








not only Clinton’s political opponents but his
supporters when they confront the distrac-
tions of alleged sexual improprieties in the
past. It's like a giant oil slick on top of a beau-
tiful pond.

It's also what concerns those who have
studied our recent history and who believe
that the public needs to come to grips with its
confusion and conflict over the 1ssue of private
behavior and public appearance.

In this view, there is a huge gulf between
what the public wants in a president in terms
of moral authority, values and etlucs, and what
it actually expects: We expect our leaders to
be smarter, better informed and more experi-
enced than us. but we're reluctant about de-
manding that they be held to high personal
standards. And we're asked to trust them on
monumental issues, even when their private
behavior seems confusing, upsetting and con-
tradictory.

The Rev. Bryan Hehir. former head of
Georgetown University's Kennedy Institute of
Ethics, understands that when he says, “The
notion that in the mind of the public general-
ly—and even in the minds of the elites—there
is an absolute split between the public perfor-
mance of officials and issues of personal life is
not accurate.”

Hehir, now a professor at Harvard Divinity
School, adds, “The public wants to know about
questions of character because character runs
through the core of how a public figure will
performover time.”

I suspect that the public may not want to
know everything—that there is a reluctance
to actually confront the question of a presi-
dent’s past personal transgressions for fear
that will make them true. In this way, as long
as we don't give the question official credence,
don't take it more seriously than laughing at
the nightly jokes, the soul of the presidency
will not be tarnished. Such feelings, too, are
reflected in those polls that hint of the “under-
current” (e.g., the recent USA To-
day/CNN/Gallup poll showing public approval
of Clinton rising while the percentage who
think he is trustworthy falls). Is it possible that
this undercurrent also encourages a Ted Kop-
pel to admonish the president with familianty
and a Bobby Ray Inman to meditate aloud
about his “comfort level” with the commander-
in-chief? All of this contributes to a loss of
presidential stature.

Another response is to discredit the mes-
senger. Gennifer Flowers was discredited for
selling her story in spite of compromising-
sounding tapes—and Clinton’s admission that
his voice was on them. Two of the Arkansas
state troopers had transgressions in their own
pasts exposed. David Brock, the American
Spectator reporter of the original trooper sto-
ry, was attacked for sloppy journalism, but al-
so as a conservative lackey. Yet the detailed
Los Angeles Times version of the troopers’
story has not gotten much attention. Nor has
that account been discredited.

Certainly American taboos are changing
(e.g.. is “womanizing” a character issue?), but
we're probably not ready to have a head of
state appear in public with a mistress. In the
case of adultery, we may be where gays in the
mulitary are—at the “don’t ask, don’t tell”
stage. We're tolerant, polls tell us, but disap-
proving.

During the campaign, my admittedly unsci-
entific sampling suggested that men seemed
more disturbed over the draft issue, women
over the womanizing issue. But in newsrooms,

the draft issue prevailed. Uneasy though many
xmt’;n were, this was not a hard sell. After

. Clinton’s wife seemed to know about what-
:(‘1'3" h; Wwas acknowledging on “60 Minutes”
to"b;%()::g put it behind pe_r. In addition, Clin-
cable. Fi::a’EnS ofn women’s issues were impec-
ble to belie{'e a t:r Gary Han.llt was impossi-
while 1o that he was still carrying on
story nning for the presidency, It wasn't a

B;t for many people, it was—and is—a sto-
al rsooklngs analyst Stephen Hess told the
t{reet Journal that an “inside-the-Belt-

ry

way mentality” exaggerates the importance of
the story, given that only 29 percent of Amer-
icans tell pollsters they believe the troopers’
allegations to be “important.” But another way
to look at it is this: Nearly a third of Amen-
cans say they are disturbed enough by allega-
tions about Clinton’s past behavior to judge
them “important” when the pollster comes to
call.

hen there is the question of the presi«
I dent’s wife. What does Hillary Clinton

really know and when did she know it?
When she stood up for her husband on “60
Minutes,” two Super Bowls ago, a typical re-
action was that if she could deal with it, we
could deal with it. She was strong and protec-
tive and very convincing. Without that overt
support, he probably would not have beea}
elected. !

This time, after the trooper allegations, '
there was no real denial. This time, Hillary '
said, “I find it not an accident that every time -
he is on the verge of fulfilling his commitment
to the American people . . . out comes yet a,
new round of these outrageous, terrible sto- :
ries.” The president said, “We . . . we did, if, |
the, the, I, I, the stories are just as they have *
been said. They're outrageous and they’re not
s0.” And then, once again, the all-too-familiar, -
painful spectacle of the wronged wife, a frozen
smile on her face, stiffly serving cooldes. {

On paper Hillary Clinton is the perfect First :
Lady for our times: wife, mother, lawyer,
community activist, committed and con-+
cerned. Yet her approval rating is about the .
same as her husband's (1ast week it was about +
five points lower than his). Is it because she is |
perceived as more radical ideologically than ¢
he? Or could it be because she’s been forced s
to choose the role of accomplice over victum?

Last spring, in a New York Times Maga-4
Zine interview, Mrs. Clinton talked about how <
America was suffering from a “sleeping sick- :
ness of the soul ... We lack some core level «
meaning in our individual lives and meaning «
collectively . . . .” She also said, “If you break :
down the Golden Rule or if you take Christ's ,
commandment—Love thy neighbor as thy-!
self—there is an underlying assumption that ¢
you will value yourself, that you will be a re- ;
sponsible being who will live by certain behav- 5
iors that enable you to have self-respect, be- i
cause, then, out of that self-respect comes thes
capacity for you to respect and care for others
people.” -

Could she possibly have been referring to’
the conflict in her own relationship?

In talking about the “politics of meaning,”
she was certainly talking about dilemmas
many of us face. A few years ago, my son
walked into a room while a reporter on a polit-
ical talk show asserted that a president had -
lied.

“Mom?” my son asked. “You mean the pres-

ident lied>” He was stricken, and so was ] be- *

cause I didn’t know what to say. As adults, we
understand moral conflicts, but how do we ex-

plain them to children? Kids 12 and 13 (Chel- -
sea Clinton presumably too, though I hope !

not) are watching “Saturday Night Live” and '

Letterman. What do they think? What mes- ;
sages are they getting? What, finally, is our -

moral choke point?
After the fact, the country has learned that

it tolerated and survived many presidents who |

flouted conventional morality in private.
Americans are ambivalent about passing mor-

al judgments, but Clinton poses a new chal- :
lenge: Will Americans respect and support a .
leader whose private behavior before entering

the White House has become more public than

or imagined, continue to attract the press, the
late-night comics and the water-cooler gos-
sips? Last week's nsing approval ratings don’t
speak to that question, but eventually the vots
ers will.

his predecessors’ and whose peccadillos, real ;
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