ThelLast
Word

In Po__litics and Sex, Some Cads
Are Worse Than Others

exual congress, the link of love
Sbetween a man and a woman, is

often governed by the double
standard. What’s good for the goose
ain’t necessarily good for the gander.

The term “ladies’ man” is not
pejorative as is “promiscuous
woman.” The message is clear: Stud,
good. Slut, bad.

Feminism, the pill and the sexual
revolution changed some of the stan-
dards, liberating women to be more
like men. But that has had a peculiar
impact on society. Women, who tradi-
tionally had been perceived as the
civilizing influence on men, discov-
ered that the single standard really
didn’t serve them any better. In the
battle of the sexes women were the
larger losers as they watched a new
generation of willing and unmarried
sisters enter the field of battle bear-
ing priceless gifts.

A puritanical attitude began to
flourish in the public arena, with
women insisting that men once again
behave themselves. Date rape and
harassment were the more dramatic
accusations, but innocent flirting
became a casualty, too.

No one was hurt more by the slo-
gan “the personal is political” than
men in the public eye, whose private
lives were no longer private. Gary
Hart was the first major public casu-
alty to be labeled a womanizer, a
married man who flaunted his lust
for a variety of women while cam-
paigning for the 1984 Democratic *
nomination for president.

Anita Hill branded Clarence
Thomas a harasser, but in the first
public opinion polls, women said —
by a 2-1 margin — that they believed
him, not her. She remained a heroine
only among certain feminists.

Bob Packwood suffered the slings
and arrows of outraged women who

-said he put the moves on them. He
copped an early plea of guilty to
“nerdism,” which seems about right.
No woman accuses him of threaten-
ing either her job or her body in pur-
suit of her favors. :

The most curious and potentially
damaging accusations were leveled
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at Bill Clinton, so far by three
women, with supporting evidence
from state troopers who guarded him
when he was governor of Arkansas.
Nary a feminist ripple of contempt
has hit the front pages, although the
accusations are considerably more
serious than anything Anita Hill
claimed her boss did to her — and
with considerably more corroboration.

This new and different double
standard is provocative and fascinat-
ing: Some cads are worse than other
cads. Bill Clinton is excused, but
Clarence Thomas and Bob Packwood
are not.

Lucky for Clinton that he was
not elected as a role model or

a moral authority. But the
Republicans pretend he was.

Mickey Kaus, senior editor of the
New Republic who believes “all the
Clinton sex stories,”’ offers reasons
for the double standard. Clinton is
“the best president we’ve had in a
long time,” he writes, and “that is the
unspoken reason the sex charges
haven’t received as much play as you
might expect. Reporters are patriots,
too; it’s their dirty little secret” Wow.

Are these the patriots who glee-
fully chronicled the unmarried John
Tower’s alleged womanizing, destroy-
ing his chance to be the secretary of
defense in the Bush administration?
Defenders and detractors of Tower
debated whether, as a US. arms con-
trol negotiator in Geneva, he chased
a secretary around a desk. (His
defenders said the desk was hinged
to the wall, evidence that sucha
chase was impossible.)

The Washington Post even report-
ed the accusation of a retired Army
sergeant that a highly inebriated
Tower “fondled” a female flight crew
member when touring a military
base. The sergeant turned out to be a
nut case who was not even assigned
to the base at the time of the sena-

tor’s visit. But the damage was done.

“At the end, though, there could
not have been half a dozen people in
the country capable of saying with -
any confidence whether these
charges were true, much less what
they showed about Tower’s general
character and temperament,” writes
Suzanne Garment in Scandal: The
Culture of Mistrust in American Poli-
tics. But the accusations were strong
enough to deny him the confirmation.

When judging Bill Clinton’s char-
acter and temperament, the public
puts moral concerns on hold. In a
recent Time-CNN Poll, he received
high approval ratings, yet only 40
percent perceived him as trustwor-
thy and 56 percent hadn’t made up
their minds.

Mary McGrory, a liberal colum-
nist for the Washington Post, articu-
lates how little we expect of a presi-
dent in a technocratic age where
character no longer counts. “Lucky
for him,” she writes, without irony,
“he was not elected as a role model
or a moral authority. But the Repub-
licans, for the moment, are pretend-
ing he was, and they won’t let go”

Kaus says that journalists don’t
want to cripple a president for lying,
cheating and adulterous behavior if -
he can deliver an effective agenda.
But why, if that is so, do character
flaws continue to haunt him, effec-
tively crippling him in other ways?

Deception is contagious. Trickle-
down morality may be no better than
trickle-down economics. Bernard
Nussbaum explained that he was
only doing his job when he impeded
the investigation into Vincent Foster’s
suicide, took personal papers from
his office and improperly tried to
extract Whitewater facts from feder-
al investigators.

Sen. Phil Gramm, the Texas
Republican who has resolutely criti-
cized the Clinton health care plan,
sees an ethical change in the struc-
ture of the debate.

“I've noticed a new and dangerous
phenomenon since Bill Clinton’s been
president. It’s a tendency in political -
debate and discussion to state as fact

.what is verifiably false. I don’t know

whether people know better, or that
it’s just becoming a more accepted
practice because of Clinton.”

From double standards double-

dealing grows.
By Suzanne Fields
April 4, 1994
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