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Introduction 

It is a fairly well known fact, I suppose, that I am a public critic of President Clinton. What is less well known is that it has not always been thus.

During the 1980s, although we had deep and substantial political disagreements on many issues, I had good things to say about Bill Clinton. When I was secretary of education and he was governor of Arkansas, I was impressed with his work on education, and publicly praised him. I considered him (along with Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, Bob Graham of Florida, and Tom Kean of New Jersey) to be among the nation’s top education reform governors. I appointed his wife, Hillary, to an education commission. In those days he was chairman of the Democratic Leadership Council, a centrist group within the Democratic party and one with which I have often been in sympathy. As a standard-bearer of the national Democratic party, he seemed to me much more responsible on public policy issues than either George McGovern or Michael Dukakis, the Democratic presidential nominees in 1972 and 1988, respectively. I said as much during a 1988 exchange with Governor Clinton on The MacNeil-Lehrer News Hour.

Early in his presidential administration we corresponded, and once in a while he had kind public words to say about me. Through the years I have thought him remarkably talented and affable, charming, and engaging. He possesses a sharp, inquiring mind. And in terms of sheer political ability—retail politics—I consider him among the best talents this nation has seen.

But I have changed my opinion of Bill Clinton, dramatically so, because of the mounting evidence of deep corruption. We see this in the attempts to delay and derail criminal and congressional investigations. In the avalanche of lies. In the tactics of intimidation. In the misuse of office. And in the abuse of power.

For me, things crystallized on these matters on Wednesday morning, January 21, 1998, with this Washington Post headline:

“Clinton Accused of Urging Aide to Lie”

The article reported that on the previous Friday three federal judges, sitting as an appeals court panel and acting at the request and with the approval of the attorney general of the United States, had authorized independent counsel Kenneth W. Starr to expand an already-existing investigation in order to examine allegations of suborning perjury, making false statements under oath, and obstruction of justice. Each criminal allegation directly involved the president of the United States. As we all know, at the center of the scandal was Monica Lewinsky, who began work as a White House intern in 1995, when she was twenty-one. And so a story came to light that now dominates the American political landscape.

The nation’s initial reaction to the story was shock and surprise. Upon reflection, however, it is clear that there was very little shocking or unexpected about it. Because the story revealed the essence of Bill Clinton. It was a perfect snapshot.

A quarter-century ago, a “third-rate burglary” and the crimes that followed it consumed and eventually devoured the second-term presidency of Richard Milhous Nixon. Today we see how a tawdry sexual affair with an intern, and the acts that followed it, have consumed—though they have not yet devoured—the second-term presidency of William Jefferson Clinton.

The Lewinsky scandal represents more, much more, than reckless sexual misconduct. It now involves very public, very emphatic lies. Breaches of trust. The subversion of truth. The possibility of criminal wrongdoing. And so we face the identical question today that we faced a generation ago: is this president—is any president—above the law? Despite the best efforts of Bill Clinton and his people, the salaciousness surrounding the scandal ultimately cannot obscure the more profound underlying issue: violations of law and efforts to undermine constitutional government.

And on these matters, the evidence and the facts lead overwhelmingly to one conclusion: Bill Clinton committed a crime when he lied under oath about his sexual affair, in the Oval Office, with a twenty-one-year-old intern. It is worth noting that former and current Clinton advisers and many other Democrats* agree. The affair and the cover-up are now inextricably intertwined. It is now a conditional proposition: if the president had a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky, then he lied under oath. It appears that lies have begotten more lies and that perjury has begotten obstruction of justice.

I come to these conclusions because of the overwhelming weight of the reported, and so far unrebutted, evidence, including the now-familiar litany: twenty hours of tapes, thirty-seven White House visits by Miss Lewinsky after she was no longer an intern, gifts, job placement help from Vernon Jordan, a job offer from then-U.N. Ambassador Bill Richardson, the president’s initial, unconvincing denial, and much more. Because, given Bill Clinton’s past pattern of behavior, this story is so likely true.* Because the president is acting like a man who has done wrong. Because for so long he refused to answer in detail any of the important questions. Because we are correct to draw reasonable inferences from the president’s six-and-a-half-month de facto invocation of his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination.

The president at last agreed to speak. After refusing a reported half-dozen invitations to address the grand jury voluntarily, on July 17 he was served with a subpoena compelling him to testify. With few legal and political options now left open to him, the president finally, reluctantly, said he would address the criminal allegations against him. But in typical Clinton fashion the White House insisted that the subpoena be withdrawn after the deal was agreed to, so President Clinton could say he was testifying “voluntarily”—even though, of course, there would have been no testimony without the pressure of a subpoena.

I have asked repeatedly since the scandal broke: if the president had nothing to hide, why did he hide? Common sense is helpful here. A person innocent of what the president is accused of doing would be shouting his innocence from the rooftop. He would not wait for a subpoena to finally declare himself on these matters. Nor would he pass up any opportunity to embarrass his critics by quickly establishing his innocence beyond dispute, and in so doing force from his critics retractions, apologies, mea culpas. But the president can do none of this. After promising in January tosay “more rather than less, sooner rather than later,” in late April he declared he is “absolutely” prepared to leave allegations of criminal conduct hanging for the rest of his presidency. A reasonable person can only assume that he did not willingly answer in detail the questions posed to him because he knows the truth will harm him.

In the seven months since the story first broke, we have gradually seen illusions give way to reality, as finally they must. What have been revealed, through this scandal and others, are the worst elements of Bill Clinton’s private and public character: reckless and irresponsible private behavior; habitual lying; abuse of power. Bill Clinton is a reproach. He has defiled the office of the presidency of the United States.

These are harsh words about our president. They are also reluctant words. No responsible citizen can easily make such claims about his president. But they are considered words. For this president—who famously promised us “the most ethical administration in the history of the republic”—must be considered among the most corrupt in the history of the republic. Corruption in office matters. And corruption in the highest office in the land matters a lot.

It has been said—correctly, in my estimation—that the crimes of Watergate were not an aberration; they were instead the inevitable result of a particular political culture fostered and nurtured by the Nixon administration. A similar claim can be made about the Lewinsky scandal. Skulduggery, half-truths, stonewalling, breaches of ethics, and even contempt for the law have characterized the Clinton presidency. Consider:

 	The improper acquisition of hundreds of FBI files on political adversaries.

 	The mysterious reappearance (in the Clintons’ private living quarters) of subpoenaed billing records crucial to a Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation investigation that had been purportedly missing for two years. 
 	Billing records through which the inspector general of the FDIC found that Hillary Clinton had prepared documents used “to deceive federal bank examiners” in their investigation of Madison Guarantee Savings & Loan. 
 	Payments by Clinton friends and associates of upward of $700,000 to Webster Hubbell, the former associate attorney general and one of the president’s closest friends, after he was forced to resign in disgrace and at a time when Hubbell was being asked to provide evidence of presidential wrongdoing to the independent counsel. The payments—some arranged by Vernon Jordan—coincided with Mr. Hubbell’s refusal to help investigators looking into wrongdoing by the president and the first lady (after Mr. Hubbell had initially agreed to assist prosecutors). 
 	The crass and unprecedented selling of the Lincoln bedroom to raise reelection money.
 	Improper fund-raising calls made from the White House.
 	The president’s statement to donors, captured on videotape, that he was raising soft money to pay for ads that aided his reelection (an act that may well be illegal and a statement that was contrary to his previous denials). 
 	The White House’s failure to turn over to congressional investigators videotapes of Mr. Clinton’s coffees with political donors until months after they were requested. 
 	Scores of potential witnesses who either fled the country or invoked the Fifth Amendment during congressional investigations into possible illegal fundraising by the DNC and the Clinton-Gore re-election campaign—including a number of the key figures who were associates of the president. FBI director Louis Freeh said the only time he faced similar obstacles to an investigation was in prosecuting organized crime in NewYork. 
 	The failure to turn over subpoenaed notes by White House aide Bruce Lindsey until the day after the Senate White-water Committee’s authorization expired. 
 	The fact that when Paula Jones’s lawyers subpoenaed letters from Kathleen Willey, Mr. Clinton falsely denied that he had any such documents—but two months later, after Ms.Willey went public on 60 Minutes with her allegations of presidential groping, Mr. Clinton personally approved the release of fifteen notes and letters in an effort to discredit her. 
 	President Clinton’s initial claim through his lawyer that he had “no specific recollection” of a meeting with Ms.Willey. But during his deposition in the Paula Jones civil case, the president said he has “a very clear memory” of the meeting. 
 	The improper use of the FBI to bolster false White House claims of financial malfeasance in the firing of the White House Travel Office.
 	The admission of the Pentagon’s chief spokesman, Assistant Defense Secretary Kenneth Bacon, to orchestrating the release of the personnel information of Linda Tripp, a violation of the Privacy Act. 
 	The efforts to obstruct the Resolution Trust Corporation’s investigation of the failed Arkansas thrift, Madison Guaranty Savings & Loan, which was involved in a sham real estate venture.*

 	The administration’s misrepresentation about Mrs. Clinton’s suspicious 1978-79 investments in cattle futures, in which she made $100,000 on $1,000. At first the White House said Mrs. Clinton did the trades herself and got out of this “nerve-wracking” game when she was pregnant; when that story proved false, the White House revealed that most of the trades were in fact placed by Clinton friend and Tyson Foods lawyer James Blair. 
 

To put it in a broader perspective consider this simple fact: if the president is innocent of the various allegations made against him, a large number of people, representing all points on the political spectrum, have committed perjury.

By his actions, then, we are witnessing an assault on American ideals.

[image: Image]

Bill Clinton is completing the second year of his second term. Why not let these matters go? Instead of keeping the nation’s attention focused on scandals and squalid acts, why not move on to other issues? Why not just look away?

The answer to these questions is that on Bill Clinton’s behalf, in his defense, many bad ideas are being put into widespread circulation. It is said that private character has virtually no impact on governing character; that what matters above all is a healthy economy; that moral authority is defined solely by how well a president deals with public policy matters; that America needs to become more European (read: more “sophisticated”) in its attitude toward sex; that lies about sex, even under oath, don’t really matter; that we shouldn’t be “judgmental”; that it is inappropriate to make preliminary judgments about the president’s conduct because he hasn’t been found guilty in a court of law; and so forth.

If these arguments take root in American soil—if they become the coin of the public realm—we will have validated them, and we will come to rue the day we did. These arguments define us down; they assume a lower common denominator of behavior and leadership than we Americans ought to accept. And if we do accept it, we will have committed an unthinking act of moral and intellectual disarmament. In the realm of American ideals and the great tradition of public debate, the high ground will have been lost. And when we need to rely again on this high ground—as surely we will need to—we will find it drained of its compelling moral power. In that sense, then, the arguments invoked by Bill Clinton and his defenders represent an assault on American ideals, even if you assume the president did nothing improper. So the arguments need to be challenged.

I believe these arguments are also a threat to our understanding of American self-government. It demands active participation in, and finally, reasoned judgments on, important civic matters. “Judgment” is a word that is out of favor these days, but it remains a cornerstone of democratic self-government. It is what enables us to hold ourselves, and our leaders, to high standards. It is how we distinguish between right and wrong, noble and base, honor and dishonor. We cannot ignore that responsibility, or foist it on others. It is the price—sometimes the exacting price—of citizenship in a democracy. The most popular arguments made by the president’s supporters invite us to abandon that participation, those standards, and the practice of making those distinctions.

Bill Clinton’s presidency is also defining public morality down. Civilized society must give public affirmation to principles and standards, categorical norms, notions of right and wrong. Even though public figures often fall short of these standards—and we know and we expect some will—it is nevertheless crucial that we pay tribute to them. When Senator Gary Hart withdrew from the 1988 presidential contest because of his relationship with Donna Rice, he told his staff, “Through thoughtlessness and misjudgment I’ve let each of you down. And I deeply regret that.” By saying what he said, by withdrawing from the race, Senator Hart affirmed public standards. President Clinton, by contrast, expresses no regret, no remorse, no contrition—even as he uses his public office to further his private ends. On every scandal, what he says or intimates always amounts to one of the following: “It doesn’t matter. I wasn’t involved. My political enemies are to blame. I have nothing more to say. The rules don’t apply to me. There are no consequences to my actions. It’s irrelevant. My only responsibility is to do the people’s business.” This is moral bankruptcy, and it is damaging our country, its standards, and our self-respect.

Once in a great while a single national event provides insight into where we are and who we are and what we esteem. The Clinton presidency has provided us with a window onto our times, our moral order, our understanding of citizenship. The many Clinton scandals tell us, in a way few other events can, where we are in our public philosophy. They reveal insights into how we view politics and power; virtue and vice; public trust and respect for the law; sexual morality and standards of personal conduct.

America’s professional opinion classes—journalists, columnists, and commentators—have produced truckloads of words, both spoken and written, about the Clinton scandals. Some of them are excellent, and I have mined them for this book. What I hope to do is to put things in a broader context, explaining their implications for our national political life and for the lessons we teach our young.

My goal is also to give public expression to people’s private concerns. Many Americans have an intuitive understanding that something is deeply troubling about President Clinton’s conduct and the defenses offered on his behalf. But Bill Clinton and his supporters have skillfully deflected criticism by changing the subject. They have persuaded many in the middle that the sophisticated thing is to dismiss the scandalous as irrelevant. My purpose in this book is to speak citizen to citizen to those in the middle—not to “preach to the converted,” but to speak to the troubled. I believe that public opinion has not yet hardened on these matters and that people are still open to evidence, facts, persuasion, and an appeal to reason and the rule of law. This book is presented in that spirit.

This is a short book. It is not a systematic work of moral philosophy. Its aim is much more limited: to respond to an urgent public matter now before the American people—in a manner, I trust, that is informed by sound reasoning. In what follows I take the words of the president and his defenders seriously, examining them, and asking the reader to judge whether the conclusions that flow from them are true or false, good or harmful.

In the end this book rests on the venerable idea that moral good and moral harm are very real things, and moral good or moral harm can come to a society by what it esteems and by what it disdains.

Many people have been persuaded to take a benign view of the Clinton presidency on the basis of arguments that have attained an almost talismanic stature but that in my judgment are deeply wrong and deeply pernicious. We need to say no to those arguments as loudly as we can—and yes to the American ideals they endanger.

*Wall Street Journal columnist Al Hunt wrote in late February: “Mr. Clinton’s predicament was evident at several recent dinner parties and interviews. No one believed the president’s explanation about his relationship with former intern Monica Lewinsky; terms like disgraceful, reckless and contemptible were tossed about—all by prominent Democratic office holders and high-level Clinton appointees.” In talking about President Clinton’s relationship with Monica Lewinsky, the president’s own top spokesman, Michael McCurry, admitted to the Chicago Tribune, “Maybe there’ll be a simple, innocent explanation. I don’t think so, because I think we would have offered that up already… I think it’s going to end up being a very complicated story…. And I don’t think it’s going to be entirely easy to explain.” And during a discussion with former Clinton adviser David Gergen, Newsweek’s Michael Isikoff said that when the Lewinsky story first broke, senior White House aides were wondering not only whether the president would resign, but whether he should resign.

*“The problem is that what we’re hearing sounds true, it smells true,” one White House aide told a reporter.

*RTC investigator Jean Lewis said there was a “concerted effort to obstruct, hamper, and manipulate” the Madison investigation; former deputy treasury secretary Roger Altman briefed top White House aides on the procedures the RTC was following in a possible civil case against Madison Guaranty; and Mr. Altman was under “intense pressure” from the White House not to recuse himself from the case.


Chapter 1
 [image: Image]
Sex 

Defense of President Clinton: One of the most often invoked defenses of President Clinton is that this case is only about sex. In the words of CNN’s Crossfire co-host Bill Press, “With … one admission, Monica Lewinsky exposes the total absurdity of the entire Starr investigation: it’s about sex.” From there, the argument becomes: a president’s private sexual behavior is none of the people’s business.

Geraldo Rivera, host of a CNBC program, says he is “sure something probably happened” between Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky, but even if the president has done everything he is accused of, at worst “he’s a hypocrite. So what? Get over it.” Washington Post columnist Mary McGrory writes of “the simple truth that has been apparent to the man and the woman in the street from day one: reprehensible is not impeachable. American’s would prefer a monogamous husband. But … they are not going to insist on it. Monkey business in the Oval Office just doesn’t make the constitutional standard of ‘high crimes and misdemeanors.’” And feminist commentator Susan Estrich, the campaign manager for 1988 Democratic presidential nominee Michael Dukakis, asks, “Should allegedly finding comfort, release, satisfaction, peace in the arms of a beautiful twenty-one-year-old count for more than balancing the budget?”

The constant refrain is, “If the president’s wife forgives him, why shouldn’t we?” Feminist author Wendy Kaminer put it this way:“Why should we hold the president to standards of moral behavior that few of us meet consistently? … I’m not suggesting that the president’s lies and infidelities don’t matter. They must matter alot to Hillary and Chelsea Clinton. But why should they matter to voters?” A Republican entrepreneur in Naperville, Illinois, told the Washington Post, “If he harassed Paula Jones, well, that would be a bad thing, but that’s for the two of them to work out. Likewise, and Hillary to work through. I don’t think any of that is among the more pressing issues of the day for the American people.”

These beliefs give rise to the conviction that because adultery is none of our business, the Starr investigation into the Lewinsky matter has been illegitimate from the get-go. The real scandal is the Starr investigation’s zealous, thinly disguised moral crusade. Former South Dakota Senator George McGovern, the Democrats’ 1972 presidential nominee, refers to Judge Starr as “prosecutor-at-large of presidential sex,” and says he has come to one conclusion: “Even if Bill Clinton has yielded to an occasional attack of lust and is too embarrassed to tell us all about it, those sins have done far less damage to the American public and our democracy than is being done by a federal prosecutor rampaging across the land year after year.”

Others argue that there are lies—and then there are LIES. In this context, there are some things—i.e., sexual matters—we should lie about. To the National Journal’s Jonathan Rauch, a thoughtful observer, “the one sort of lie that a civilized culture not only condones but depends upon [is] a consensual lie about consensual adultery…. The only way to insist that adultery is in tolerable while actually tolerating it is by hiding it in the closet.” While conceding that the president of the United States should obey the law and not cheat with interns, Rauch implores us to understand “this is the real world, not The Sound of Music.” Michael J. Sandel, a professor of government at Harvard, writes that “there may be a case, in the name of privacy and decorum, for the president to deny a scurrilous charge even if true, provided it has no bearing on public responsibilities.” And Hendrik Hertzberg of The New Yorker says we should distinguish between “pernicious falsehoods calculated to cover up crimes against humanity and, say, feeble fibs aimed at wiggling out of some horribly embarrassing and essentially victimless but legal piece of human stupidity.”
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