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Bill Clinton wanted to change
America. During his 1992 cam-

paign for the pre s i d e n c y, he pro m i s e d
to be “an agent of change.” It is a
p romise he has kept.

Just as Andrew Jackson ushered in a
m o re democratic age for the young
nation, and Theod o re Roosevelt
t u rned the presidency into a bully pul-
pit, and Franklin Roosevelt gre a t l y
expanded the role of government, so
too has Bill Clinton injected re v o l u-
t i o n a ry changes into the nation’s poli-
tics. In Clinton’s case, however, his
changes may not receive the same kind
of historical judgment as those of his
p re d e c e s s o r s .

Bill Clinton’s transformation of

American politics began during his
1992 campaign, but it had its gre a t e s t
impact during his impeachment battle.
And it is through the lens of impeach-
ment that the Clinton political re v o l u-
tion can be seen most succinctly. 

Most likely, the details of the Clin-
ton impeachment will fade with time.
H i s t o ry books will devote little text to
the substance of the impeachment art i-
cles, and the name Monica Lewinsky
will be relegated to the most obscure of
footnotes. This is not to say, however,
that the impeachment will leave no
lasting legacy. But this legacy will
involve more the way in which Clin-
ton combated the impeachment
c h a rges than the substance of those
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c h a rges, for it was his battle against
impeachment in part i c u l a r, and his
style of practicing politics in general,
that cemented into the public’s mind-
set an array of attitudes and perc e p-
tions that diff e red drastically from the
American political tradition.

Impeachment and the 
Politics of Therapy

T h roughout his pre s i d e n c y, Bill
Clinton has practiced the politics of
t h e r a p y. He has spoken fluently the
language of self-esteem. He cam-
paigned on his therapeutic mantra “I
feel your pain.” Once elected, he took
his cabinet to Camp David for a sensi-
tivity session, complete with “facilita-
tors” to encourage the sharing of
feelings. He has sparkled during
moments of national and individual
t r a g e d y, when he has become the
n a t i o n ’s First Mourner and Sympathiz-
e r. But never has Clinton practiced the
politics of therapy as fervently as he did
during his impeachment.

Even though impeachment is a con-
stitutional process, relatively little of
the pre s i d e n t ’s rhetoric came from con-
stitutional texts, such as The Federalist
P a p e r s . Instead, the source of much of
C l i n t o n ’s defense came from the field
of popular psychology. To listen to Bill
Clinton defend himself was to hear the
same kind of dialogue that so often
occurs on afternoon television talk
shows. He explained that he had spent
so much time taking care of the health
of the nation that he had forg o t t e n
about attending to the health of his
own personal life. He described how,
once he came out of the denial phase,

he had sat down with counselors to
conduct a personal inventory. He
talked of the crisis as a personal jour-
n e y, which could only lead to much
personal growth. He called for a time of
healing. He stood at his lectern, biting
his lower lip and giving a painful apol-
o g y, just as Jerry Springer’s onstage
guests do once they’ve been confro n t e d
by the audience. Indeed, the therapiza-
tion of the impeachment pro c e s s
became so pervasive that a newspaper
headline asked if America had become
“A Nation of Clinton Enablers?”1

C l i n t o n ’s counterattack to the
impeachment charges relied less on a
rebuttal of the specific allegations than
on a repetition of therapeutic clichés.
(The divisiveness of impeachment had
to stop so that the healing could begin,
and so on.) Republicans were port r a y e d
as therapeutic villains—harsh, uptight,
mean-spirited, judgmental, and unfor-
giving. They were said to be “more
focused on retribution [and] more
uncaring about the future . ”2

The president, meanwhile, wrapped
himself in the cloak of emotional vul-
n e r a b i l i t y. He so exploited the victim-
ization proclivities in American culture
that he was able to convince the public
that he, the most powerful man in the
world, was a victim too—just like all
those poor souls who parade their hurt s
on the afternoon talk shows. And as
the rule goes, victims are to be pitied,
not punished.

T h roughout his impeachment, as
t h roughout his entire pre s i d e n c y, Bill
Clinton sought to transform the pre s i-
dency into a kind of national therapist.
In doing so, he has remade America’s
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political culture in the likeness of its
therapeutic culture—a culture of ubiq-
uitous symptoms.

In contemporary America, pop psy-
chology books are perennial best-sell-
ers, and therapy is practically as
commonplace as flu shots. Support
g roups aimed at boosting self-esteem
claim tens of millions of Americans as
m e m b e r s .3 As Ellen Herman states in
The Romance of American Psychology,
“Psychological insight is the creed of
our time.”4

Under the guidance of books like
I’m Not My Fault, people are now
assumed to be emotional victims. But
p e rhaps the most blatant sign of Amer-
i c a ’s therapy culture is the plethora of
television talk shows—Oprah, Sally
J e s s y, Leeza, Ricki Lake. Serving as
public confessionals in which nothing
is left unsaid, these shows have been
i n s t rumental in promoting the lan-
guage of a therapeutic culture .

The overriding concern of a thera-
peutic culture is emotional content-
ment. It views the individual not
t h rough the lens of law or morality or
political theory or social class, but
t h rough the scope of psychology. It is a
c u l t u re in which every crime can be
explained through some psychological
dysfunction and in which there are no
moral dilemmas, only emotional block-
ages that cry out for counseling. It is a
c u l t u re in which low self-esteem
replaces hunger and poverty as the
social blight. It is a culture whose cre e d
demands an emotional correctness: an
unquestioning acceptance of self-
e x p ression of any form, and an intoler-
ance of judgmentalism that might in

any way damage self-esteem.
During the Clinton years, the lan-

guage of politics has adopted the lan-
guage of therapy. As states’ rights were
in the mid-nineteenth century and eco-
nomic security was in the 1930s, psy-
chology has become the commodity of
politics in the 1990s. Social programs
are aimed at improving the self-esteem
of their beneficiaries. Aff i rmative action
programs are needed to raise the self-
image of minority groups. Even political
campaigns take on the language of a
t h e r a p i s t ’s office. Issues are cast in a sim-
plistic, emotional dichotomy of love
and hate, with opponents of welfare,
affirmative action, and nationalized
health care branded as practitioners of
the politics of hate. But always, with the
end of every political campaign, it is
time “for the healing to begin.”

Victimization has become a valuable
political strategy. In a culture of victims,
the politics of joy—as Hubert
Humphrey once termed it—has been
replaced by the politics of sorro w. While
T h e od o re Roosevelt never spoke of the
death of his first wife and Franklin Roo-
sevelt did everything possible to camou-
flage his disability, candidates now
openly boast of their sufferings. 

The extent to which the victim
mind-set has come to dominate Amer-
ican politics was on display at the 1996
Democratic National Convention.
Delivering one of the convention’s
most highlighted prime-time speeches
was actor Christopher Reeves, the par-
alyzed victim of a horse-riding acci-
dent. Though Mr. Reeves held no
political office, his appearance was
aimed at portraying the Democrats as
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in step with the nation’s victim-orient-
ed attitudes. Indeed, the entire con-
vention was one huge sympathy-fest.
Tales of sufferings were abundant: the
p resident shared a story of his bro t h e r’s
cocaine addiction; the first lady
revealed the trauma of Chelsea’s night
at the hospital after a tonsillectomy;
keynote speaker Evan Bayh talked
about the loss he felt from his mother’s
death; and the vice president, with a
deliberate tearfulness, reenacted his
grief over his sister’s death of lung can-
c e r. All in all, it was a convention of
victim politics, devoted more to elicit-
ing sympathy than to debating public
p o l i c y. Jeff Greenfield, the ABC politi-
cal commentator, suggested that Ricki
Lake, the television talk show host,
“should have been the chair of the
c o n v e n t i o n . ”5

But even more than being a victim,
the therapeutic politician has to show
sympathy for the sufferings of other
victims. For this task, Bill Clinton has
m a s t e red the use of the pre s i d e n t i a l
apology—an act for which he needs no
c o n g ressional approval nor any budget
a u t h o r i t y. Yet while President Clinton
has readily apologized for acts of his
p redecessors for which he bears no per-
sonal responsibility—nuclear testing,
the African slave trade, dropping the
atomic bomb on Japan, American sup-
p o rt of Guatemalan dictators—he was
astonishingly slow to apologize for his
own behavior in the Lewinsky scandal. 

The Dangers Posed by a Politics 
of T h e r a p y

As exemplified by the impeach-
ment process, a politics of therapy is

c o n t r a d i c t o ry to democratic pro c e s s e s
and to the rule of law. It not only dis-
courages the act of judging (which is
both the privilege and the duty of a
democratic society toward its elected
leaders), but also denies and dismisses
two essential tenets of a democracy:
debate and partisan conflict.

Never once during the impeach-
ment process, which was recognized by
all members of Congress as the most
i m p o rtant matter on which they would
ever vote, did the president personally
attempt to engage the country in a
debate on the case against him. Never
once did he hold a press conference on
the subject or speak meaningfully to
the American people about the matter.
(In fact, during all of 1998, Clinton
held a total of only two formal pre s s
c o n f e rences.) To the contrary, the
White House made every attempt to
cut off all debate on the issue. It gagged
its opponents with labels like h a t e m o n-
g e r and h y p o c r i t e . Its repetitive re f r a i n
was that the Congress should just dro p
the matter and “move on to the peo-
p l e ’s business.” (This refrain had a
striking familiarity—at a 1994 pre s s
c o n f e rence in which he tried to put the
Whitewater controversy to rest, Clin-
ton said he just wanted to “get on with
the business of the country. ” )

Bill Clinton used therapeutic poli-
tics to remove the impeachment issue
f rom the realm of public debate and to
make the public feel as if it should sim-
ply accept his apology and move on.
Debate, after all, is both useless and
nonexistent in a therapeutic culture .
Being completely subjective, feelings
c a n ’t be debated or questioned; they
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can only be accepted. And although
therapy is ever tolerant of any and all
feelings, it is stringently intolerant of
debate, for debate implies disagre e m e n t
and judgment.

(This Clintonesque reluctance to
have public debate on tro u b l e s o m e
issues continued to repeat itself in the
months following the Senate impeach-
ment vote. The Clinton administra-
tion aggressively resisted public re l e a s e
of a bipartisan congressional re p o rt on
C h i n a ’s acquisition of U.S. atomic
s e c rets. And it embarked upon the
bombing campaign in Kosovo without
ever engaging the public in a debate
over that action, hoping that the
bombs would bring Slobodan Milose-
vic to his knees before the public re a l-
ized that America had gone to war—in
fact, Clinton waited until the last
moment even to inform the country
that a military campaign was about to
be waged. Then, once the bombing
s t a rted, the Clinton administration,
full of veterans of the free speech gen-
eration that condemned govern m e n t
s e c recy during the Vietnam Wa r,
admitted that it was adopting a more
restrictive information policy re g a rd i n g
m i l i t a ry operations in Yu g o s l a v i a . )

If the Clinton White House was
dismissive of debate during the
impeachment proceedings, it was
absolutely demagogic against part i s a n-
ship. Again, in a therapeutic enviro n-
ment, any sign of divisiveness is seen as
u n h e a l t h y. Consequently, Clinton used
the partisan wrangling in Congress as a
p retext for waging a counterattack that
completely changed the subject. He
a rgued that the impeachment vote in

the House of Representatives was ille-
gitimate because it was partisan, and
that Republicans were being mean-
spirited because they were choosing
conflict over healing and judgmental-
ism over tolerance.

During the Clinton pre s i d e n c y, and
c o n t r a ry to the American experience,
p a rtisanship has become a political
crime. Historically, however, part i s a n-
ship has been a sign of a healthy
d e m o c r a c y. Periods of intense part i s a n-
ship have coincided with periods of
robust political part i c i p a t i o n .6 A l l
throughout the nineteenth century, the
p a rtisanship in Congress was far more
heated than was the recent part i s a n s h i p
of the impeachment process. Yet Bill
Clinton was able to convince the pub-
lic that partisanship was something
vile, that debate over his impeachment
was just petty bickering. (Although
even as he was deriding partisanship, he
was actively encouraging it, so as to
exploit it in his argument that his
impeachment was “illegitimate”; then,
when he was given a chance to
embrace bipartisanship just weeks after
his impeachment trial ended, Clinton
sided with the most partisan Democrats
and rejected the re f o rm plan of the
b i p a rtisan Breaux Medicare Commis-
sion.) This assault on part i s a n s h i p ,
h o w e v e r, revealed an intolerance of the
Clinton White House—intolerance of
democratic opposition. And it was an
intolerance that had shown itself on
prior occasions.

During the Clinton health care cam-
paign, for instance, there was not even a
recognition of the opposition. Hillary
Clinton’s health care task force refused
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even to open its meetings to the public
or to allow opponents access to its pro-
ceedings. Then the plan was delivered
to Congress on a take-it-or-leave-it
basis. According to Democratic senator
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the “whole
Clinton health-care project [was] a sort
of New Age affectation.”7 Clinton, in
Moynihan’s view, approached the
health-care debate “with a rhetoric of
crisis, deprivation [and] suffering”
designed more to scare Americans than
to reason with them. It was an appro a c h
that played more to emotions than to
facts; consequently, debate was dis-
missed and opposition ignore d .

This same approach was taken dur-
ing the impeachment. Even though the
p rocess provided the country a valuable
o p p o rtunity to debate such topics as sex-
uality in the workplace, the scope of
sexual harassment laws, and the behav-
ioral standards expected of the nation’s
l e a d e r s — o p p o rtunities previously seized
in the cases of John To w e r, Clare n c e
Thomas, and Bob Packwood—all that
was heard from the White House was
the persistent demand to “put this all
behind us.” The country should not be
put through the nightmare of impeach-
ment, the pre s i d e n t ’s lawyers arg u e d .
The country was too fragile, its sensi-
tivities too offended, went the implicit
message. Unlike FDR, who in 1932
tried to calm the nation’s fears, Bill
Clinton in 1998 tried to stoke them by
t h reatening the agony that would
ensue if the impeachment process con-
tinued. (In describing a pro s p e c t i v e
Senate trial, Clinton defenders used
such terms as “horro r,” “doom,”

“wholesale disruption,” and “irre p a r a-
ble damage.”)8

The Sogginess of a T h e r a p e u t i c
Po l i t i c s

During his impeachment, as well as
his entire pre s i d e n c y, Bill Clinton has
squelched opposition by creating an
undefined, slippery third way—a way in
between yes and no, right and left. It
was a triangulation strategy in touch
with the nonjudgmentalism of a thera-
peutic age. Clinton’s “truthful but mis-
leading” defense was a perfect example
of this third way. It admitted that Clin-
ton hadn’t told the truth, but denied
that he had uttered any lies; and it pro-
vided an escape route for a public wish-
ing to avoid judgment. Yet to ask the
public to “move on” under such circ u m-
stances was to encourage it to re t re a t
f rom politics and to shirk the duty of
holding public officials accountable.

This noncommittal, third - w a y
a p p roach has been described by
Michael Barone as Clinton’s pre f e re n c e
for “sogginess”—meaning comfort a b l e
u n c e rt a i n t y, the deferral of tough
choices for as long as possible, and
reliance on emotion rather than logic.9

T h roughout his pre s i d e n c y, Clinton
has used this sogginess to cloud the
t ruth, avoid accountability, and substi-
tute emotional rhetoric for decisive
action. His foreign policy part i c u l a r l y
illustrates this propensity to sogginess. 

Though he came to office decry i n g
human rights violations in China,
Clinton has done nothing to challenge
the strong-willed Chinese leadership.
Though he criticized President Bush’s



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 3 3 FALL 1999

reluctance to use force to stop the
killing in Bosnia, Clinton did not com-
mit troops until he was in office more
than two and a half years, and then
only after a peace agreement was
a l ready reached. Though he has talked
on and on about limiting weapons of
mass destruction, he has done nothing
to stem North Kore a ’s accelerating mis-
sile program, not even after Nort h
K o rea violated its nuclear freeze agre e-
ment by firing a missile over Japan.
Nor has Clinton done anything to pre-
vent Chinese spies from pro c u r i n g
A m e r i c a ’s most sensitive nuclear
weapons secrets and using them in the
development of new and more power-
ful warh e a d s .1 0

Though Clinton called for “a new
g o v e rnment in Iraq that is committed
to peace in the region,” he has done
nothing to achieve that, other than fire
an occasional missile Iraq’s way. More-
o v e r, Clinton consistently refused to
heed the warnings of UNSCOM
inspectors that Saddam Hussein was
hiding biological weapons. He instead
p re f e rred the soggy approach of cre a t-
ing and extending more and more
vague deadlines. Only when he had no
other choice did Clinton launch more
missiles. Once the bombing ended,
h o w e v e r, the United States was in a
worse position than before, since the
inspectors were now no longer in Iraq.

Even Clinton’s military operations
have been soggy, tending toward the
safe and noncommittal. In this re g a rd ,
Clinton has pre f e rred the convenience
of re m o t e - c o n t rol warf a re—bombs and
missiles sent streaming against defense-
less targets from the safety of planes

and ships miles away. Yet though it is
relatively risk-free, this type of warf a re
is often ineffective, as it was when in
response to the embassy bombings in
Tanzania and Kenya, Clinton launched
missiles against a vacant terrorist camp
and a pharmaceutical factory.

A president who once wrote that he
“loathed” the military has launched
missiles into more provinces in one
year than his Republican pre d e c e s s o r s
did in their twelve years in off i c e .
Between summer 1998 and summer
1999, Clinton bombed Sudan,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Serbia, and Kosovo.
He has used combat-by-technology as a
way of waging war without casualties,
either in the military or in his poll rat-
ings. He has been seduced by the lure
of air power, which, according to mili-
t a ry expert Eliot Cohen, “like mod e rn
c o u rtship appears to offer gratification
without commitment.”1 1

This safe but soggy military style,
h o w e v e r, proved disastrous in Kosovo.
After eight weeks of bombing, the situ-
ation in the Balkans was worse than
e v e r. The bombs (as of the writing of
this article) had done exactly what
Clinton sought to prevent: a unified
Serbia behind the defiant Milosevic;
an igniting of the worst Euro p e a n
refugee crisis in half a century; the
p resence of more Serb forces inside
Kosovo than when the bombing began;
a spread of the conflict into
Yu g o s l a v i a ’s neighbors; and a Kosovo,
reduced to rubble by the bombs, unfit
for habitation by any ethnic gro u p .
(Kosovo and Serbia together have a
smaller land area than the state of Indi-
ana. Imagine the condition of Indiana
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after eight weeks of steady bombing.)
Meanwhile, Russian-American re l a-
tions sank to cold war levels; and anti-
American sentiment in China, after
the bombing of its embassy in Belgrade,
reached new heights. Yet despite all
this, Milosevic remained in power.

T h e re have been no grand or coher-
ent theories governing the Clinton for-
eign policy. Instead, according to Robert
Zoellick, head of the Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies, it has
been a foreign policy “designed more to
neutralize certain political threats at
home” than to implement a clear set of
priority values.12 (Credible evidence
now exists that the Sudan factory Clin-
ton bombed following his grand jury tes-
timony really was a pharmaceutical
f a c t o ry; and the present trouble in Koso-
vo stems largely from Clinton’s soggy
1995 Bosnia accord, which did not
include a Milosevic pledge to lay off
Kosovo and was intended more to thro w
the whole Balkans issue past the 1996
presidential election than to reach any
l o n g - t e rm solution.)

Aside from the advance weather
re p o rts, the operation in Kosovo “never
had more vision than the next day, ”
a c c o rding to Democratic senator
R o b e rt To rr i c e l l i .1 3 Within days of the
b o m b i n g ’s outset, Clinton’s alre a d y
fuzzy goal was downgraded to “dimin-
ishing Milosevic’s capacity to conduct
war”—a subjective goal that would per-
mit him to declare victory at any time.
When Clinton tried to garner public
s u p p o rt for the bombing, he used the
dramatic emotional arguments that the
Serbian army was “hooded thugs,” that
Milosevic was another Adolf Hitler,

and that the refugee crisis was another
Holocaust. In dramatic rhetoric, Clin-
ton described the Kosovo interv e n t i o n
as a climactic struggle between good
and evil. Yet he never built up the
courage to use the word w a r. Nor did he
ever specifically lay out the goals of the
m i l i t a ry campaign—such as the
removal of Milosevic from power, the
f u t u re transformation of Kosovo into a
U.N. protectorate or into an
autonomous province or an indepen-
dent nation, or the future rebuilding of
Kosovo and Serbia.

Nor did Clinton explain why, if
another Holocaust was occurr i n g ,
g round troops were not being sent in to
stop it. (The answer, according to
G e o rge Edwards, director of the Center
for Presidential Studies, was Clinton’s
reluctance to state the truth: “He
believes if he rules out ground tro o p s ,
people won’t believe we’re going to
w a r. ” )14 When Clinton so adamantly
refused to commit ground troops, and
when it took him so long to be goaded
into taking any action at all in Kosovo,
the world cannot help but see all his
moral arguments as just more spin and
b l u s t e r.

Not surprisingly, Clinton’s best
moment in the first eight weeks of the
air campaign came during a meeting
with Kosovar refugees when he showed
them how much he felt their pain.

The Se l f - Focus of a T h e r a p e u t i c
Po l i t i c s

Not only does a therapeutic politics
tend to foster vague and nonconfro n t a-
tional decisions, it also tends to look at
g o v e rnment not through the wide
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angle of national and intern a t i o n a l
i n t e rests, but through the narrow angle
of the self.

Just as therapy is geared to the emo-
tional makeup of the individual, so too
has Clinton’s politics been geared more
to the needs and interests of the self
than to the interests of a nation. Sena-
tor Moynihan has noted that, under
Bill Clinton, there has been a “minia-
turization of the pre s i d e n c y. ”1 5 It has
been a presidency more concern e d
with the minivan schedules of soccer
moms than with the global financial
crisis or a Social Security system that
still hasn’t been touched even though
Clinton promised seven years ago to fix
it. In effect, it has been a pre s i d e n c y
that has elevated the slogan “the per-
sonal is political” to its supreme gov-
e rning philosophy. 

What has resulted from the Clinton
era has been a politics of minutiae—
education programs focusing on school
u n i f o rms, crime programs proposing the
p rovision of free walkie-talkies to
n e i g h b o rh o od watch groups, and anti-
violence programs aimed at movie
a d v e rtisements and rating systems.
Instead of attempting anything big,
such as Social Security reform, Clinton
has curried favor by proposing pro g r a m s
that amount to low-cost, low-impact
e x p ressions of concern. He hasn’t just
downsized government, he has down-
sized the political vision of a nation to
fit within his politics-of-the-self—a
politics devoid of any larger meaning. 

During his pre s i d e n c y, Clinton has
triangulated himself away from the
institutions of government and put
himself at the center of the nation’s

politics, which in the past six years has
become all about Bill Clinton. When
he is interviewed about legislative
issues before Congress, Clinton doesn’t
say “we” or “what the majority
decides,” but instead uses phrases like
“I feel good about this” and “I’m
defending America’s values.” When
the federal building in Oklahoma City
was blown up in 1995 and TWA flight
800 crashed in 1996, it was Clinton’s
facial expressions of pain that flood e d
television screens. And in an April
1999 interview with Dan Rather, Clin-
ton compared himself to FDR and Nel-
son Mandela; then, in self-adulatory
w o rds, he described his impeachment
not as a trial of his misdeeds but as a
historic opportunity for him to defend
the Constitution. According to T h e
New Republic’s Leon Wi e s e l t i e r, “Bill
C l i n t o n ’s place in history will be as the
p resident who worried about his place
in history. ”1 6

The Clinton miniaturization has
also shown itself in the propensity to
cast practically every political issue in a
child framework. Clinton’s 1996 cam-
paign platform was dubbed “Kinderpol-
i t i c s . ”1 7 Policies were continually
f o rmulated in terms of children: pollu-
tion doesn’t hurt just people, it poisons
p l a y g rounds; crime doesn’t thre a t e n
s o c i e t y, it shatters the lives of childre n ;
health care doesn’t benefit the sick, it
p e rmits children to live fulfilling lives.
The message was that politics is not a
matter of national and intern a t i o n a l
relations, but rather simply a pare n t -
child relationship, with government as
the nurturing parent and the pre s i d e n t
as the therapeutic father. Indeed, after
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his 1996 Democratic National Con-
vention speech, President Clinton
played peekaboo on stage with his
young nephew.

Not only has the Clinton era seen
the political elevation of miniature
issues, but it has seen small crises
imbued with the drama of great events.
In the impeachment debate, for
instance, the pre s i d e n t ’s support e r s
likened Bill Clinton to Rosa Parks, see-
ing him as a pioneer against the social
re p ression of sexual libert y. Others
equated the Starr inquiry with the
Spanish Inquisition. And feminist
Betty Friedan called the investigation
“sexual McCarthyism” and said that
unless Clinton prevailed, “sex was
going to take the place of the Cold
Wa r. ”1 8 The most dangerous conflict in
the history of the world was now being
equated with Clinton’s perjury in a sex-
ual harassment lawsuit.

Being so focused on the minutia-of-
the-self, the Clinton administration
has never found a “politics of mean-
ing,” to use that New Age term with
which the first lady was once so enam-
o red. (Michael Lern e r, the author of “a
politics of meaning,” developed his
political philosophy during encounters
with his psychotherapy patients—a
philosophy proclaiming that every per-
son has been crippled by an unfeeling
w o r l d . )1 9 C o n s e q u e n t l y, Bill Clinton
has wasted a historic opport u n i t y.
Never before in the twentieth century
had America been blessed with the
peace and prosperity that it has
enjoyed since 1992. And yet, besides
continually gauging his own popularity,
Clinton has done relatively little.

Like someone who inherits a stable
full of Thoro u g h b reds yet never takes
them out for a race, Bill Clinton has
never done anything with the Thor-
o u g h b red economy he inherited. Other
than to indulge America during its
economic binge, he has done very little
to pre p a re America for less pro s p e ro u s
times in the future. Other than assist-
ing oppressed constituencies like soccer
moms, he has done nothing to use the
American economic engine to assist
those developing countries stru g g l i n g
with debilitating povert y. Even on the
issue of race, an issue on which he
claims great insight, he has done noth-
ing more than talk—nothing more
than act as a national therapist narr a t-
ing the emotional hurts of racism. 

With his vision confined to the self,
Clinton has conducted a pre s i d e n c y
empty of political vision. It has been an
intellectually decaf pre s i d e n c y — o n e
that looks and smells like a pre s i d e n c y,
but without any lasting effect. It has
been a presidency that substitutes ther-
apeutic “national conversations” for
bold, decisive action. (As Hillary Rod-
ham Clinton suggested in the wake of
the Littleton shootings, “I believe we
should have a national conversation
about what kind of a nation we are ,
what kind of people we want to be.”)2 0

Without a politics of meaning, Bill
Clinton is left with not so much a
political philosophy as a narc i s s i s t i c
lifestyle attitude. He is a pop-culture
p resident, and his philosophy re s e m-
bles the messages of Nike advert i s e-
ments—all about self-fulfillment and
self-satisfaction and rebellion against
outside authority. Likewise, the issues
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about which the White House has
been most passionate are “lifestyle”
i s s u e s — a b o rtion, sexual expre s s i o n ,
public-funded art. 

C l i n t o n ’s therapeutic politics never
talks about self-sacrifice, only self-pain.
F rom his draft card controversy to his
adamant refusal to cooperate with the
independent counsel to his brazen raf-
fling off of the Lincoln Bedroom, Clin-
ton has never shown a sense of duty or
a willingness to set aside his own self-
i n t e rests for some higher authority. He
is a guilt-free president: like no-fat ice
c ream, he doesn’t make us feel bad
about our indulgences, but neither does
he provide any nourishment.

C l i n t o n ’s narcissism and his re b e l-
lion against outside authority were
illustrated by his 1992 response to ques-
tions about his use of marijuana.
Though he had once tried it, he said, he
never used it again because he didn’t
like it—not because it was wrong or
self-destructive or an unwise self-indul-
gence; he didn’t try it again simply
because he “didn’t like it.” 

But never has Clinton’s politics-of-
the-self been more evident than during
the impeachment process. By forc i n g
the country to go through seven
months of the Starr investigation
rather than simply tell the truth, and
by refusing to let the Senate judge him
without all the dissembling and smoke
s c reens, Clinton made his “journ e y ”
into the country ’s burden. His defend-
ers kept saying that the country
s h o u l d n ’t be “put through this,” but it
was really only the president who was
being put through anything. Under the
Clinton spin, impeachment wasn’t

about whether he had committed a
felony and tried to cover it up, or
whether his actions had jeopard i z e d
the integrity of the judicial oath.
Instead, it was all about Bill Clinton’s
personal sex life, all about the sincerity
of his apologies and about his being a
m a rt y r. By carving out an “all-about-
sex” exception to perjury, Clinton
t u rned the impeachment case into a
personal matter; and once it was a per-
sonal matter, a therapeutic culture had
no choice but to accept and forg i v e .

Politicians as Celebrities in a
Cu l t u re - o f - t h e - Se l f

During the Clinton tenure, the
p residency in particular and politics in
general have been immersed in Ameri-
c a ’s celebrity culture. Over the past six
years, Bill Clinton has become the
most ubiquitous figure not only in
American politics but in American
c u l t u re as well. And for the past year,
as if caught in a real-life Truman Show,
the nation has been forced to live in
B i l l ’s world. Like the weekly re p o rts of
b o x - o ffice earnings, the only news out
of the White House has been Clinton’s
poll ratings; and like film stars, the
p resident has become a fro n t - p a g e
favorite of the trashiest and tre n d i e s t
t a b l o i d s .

Yet this celebrity culture is not one
in which Clinton is uncomfortable. To
the contrary, he actively sought it.
Celebrities have always wanted to be
p resident, but it is said that Bill Clin-
ton “wanted to be president to become
a celebrity. ”2 1 Indeed, he has followed
the strategy that to succeed in politics
he had to succeed in being a celebrity.
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F rom playing his saxophone on late-
night television, to his Hollywood - p ro-
duced video biography, Man fro m
Hope, to his vacations with movie
stars, to the celebrities who get invited
to sleepovers in the Lincoln Bedro o m ,
to revelations of personal tidbits like
the kind of underwear he prefers, to all
his Hollywood fund-raising, Bill Clin-
ton has encouraged the celebrification
of politics. And like all contemporary
celebrities, he’s talked openly about the
emotional pain of his youth. 

Nor has the first lady let her
“brainy/policy-wonk” reputation keep
her from embracing the celebrity cul-
t u re. She has written a book about the
First Pets, posed for a Vo g u e g l a m o u r
c o v e r, appeared on television to re v e a l
lovable little aspects of her personal
life (going on M a rtha Stewart to talk
about baking cookies, and on O p r a h t o
talk about breast-feeding Chelsea), and
will soon produce a book on the joys of
e n t e rtaining and decorating as First
Hostess. She has also re s o rted to the
world of Hollywood to analyze the
complexities of the real world, such as
the six-hundre d - y e a r-old ethnic con-
flict in the Balkans, when, for instance,
she said that the plight of the Kosovo
refugees reminded her of scenes in the
film S c h i n d l e r’s List. (The first lady had
p reviously praised an earlier Steven
S p i e l b e rg film, E . T., for its contribu-
tion to interstellar bonding.)

Like any cultural celebrity, Bill
Clinton seeks public approval by publi-
cizing his private side, although this
willingness is decidedly one-sided.
When it comes to whether he has

engaged in improper financial deals or
whether he tried to cover up a sexual
relationship with an intern, he sudden-
ly clams up. He asserts the celebrity
rule: that the public is entitled to know
only what he wants them to know
about his personal life. Bristling under
p ress scru t i n y, Clinton has adopted the
National Enquire r mentality of Holly-
w o od celebrities, attributing any criti-
cism of himself to the work of
scandalmongering journalists. The per-
sonal is political when Bill Clinton
says it is; otherwise, what he does in
the Oval Office is no one’s business but
his own. 

During the Clinton pre s i d e n c y, pol-
itics has become just another stage for
the celebrity culture to express itself. It
has become just another script for
H a rry Thomason and Linda Blood-
w o rth-Thomason to produce. Just as
H o l l y w o od holds sneak previews before
cutting and editing its films, Clinton
takes polls and convenes focus gro u p s
b e f o re developing his policies. Where-
as celebrities have always appeared on
television hawking products as corpo-
rate “spokespersons,” now they appear
on television to spew out their political
insights and policy advice. Where pre s-
idents and prime ministers and ambas-
sadors once appeared, Barbra Stre i s a n d
now speaks to the students of the
Kennedy School of Government at
H a rv a rd University. Commentary on
political issues is now made by Alec
Baldwin. Indeed, it is a sign of the
weakness of our political culture that
celebrities are now needed to make it
appealing. It’s hardly surprising, then,
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that the Clinton antidrug campaign
consists almost entirely of television
a d v e rt i s i n g .

During the Clinton pre s i d e n c y, Hol-
l y w o od and Washington have become
m e rged. They are both all about image
and star power and self-indulgence.
Politics has been swallowed up by the
celebrity culture. But this also means
that politicians will be treated like
celebrities—and just as the public
eavesdrops on Brad Pitt’s sex life, it will
likewise eavesdrop on Bill Clinton’s.

A Therapeutic Politics and the 
Rule of Law

In Bill Clinton’s therapeutic mind-
set, his apology was supposed to put an
end to the whole impeachment aff a i r.
Once he had recognized his wro n g -
doing and sought counseling, he was
supposed to be congratulated for con-
f ronting himself and embarking on a
j o u rney toward personal growth. Clin-
t o n ’s lawyers became public therapists,
leading a twelve-step program thro u g h
which Americans became incre a s i n g l y
receptive to the pre s i d e n t ’s claims of
emotional victimization and pre s c r i p-
tions for healing. It was as if the apolo-
gy and the request for healing
immediately and completely tru m p e d
the dictates of law.

The danger, of course, is that this
m u r k y, therapeutic attitude toward the
law will creep down into American
s o c i e t y. And sure enough, within weeks
of Clinton’s acquittal, in a case in
which a minister was charged with
embezzling church funds, the minister
a rgued that his parish had “accepted
his apology” and that it was time for

the prosecutor to “move on.”2 2 In a
striking similarity to Clinton’s “tru t h f u l
but misleading” defense, the accused
minister admitted to being a “sinner
but not a criminal.”

The Clinton impeachment defense
demonstrated how incompatible a
therapeutic politics is with a ru l e - o f -
law government. Law ensures equality
and justice by removing emotion and
subjectivity from its workings. But in a
therapeutic culture, each person’s sub-
jective psychological makeup and emo-
tional condition must be considere d .
C o n s e q u e n t l y, no general rules can
a p p l y. No two people have to be tre a t-
ed equally, because every person’s psy-
chological makeup is diff e re n t .

Not surprisingly, Bill Clinton, the
most powerful person in the nation,
was not treated the same as were other
people in high positions. He was not
removed from office, as federal judges
c h a rged with perjury had been. And he
received no criminal punishment,
unlike all those prison inmates who
w e re serving time for perjury. 

The rule of law was also damaged by
the hypocrisy of Clinton’s impeach-
ment defense. His supporters branded
C l i n t o n ’s sexual behavior with Monica
Lewinsky private, even though they
have advocated sweeping sexual re g u-
lation of the workplace on the theory
that the “personal is political.” They
criticized Ken Starr for the volumes of
evidence he sent to the House, yet they
continually called the accusations
against the president “unsubstantiat-
ed.” They accepted Clinton’s grope of
Kathleen Wi l l e y, even though they
w e re outraged at Clarence Thomas’s



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 4 0 FALL 1999

Coke-can remark to Anita Hill. They
dismissed Juanita Bro a d d r i c k ’s rape
accusation as uncorroborated, even
though they’ve previously argued that
such accusations need not be corro b o-
rated to be taken seriously. They
admitted that the president had acted
w ro n g l y, yet said that the investigation
of him was unjustified. In a parade of
speakers, they characterized his acts as
“ re p rehensible” and “disgracing,” yet
after the House impeached him they
rushed to his side and enveloped him
with applause.

Although the president and his sup-
p o rters frequently invoke the ideal of
justice in advocating their political
agenda, they continually labeled the
impeachment debate a distraction fro m
the urgent business of a great nation, as
if the pursuit of justice were some triv-
ial sideline hobby (and as if Clinton
was just waiting for impeachment to
end so that he could submit a Social
Security re f o rm bill). Yet if hypocrisy is
the tribute vice pays to virtue, then
C l i n t o n ’s supporters during impeach-
ment were paying the supreme tribute
to the opposition. 

Just as they were complaining that
Clinton shouldn’t have been subjected
to Paula Jones’s sexual harassment case,
the Clinton administration was arg u i n g
to the Supreme Court (in Davis v. Mon-
roe Board of Education) that the reach of
sexual harassment laws should be
extended to harassment committed in
schools by children against other chil-
dren. Furthermore, although Clinton
claimed that he should never have been
asked by Jones’s lawyers about his sexual
history, it was he who signed the 1994

law that allowed harassment lawyers to
investigate the sexual histories of defen-
dants. And finally, if, as Clinton’s
defenders so often said, the perjury case
against him was unfounded, and one
that no prosecutor would ever take,
then why were his lawyers so consumed
with protecting him from such a prose-
cution that they continually advanced
legalistic defenses that even the presi-
d e n t ’s supporters called “maddening”?

C l i n t o n’s Assault Against Hi s
Ac c u s e r s

Bill Clinton’s defense, in the end,
t u rned out to be worse than the crimes
for which he was impeached. In the
way he flaunted a cult of rebellion and
a n t i a u t h o r i t y, he, the nation’s chief law
e n f o rcement off i c e r, gravely underc u t
the rule of law. The pep rally he held
on the White House lawn, standing
b e f o re the camera with a proudly defi-
ant look, showed the country that he
felt nothing but contempt for the
H o u s e ’s impeachment vote conducted
pursuant to the nation’s highest law—
the Constitution. His refusal to answer
the ten questions posed to him by sen-
ators during the trial demonstrated a
refusal to even minimally cooperate
with a court of impeachment pre s i d e d
over by the chief justice of the United
States Supreme Court. But even more
d e s t ructive were the blistering attacks
he waged on his accusers.

As he has shown throughout the
n u m e rous scandals that have plagued
his pre s i d e n c y, Clinton’s first re s p o n s e
is to destroy his accusers. At the first
hint of opposition, he unleashes his
arsenal of threats and finger- p o i n t i n g .
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Instead of submitting to the delibera-
tive processes of the law, he launches
the missiles of slander. This is the same
kind of vengeful behavior he has shown
t o w a rd his political opponents—those
who are not accusing him of any
crimes, but who just disagree with him
p o l i t i c a l l y. As Jacob We i s b e rg wrote in
the New York Times Magazine, B i l l
Clinton has “dug deeper for dirt on his
opponents, devised more effective 30-
second attack ads and showed gre a t
ingenuity in exploiting loopholes in the
campaign finance law. ”23 And as Peggy
Noonan has observed, “I don’t re c a l l
anyone who works for [Clinton] ever
granting any decency to the other side.
Instead, it was all the smirking snarl,
the snarling smirk, all ‘Yo u ’ re part i s a n ! , ’
‘ Yo u ’ re far-right haters leading a right-
wing putsch.’ ”24

When the news of the Monica
Lewinsky scandal first broke, Clinton
told interviewer Jim Lehrer that he
would make every eff o rt to cooperate
with the investigation. That was like
Joseph Stalin telling dissidents that he
would entertain their complaints. And
s u re enough, within hours of this
p romise of cooperation, an all-out war
on Kenneth Starr was declared by the
p re s i d e n t ’s foot soldiers.

Bill Clinton’s response to an inves-
tigation ord e red by his own appointed
a t t o rney general was to unleash a blis-
tering barrage of slander against the
independent counsel’s office. One
White House official described it as
“our continuing campaign to destro y
Ken Starr. ”2 5 The pre s i d e n t ’s investiga-
tors even began digging into the sexual
histories of Ken Starr and his staff .2 6

(This use of investigators mirro red the
1992 campaign strategy of hiring pri-
vate detectives to investigate the per-
sonal lives of Clinton’s former sexual
p a rtners and to coerce them into keep-
ing silent.)

S t a rr was portrayed as a thug, a sex-
obsessed prosecutor using gestapo-like
tactics, and a pawn of a vast right-wing
conspiracy out to get the pre s i d e n t .
(Similar words were later used to
describe Slobodan Milosevic.) Yet this
p o rtrait contrasted dramatically with
what had been previously said about
Ken Starr. For instance, in 1993, when
Senate Democrats asked Starr to assist
in the ethics investigation of Robert
P a c k w o od, the Washington Post
o b s e rved: “Even those who re g u l a r l y
c rossed swords with him credited him
with being fair. . . . He was not seen as
ideologically driven.”27 Indeed, it was
not until after a dramatic aff ront fro m
the White House in 1996 that Starr
became so aggressive in his investiga-
tion. A secre t a ry had discovered, lying
open on a table in the Clintons’ private
residence, Whitewater documents that
had been under subpoena for two years;
and yet no one in the White House
could offer a clear explanation for why
they had not been previously produced.
This was the event, brought on by the
Clintons themselves, that was to hard-
en Starr and his prosecutors. 

In the way the White House
viciously attacked Ken Starr for his
audacity in investigating yet another
incident involving an apparent obstru c-
tion of justice, Bill Clinton pro c l a i m e d
that the law is simply a contest of power
and intimidation—you can escape its
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dictates if you can sufficiently batter its
agents, just as Joseph McCarthy and
R i c h a rd Nixon tried to do during their
own moments of disgrace.

To Clinton, law enforcement off i-
cers are not people to be respected, but
enemies to be pummeled. In this age of
i n - y o u r-face aggression, he has fed the
cult of rebellion that characterizes the
c o n t e m p o r a ry pop culture of which he
is a celebrity: respect and obedience are
out, dissing is in. (So is it any gre a t
m y s t e ry that in a country whose pre s i-
dent has been cited for contempt of
c o u rt for his “contumacious conduct”
[ o r, as the dictionary defines it, “obsti-
nately resisting authority”] and who
tells Dan Rather that he feels no shame
over his impeachment, one of the
Columbine High School killers, Eric
H a rris, wrote, “I am the law. . . . Feel
no remorse, no sense of shame”?)

A standard Clinton defense has
been to attribute accusations against
him to the evil motives of his
accusers—like the thief who always
thinks someone is trying to steal fro m
him. While complaining about the
“politics of personal destruction,” he
simultaneously pursued a “scorc h e d
e a rth” policy against his critics. Repub-
licans were likened to Ku Klux Klans-
men, “missing only the white sheets.”2 8

Monica Lewinsky was accused of being
a stalker; her memory was said to have
been impaired by prescription dru g s .2 9

Kathleen Willey was called emotional-
ly unstable. Paula Jones was called
trailer trash. A twenty-year-old aff a i r
was dug up from Henry Hyde’s past.
S p e a k e r-select Bob Livingston’s marital
infidelities were exposed. Tom DeLay

was called the meanest man in Con-
g ress. Stories were passed around on
how chief House Judiciary Committee
majority counsel David Schippers once
re p resented a porn star named Seka.3 0

James Carville declared war on the
Republicans. Actor Alec Baldwin
a p p e a red on David Letterm a n ’s L a t e
Show and suggested getting a gang
together and “going down to Wa s h i n g-
ton to stone Henry Hyde to death.”

T h roughout all this, Clinton plead-
ed that an end be put to “the politics of
personal destru c t i o n . ”3 1 (He pleaded
for healing and reconciliation, even
though once the Senate impeachment
vote had been taken, he was re p o rt e d
by the New York Times to have vowed
revenge on the House managers who
p rosecuted the case against him.) Curi-
o u s l y, however, the facts gathered by
S t a rr were rarely challenged. Hannah
A rendt may have been right when she
said that one of the great tactical
advantages of the totalitarian elites was
to turn any statement of fact into a
question of motive.

With his dissembling, lawyerly eva-
sions and counterattacks, Clinton pro-
vided a blueprint for anyone with
enough resources to avoid prosecution.
W h y, for instance, should polluters vol-
untarily comply with environmental
laws when they could escape those laws
by intimidating their enforcers? Why
should companies seek to accommod a t e
those who complain of sexual and racial
harassment when instead they could
just beat those complainers into silence? 

The fallout of Clinton’s impeach-
ment will be felt the next time a leader
is sought to be made accountable for
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any legal or ethical transgressions. (In
fact, this fallout is already occurring as
Clinton remains untouched by the
escalating revelations of the Chinese-
spying and campaign-finance scandals.)
Because of Clinton’s impeachment
defense, the moral authority of anyone
seeking accountability has been greatly
weakened. All throughout the im-
peachment process, presidential defen-
ders accused the House managers of
h y p o c r i s y. Even though there was no
evidence that the managers had ever
committed perjury or obstruction of jus-
tice, Clinton was able to convince
Americans that, in effect, anyone who
makes a moral argument is a hypocrite.
He created a one-or-the-other option:
only saints can insist on moral stan-
dards; otherwise, there is to be no judg-
ing. But since there are no saints,
America will be left with no one to vin-
dicate the injustices of the powerful and
to hold them accountable.

Impeachment and the
Decline of Civic Morality

During the impeachment pro c e s s ,
t h e re was endless commentary about
Bill Clinton’s morality, or lack there o f .
But the president was right about one
thing: personal sins are not a subject
for public inquiry, and particularly not
a justification for impeachment. Unfor-
t u n a t e l y, the president did not stop
t h e re. He instead went on to wage a
defense that in the future may prove to
have devastating effects on the civic
morality of America.

This civic morality is not a set of
behavioral dictates handed down by
any religious denomination or sect. It is

a set of shared values that stems fro m
A m e r i c a ’s civil religion, embodying the
character virtues that make democracy
work, according to the most famous of
American observers, the nineteenth-
c e n t u ry philosopher Alexis de To c-
q u e v i l l e .3 2 F rom George Wa s h i n g t o n
to Abraham Lincoln to Franklin Roo-
sevelt, American presidents have re i t-
erated their belief that a just and
enlightened democracy has to rest on a
v i rtuous citizenry practicing a civic
religion of honesty, self-restraint, and
re s p o n s i b i l i t y. Only through such
v i rtue can individuals set aside self-
i n t e rest and make decisions for the
sake of the common good. And only
can an enduring body of civic virt u e
make law possible by infusing it with a
higher duty. 

If there has been a unique national
trait to America’s history, it has been its
moral vigor—a vigor that has prod u c e d
the country ’s finest moments. It was this
moral vigor that inspired the Declara-
tion of Independence, the movement to
abolish slavery, the determination to
beat back totalitarianism in World Wa r
II, and the civil rights crusade of the
1960s. And it is a vigor that Bill Clin-
ton has tried to harness at various times
during his presidency—for example,
when he called health care reform and
his antismoking program moral issues,
when he labeled military intervention
in Kosovo a moral imperative, and
when the first lady described women’s
rights as a moral imperative.

It is only this sense of civic morali-
t y, and not Bill Clinton’s personal
moral beliefs, that should be of concern
to Americans. Unfort u n a t e l y, because
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of the way the president conducted his
impeachment defense, and the way the
public accepted that defense, there is
much reason for concern .

Without a strong civic morality,
g o v e rnment and politics will sure l y
cower from the big issues that re q u i re
moral commitment and self-sacrifice.
For when future presidents attempt to
tap into the American moral vein, just
as re f o rmers have done throughout his-
t o ry, they may find that it is not the
rich vein it once was. Instead, it will
have been depleted by the constant
hammering of Clinton’s attempts to
downgrade America’s moral sense. 

Such was the case when Clinton
d i s c o v e red that even after eight weeks
of bombing in Kosovo, an indiff e re n t
American public was still not commit-
ted to the campaign as a moral cause.
Under the guidance of a therapeutic
p resident, the public had already traded
in its commonly held moral sensibilities
for the short-term comforts provided by
an indulgence of the now-sacro s a n c t
individual emotions. Therapeutic senti-
mentalism had shoved aside moral prin-
ciples. Not even Congress has been
able to produce a moral spokesperson
on the issue of Kosovo (with the sole
exception of Senator John McCain).
After six years of moral compro m i s e
re q u i red by the endless Clinton scan-
dals, Congress itself has been morally
b a n k rupted. It is hardly surprising,
then, that Clinton was unable to ignite
any moral outrage over Kosovo.

In 1996, Bill Clinton pro c l a i m e d
his dedication to the kind of individual
character values that historically have
been supported by Americans. In a

p roclamation signed during National
Character Counts Week, he put the
power of the presidency behind pro m o-
tion of values like honesty, virt u e ,
responsibility and “the diff e rence be-
tween right and wrong.” These were
values he had previously re c o g n i z e d
when he promised during his first pre s-
idential campaign to maintain the
most ethical administration in history,
and later when he proposed an array of
p rograms aimed at children (V- c h i p s ,
c u rfews, campaigns against teenage
p regnancy), and then when he urg e d
Americans to adopt a less tolerant atti-
tude toward illegitimacy, abortion, and
single pare n t h o od .3 3 Clinton also re -
t u rned to an advocacy of such values
several months after his impeachment
acquittal when, in the wake of the Lit-
tleton shootings, he held a White
House summit titled “Children, Vi o-
lence and Responsibility.” (“I hate it
when people blame someone else and
d o n ’t take responsibility for what they
did,” he told high school students after
the shootings.)3 4

T h roughout the impeachment pro -
cess, Bill Clinton continued to con-
cede the importance of character—
h o w e v e r, he redefined it in a way that
essentially nullified it. He equated
character with politics. Contrary to his
p roclamation announcing National
Character Counts Week, Clinton took
the position that character could be
m e a s u red only by political agendas. His
s u p p o rters argued that the pre s i d e n t ’s
character was determined not by the
legality or morality of his own behav-
i o r, but rather by the “correctness” of
his political positions—by his commit-
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ment to education and his advocacy of
a patients’ bill of rights.

Under this definition, however,
political issue statements drafted by a
committee of aides are the epitome of
c h a r a c t e r. It is a definition that makes
moral character as easy as showing up
at a fund-raiser for a homeless shelter
and writing a check. It is a dehumaniz-
ing definition that deprives individuals
of moral character, viewing them only
as political mouthpieces. But if moral
character is not centered on the indi-
vidual, then the justification for cen-
tering freedom on the individual is
likewise weakened. If individuals are n ’t
the holder of moral character, why
should they be the holder of civil and
political rights? If individuals have no
moral character, how can a democracy
ruled by individuals possess any moral
legitimacy? Individual morality is the
flip side of individual self-esteem: with-
out the obligation of one, there can’t
be the expectation of the other. 

The shift of moral character fro m
the individual to the group incorpo-
rates utilitarian tenets that America
has long rejected—that the good of the
g roup trumps the good of the individ-
ual, and that the ends justify the
means. This tenet was a Leninist ratio-
nale for communism: that justice
depended on the needs of the gro u p
and not on any intrinsic rights of the
individual. It was also a component of
N i e t z s c h e ’s theory of the Superm a n ,
who by virtue of his creative intelli-
gence is exempt from ord i n a ry stan-
d a rds of right and wrong. (This
utilitarianism was particularly evident
in Susan Faludi’s condemnation of the

women accusing Bill Clinton of inap-
p ropriate behavior as acting against
“the advancement of their sex [and
violating] sisterh o od . ” )3 5

The inherent problem of utilitarian-
ism was even revealed in the well of the
Senate by Clinton’s own lawyers. In
response to the accusation that the
president had tried to deny Paula Jones
her civil rights when he gave “mislead-
ing” testimony in her lawsuit, his
lawyers argued that what really counted
was his political re c o rd on civil rights.
This was not a re c o rd that had anything
to do with Paula Jones. Nor did the
lawyers attempt to factually rebut the
accusation that the president did give
“misleading” testimony in the hopes of
defeating Ms. Jones’s civil rights law-
suit. Instead, they used a general state-
ment of public interest (Clinton’s
political re c o rd) to negate a specific
individual grievance (Clinton’s falsi-
ties). But this approach makes Clin-
t o n ’s individual behavior irrelevant as
long as his political agenda is popular. It
uses a for- t h e - g o od - o f - t h e - g roup arg u-
ment to justify an individual injustice.
The problem with this utilitarian
a p p roach, of course, is deciding on
behalf of which political agenda cert a i n
illegal behavior will be tolerated.

An example of the Clintonesque
belief that “good” politics pro v i d e s
immunity to personal accountability
was poignantly revealed by James Stew-
a rt in Blood Sport , his book about the
Clintons’ Whitewater dealings. In
describing Hillary Clinton’s belief that
she should not be criticized for “person-
al” financial behavior, Stewart writes
that “she didn’t understand how, after
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all she’d given up for a life of public ser-
vice, the media could question her
ethics.” Despite her cavalier behavior
t o w a rd legal obligations, she couldn’t
understand how, after she had so assidu-
ously pursued the greater good, anyone
could suspect her of individual wro n g s .
Immunity on the part of political ru l e r s ,
however, was rejected by the American
constitutional system long ago.

The equation of character with the
“ c o rrect” political positions is a defini-
tion laden with hypocrisy. It is a posi-
tion that allowed Bill Clinton to
p roclaim his righteous support for
w o m e n ’s civil rights by signing a sexual
harassment law, and yet later violate
that law in a lawsuit against himself. It
is a position that permits him to ord e r
into combat a military whose members
get prosecuted if they conduct aff a i r s
with subordinates, and yet label his
own affair with a White House intern
strictly personal. It is a position that
allowed Clinton to ridicule the
impeachment articles on the gro u n d
that “every b ody does it,” and yet earli-
er in U.S. v. Battalino p rosecute a per-
son who had lied in a civil lawsuit
about having sex. It is a position that
allowed Hillary Clinton to tolerate the
a s s e rtion that working mothers learn to
“cheat in their workplace” so that they
could save energy for their childre n .3 6

It is a position that allowed the pre s i-
dent to shamelessly proclaim during
the pope’s visit in the midst of the Sen-
ate impeachment trial that “the Unit-
ed States was striving to be an example
of justice and civic virt u e s . ”3 7 It is a
definition that treats health care and
w e l f a re rights as moral issues, but not

teenage pregnancy and drug use. And
it is a definition that turns the liberal
belief in “the personal is political” to
a b s u rdity: personal grievances can
automatically become political issues,
yet personal wrongs are outside the
p u rview of the political world. 

C l i n t o n ’s attempt to redefine char-
acter marks a re v o l u t i o n a ry cultural
change insofar as it seeks the wholesale
removal of civic virtue from the politi-
cal underpinnings of American democ-
r a c y. It is also ultimately self-defeating,
because moral consciousness can only
begin at the individual level. Childre n
l e a rn to be moral by first applying it to
their own behavior. They learn not to
lie and not to steal. Only after this
individual morality is solidified can
they apply moral standards to more
complex social levels. Only after they
l e a rn that lying is immoral can they, as
corporate employees, refuse to engage
in corporate deceit. Only after they
l e a rn that stealing is immoral can they,
as investment advisers, refuse to bilk
unsuspecting clients out of their sav-
ings. It is morality on the individual
level that enables morality at the social
level. By weakening the form e r, how-
e v e r, Clinton jeopardizes the latter. He
is proof of what social critic Christo-
pher Lasch argued in The Revolt of the
E l i t e s , that social elites have aban-
doned the values that shaped Ameri-
can history.3 8

C o n c l u s i o n
Because of the way Bill Clinton has

practiced politics, and part i c u l a r l y
because of the way he conducted his
impeachment defense, the nation may



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 4 7 FALL 1999

long feel the effects of his pre s i d e n c y.
When it is forced at some future time
to hold its president accountable, at a
time when the stock market isn’t sit-
ting at such lofty levels, it will have to
c o n f ront the Clinton legacy. Just as the
reckless Buchanans of The Great Gats-
b y left behind them a path of destru c-
tion, Bill Clinton threatens to leave
behind a weakened democracy and an
i n d i ff e rent society.

Of all the casualties of the Clinton
years, perhaps truth (the most vital
c o m m odity in a democracy) has been
the biggest. Besieged by endless scandal
in the White House, the country has
become morally desensitized to false-
h o ods and increasingly tolerant of
h y p o c r i s y. Well before the Lewinsky
scandal broke, an “atmosphere of
lawyerly evasion suffused [the Clinton]
Administration,” according to Ti m e .3 9

A headline proclaimed the administra-
tion a “Culture of Deception.”4 0 P e r-
haps it should be re m e m b e red how
Václav Havel once described commu-
nist rule in Eastern Europe—a re g i m e
t h o roughly permeated with hypocrisy
and lies, requiring citizens to live with-
in those lies.

In the final analysis, the most
telling sign of Clinton’s moral numbing
of America is that when Juanita Bro a d-
drick made her corroborated accusa-
tion of rape, no one cared, not even
the vice president, who proclaimed in
voting against Clarence Thomas in
1991 that to dismiss Anita Hill would
be to dismiss “every woman who has
ever struggled to be heard over a soci-
ety that too often ignores even their
most painful calls for justice.”
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