes from experience. It is built over time. It is typically attained by working with and learning from other professionals in the same field. This is as true of government as it is of carpentry. What I learned about the complexities of legislation during the ten years I spent as a state senator in Connecticut was invaluable when I became a United States senator. And what I have learned during my eleven years on Capitol Hill makes me a much better senator today than I was when I began.

Of course I’m not saying that our political system should not sometimes be shaken up through the election of a new kind of leader, like Jesse Ventura in our time, or that it should not be open to the fresh perspective of someone from an entirely different profession, a person who has been successful, say, in business, or, as in the case of one of my Senate colleagues, Bill Frist of Tennessee, in medicine. But we would not want to have a Senate composed of one hundred people who had never held public office before. It would not govern well.

Remember, our advanced society operates on the concept of division of labor. The entirely self-sufficient individual in America today is nearly nonexistent. Few of us have the skills needed to raise our own food, build our own houses or mend our own wounds. We are each more or less specialists, experts to one degree or another at what we do, dependent upon other specialists to do what they do to take care of our needs. There is, built into this system, a great degree of freedom and comfort. We can rest assured that while we are doing our job, others are doing theirs. The police, for instance. And food inspectors. Air traffic controllers. And, yes, politicians. A friend of mine who is not in government, informing me recently that she was going to the ballet that evening, put it this way: “You’re taking care of the government tonight so I don’t have to.”

That’s why the notion of term limits has never made sense to me. It precludes the possibility of a legislator building expertise over time. It denies the value of experience. And it ignores the fact that our political system already includes built-in term limits decided by the voting public every two, or four, or six years “they are called elections.

Where the concept of political careerism truly becomes an issue, it seems to me, is around the question of purpose. It is important, of course, to understand a person’s purpose for choosing to enter political life. In almost every case I know of, as a person begins his political career, those intentions are honorable and sincere. But they don’t always stay that way. Once people enter this life, they become vulnerable to a host of pressures and forces that can skew their purposes, sometimes without their awareness. It is these forces “partisanship, special interest groups, the need for money, the demands of campaigning, the power of the media “that can twist a politician’s priorities and make keeping one’s seat become more important than what one does while sitting in it. That is when the voters should, and usually do, vote the wayward politician out of office, because that’s the way the system cleanses and corrects itself.

Now, I want to share some of my own upbringing with you because that will illustrate what shaped my purpose and drew me to politics and public life. I believe that the origins of my interest in politics are similar in theme, if not in details, to those of most people I have known in government. I hope that my story will therefore also convey a better understanding of what can move people to careers in public life.




2
THE ROOTS OF A PUBLIC LIFE

LAST YEAR I attended the thirty-fifth reunion of my Yale college class. At this advanced age, we are apparently supposed to be thinking of transitions in our lives, so the organizers of the reunion asked Gail Sheehy, the author of Passages, a book about life’s transitions, to speak to us. In preparation for her remarks, Sheehy interviewed several class members about the paths our lives had followed. During the course of our conversation she surprised me by asking, “How do you relax?”

And I surprised myself with my answer: “I observe the Sabbath.” I went on to mention other things I like to do to relax. Exercise. Travel. Go to the movies when I can. Read, although I never have time to read as much as I’d like. But before anything else, the Sabbath was what came to my mind because that is when I truly rest and relax. I would probably begin to answer the question of how I got into politics through the same surprising portal of my faith because it has so much to do with the way I navigate through each day, personally and professionally. It has provided a foundation, order and purpose to my life.

I was raised in a religiously observant family, which gave me the clear answers of faith to life’s most difficult questions. My parents and my rabbi, Joseph Ehrenkranz, taught me that our lives were a gift from God, the Creator, and with it came a covenantal obligation to serve God with gladness by living as best we could, according to the law and values that God gave Moses on Mount Sinai. The summary of our aspirations was in the Hebrew phrase tikkun olam, which is translated “to improve the world,” or, “to repair the world,” or, more boldly, “to complete the Creation which God began.” In any translation, this concept of tikkun olam presumes the inherent but unfulfilled goodness of people and requires action for the benefit of the community. It accepts our imperfections and concludes that we, as individuals and as a society, are constantly in the process of improving and becoming complete. Each of us has the opportunity and responsibility to advance that process both within ourselves and the wider world around us. As Rabbi Tarfon says in the Talmud, “The day is short and there is much work to be done. You are not required to complete the work yourself, but you cannot withdraw from it either.” These beliefs were a powerful force in my upbringing, and seem even more profound and true to me today.

My faith was just one of many great gifts my father and mother, Henry and Marcia Lieberman, gave to me. They were extraordinarily supportive parents “and superior role models in living according to the principles of integrity, hard work and community service that they preached. I have a clear memory of my dad sitting behind the counter of his liquor store in Stamford, Connecticut, reading literature and philosophy between customers, as classical music drifted from the radio on the shelf behind him. He didn’t go to college “he never had that chance “but he was as civilized, cultured and intellectually curious a man as I have ever known. He read the New York Times every day. We watched the news on television every night. Because of him, Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite were presences in our family life, as they were in so many American households in the 1950s. In that sense there was an awareness of current events in our home. But our family “my mother, my father, my two sisters, Rietta and Ellen, and my grandmother Minnie, whose home we all shared until I was eight “didn’t sit around the dinner table each evening discussing and debating the news of the day. Politics came up now and then in our household, but it wasn’t a focus.

My grandmother Minnie, who I called by the Yiddish Baba, was a very strong influence on my early life, in ways that still affect me today and that I now realize helped guide me into public life. Baba, my mother’s mother, was a heroic figure to me. Born and raised in Central Europe, widowed with five children while she was in her thirties, Baba was a deeply religious woman and very resilient. She was my window to the Old World and my path to appreciating the New World. I could imagine the Old World through the stories she told me. Baba didn’t come to America until she was married and a mother. Before that, she spent her life in a European village where Jews were not, to say the least, always treated kindly. To move from such a place to a small American city where, as she walked to synagogue on a Saturday, her Christian neighbors would pass and say respectfully, “Good Sabbath, Mrs. Manger!” was an endless source of delight and gratitude for her. My grandmother had something with which to compare her life in America. She never took her freedom and opportunity here for granted, and she made sure I didn’t either. Baba also set a standard for service in our family, as one of the founders of the Hebrew Ladies Educational League in Stamford, a classic immigrant, self-help, pre-welfare organization which raised money and gave it quietly to those who needed it for food or clothing or birth or burial.
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