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urely 1998 will not  go down in t he
annals of  American hist ory as a year
ennobling for t he president , produc-
t ive for t he Congress, or t riumphant
for t he press. To t he ext ent  t hat  t he
healt h of  our democracy depends on
t he good judgement , rest raint , and
public regardingness of  polit ical
elit es, t he year was downright
depressing. Fort unat ely, t he ot her
key act or in t he polit y—t he cit izen-
ry—st epped into t he void when no
responsible adult s were t o be found
in Washingt on. Expressing t hem-
selves init ially t hrough t he much-
maligned polls and event ually in t he
November elect ions, t hey (as some-
one clever not ed)  t urned James
Madison on his head. Rat her t han t he
mob whose passions had t o be
cooled by t heir more deliberat e lead-
ers, t he public refined and enlarged
the views of  t he Washingt on com-
munit y and, in so doing, provided
some much-needed perspect ive and
incent ives for polit icians t o refocus
their at t ent ion on mat t ers of  gen-
uine import ance t o t he count ry.

Unt il news fi rst  broke in January of
t he president ’s sexual relat ionship
wit h a former Whit e House int ern
and of  t he invest igat ion by
Independent  Counsel Kennet h St arr
of  possible perjury and obst ruct ion
of  just ice in t he civil suit  brought
against  t he president  by Paula
Jones, t he year had already shown
signs of  promise, in spit e of  t he
lame-duck st at us of  t he president .
Wit h federal budget  deficit s rapidly
t urning int o surpluses, t he president
seemed well posit ioned t o rally his
part y behind government  init iat ives
on t obacco, educat ion, and healt h
and t o begin a nat ional conversat ion
on how best  t o ensure t he long-t erm
financial st abilit y of  Social Securit y.

Clint on’s reckless behavior wit h
Monica Lewinsky, his dissembling
under oat h, and t he seven-mont h
lapse bet ween his init ial public lie
and his ult imate acknowledgment
demeaned t he presidency, eroded
crit ical privileges of  t he of f ice,
bet rayed his st af f  and allies, squan-
dered his opport unit y t o shape t he
congressional agenda, and embar-
rassed t he nat ion. There is no avoid-
ing t he conclusion t hat  Clint on him-
self  is largely t o blame for t his whole
t awdry business.

But  unfort unat ely he had a big
support ing cast . The Supreme Court
cont ribut ed wit h it s inexplicable
unanimous ruling t hat  t he Jones civil
suit  could go forward while Clint on
served as president . Seldom have
t he Court ’s words—“ It  appears t o us
highly unlikely t o occupy any sub-
st ant ial amount  of  t he president ’s
t ime” —looked so foolish so quickly.
The president ’s personal at t orney
can be fault ed (whet her t hrough
misjudgment  or insuf f icient  persua-
siveness wit h his client )  for failing t o
set t le wit h Jones, or t o plead no
cont est , and t hereby avoid an inva-
sive discovery and deposit ion. By
virt ue of  it s act ive pursuit  of
expanded jurisdict ion and it s aggres-
sive, st rong-armed t act ics bet t er
suit ed t o invest igat ing organized
crime t han possible lying by t he
president  of  t he Unit ed St at es in a
civil sexual harassment  lawsuit , t he
Of f ice of  Independent  Counsel St arr
managed t o raise more quest ions in
t he public’s mind about  t he polit ical
root s of  t he prosecut ion t han it
answered about  t he president ’s mis-
behavior. The coup de grace was
St arr’s referral t o t he House, which
t hrough it s aggressive advocacy for
impeachment  and numbing det ail on

Cit izens t o t he Rescue

Thomas E. Mann is W.
Av er el l  Har r iman
Senior  Fel low  in
Amer ican Gov er nance
and di r ect or  of  t he
Br ookings
Gov er nment al  St udies
pr ogr am.

S

A  C O N S I D E R E D  O P I N I O N T h o m a s  E .  M a n n

PP 02-03, mann  1/4/99 10:31 AM  Page 2



3 B R O O K I N G S  R E V I E W

t he president ’s sexual encount ers
dest royed any hope t hat  t he invest i-
gat ion would garner t he credibilit y
int ended by t he Independent  Counsel
st at ut e.

Then t here is t he behavior of  t he
press. One hardly knows where t o
begin. From t he breat hless forecast s
by celebrit y journalist s of  t he presi-
dent ’s imminent  depart ure f rom
of f ice, t o mont hs of  weakly sourced
“ breaking news”  st or ies by
Woodward and Bernst ein wannabes
whose idea of  invest igat ive report ing
is t o be an unfilt ered conveyor belt
for st rat egic leaks by t he Off ice of
Independent  Counsel and Whit e
House, t o t he 24-hour “ All Monica,
All t he Time”  cable news ent ert ain-
ment  shows feat uring part isan food
fight s among pseudo expert s, t o t he
scores of  edit orials and columns drip-
ping wit h cont empt  for t he president
and t he public, media coverage of
t his president ial scandal and it s
appropriat e place in nat ional polit ics
and policymaking has been a
wast eland. 

Polit icians in Congress only made
mat t ers worse. The majorit y
Republicans, cont ent  t o rest  on t heir
laurels and allow t he president ’s
scandal t o play out  over t he course
of  t he year, advanced no serious leg-
islat ive program. Their decision t o
release St arr’s referral immediat ely,
wit hout  first  reviewing it s cont ent s
or giving t he president  an opport uni-
t y t o respond, raised quest ions
about  basic fairness. Subsequent
dat a dumps ( including videotapes of
t he president ’s grand jury t est imo-
ny) , all rat ionalized by “ t he public’s
right  t o know,”  seemed more like an
abdicat ion of  congressional responsi-
bilit y, especially in light  of  lat er
prot est at ions t hat  “ we must  fulfill
our const it ut ional responsibilit ies
whatever t he views of  t he public.”

The hurried decision t o open a formal
impeachment  inquiry, made in t he
polit ically charged period just  before
a nat ional elect ion wit hout  any real
deliberat ion on t he charges, t he evi-
dence, and what  const it ut es an
impeachable of fense, cert ainly rein-
forced t hat  impression. 

Congressional Democrat s were
hardly t he model of  dispassionat e
judgment  and st abilit y. Af t er init ial
disbelief  and t hen disingenuous
acceptance of  t he president ’s public
denial, t hey react ed angrily t o his
August  17 speech acknowledging a
sexual relat ionship wit h Lewinsky.
Many spoke emot ionally about  t heir
feelings of  bet rayal and shame and
cont ribut ed t o t he escalat ing pres-
sure on t he president  t o resign.
Lat er, when it  became clear t hat  t he
public’s resolute opposit ion t o
impeachment  or resignat ion was
unlikely t o diminish, Democrat s
chart ed an ent irely dif ferent  course,
one seemingly designed primarily t o
impeach t he president ’s chief
accuser.

What  is most  st riking about  t his
ent ire af fair was t he cert aint y among
Washingt on elit es t hat  measures of
st rong public approval of  t he presi-
dent ’s performance, which were
remarkably st able t hroughout  t he
year, could not  be t aken seriously—
eit her because of  t he inadequacy of
t he polls or t he likelihood t hat  public
opinion would change as details of
St arr’s invest igat ion became more
widely known. But  it  is now clear t hat
t his enlight ened Washingt on per-
spect ive was flat  out  wrong. The
public has had no dif f icult y applaud-
ing Clint on’s performance as presi-
dent  while disapproving of  his marit al
infidelit y and unt ruthfulness. Their
regard for him as a person has dimin-
ished during t he course of  t he year
while t heir appreciat ion of  how well
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t he count ry and t heir families have done under his
st ewardship has int ensified. They have been at
least  as wary of  t he dangers t o a f ree societ y
from t he abuse of  public aut horit y by prosecut ors
as by president s. They sense an inappropriat e
polit icizat ion of  t he legal process—in which inves-
t igat ions become weapons used in combat
between compet ing part isans. At  t he same t ime
t hey do not  t ake light ly t he president ’s irresponsi-
ble behavior. The point  is t o find a punishment
t hat  f it s t he misbehavior and limit s t he collat eral
damage t o t he count ry. In t he public’s view, t hat
means censure or reprimand (and pot ent ial crimi-
nal liabilit y af t er he leaves of f ice) , not  impeach-
ment  or resignat ion. And import ant ly it  means
t urning t he at t ent ion of  t he policymaking commu-
nit y away f rom t his scandal and back t o t hose
mat t ers t hat  af fect  t he lives of  American cit izens. 

Through public opinion polls and t he midt erm
elect ions, cit izens have sent  a cryst al-clear mes-
sage t o Washingt on: it ’s t ime t o bring down t he
curt ain on t he nat ional soap opera and get  about
t he t ask of  set t ing nat ional priorit ies. ■
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