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f th

e 
U

n
io

n
 ad

d
ress w

h
en

 h
e h

aran
g
u
ed

 th
e R

e-
publican-controlled C

ongress to "never, ever 
shut the federal governm

ent dow
n again." O

n 
the R

epublican side of the aisle, S
en. T

rent 
L

ott turned to S
en. A

lfonse D
'A

m
ato w

ith a 
look of sm

iling exasperation. 
"T

his guy is sham
eless," L

oft rem
em

bers 
saying to D

'A
m

ato. "H
e shut dow

n the govern-
m

ent." E
ven before T

uesday night, R
epublicans 

w
ere com

plaining about public perceptions. 
C

linton had vetoed appropriations bills, continu-
ing resolutions and a balanced budget. T

hat 
handed C

ongress an ultim
atum

: Y
ield to m

e, or 
close the governm

ent. Y
et the public blam

ed 
C

ongress, not the president, according to polls. 
C

linton's address aggravated G
O

P
 frustra-

tion. W
hile he adopted conservative rhetoric in 

proclaim
ing that "the era of big governm

ent is 
over," all his proposals involve governm

ent 
action. A

fter 55 hours of stonew
alling in m

eet-
ings w

ith G
O

P leaders, he pleaded w
ith R

epub-
licans to return to the table. A

fter vetoing tw
o 

w
elfare reform

 proposals, he called for a bipar-
tisan plan. 

H
e also continued his habit of interspersing 

calls for reconciliation w
ith viciously partisan 

assaults, such as this bitter indictm
ent of the 

R
epublican C

ongress: "L
obbyists for the pollut-

ers h
av

e b
een

 allo
w

ed
 to

 w
rite th

eir o
w

n
 

loopholes into bills, to w
eaken law

s that protect 
health and safety of our children." T

he pain on 
the face of conscientious R

epublican S
en. P

ete 
D

om
enici, certainly not pro-polluter, w

as pal-
pable. 

W
h
en

 p
rev

iew
ed

 M
o
n
d
ay

 to
 so

m
e o

f u
s 

colum
nists by W

hite H
ouse C

hief of Staff L
eon 

Panetta, the president's speech sounded like a 

policy w
onk's dream

. Its m
ultiple provisions 

suggest com
pulsively intrusive governm

ent, 
seeking to control content of television pro-
gram

s and m
andate uniform

s for children in 
public schools. C

lintonian gim
m

ickry is seen in 
his proposed $1,000 scholarship for good stu-
dents and denial of federal contracts to com

pa-
nies that hire illegal im

m
igrants. 

T
his laundry list of disconnected proposals 

w
as turned into an effective speech by C

linton's 
delivery and staging. H

e follow
ed R

onald R
ea-

gan's precedent in stacking the galleries w
ith 

heroic figures and celebrating patriotism
 and 

service. 
It is never easy for the opposition party to 

answ
er an effective S

tate of the U
nion address 

(as T
uesday night's w

as and as C
linton's 1994 

and 1995 efforts w
ere not). A

s the front-runner 
for his party's presidential nom

ination, S
enate 

M
ajority L

eader R
obert J. D

ole should not have 
taken on this im

possible assignm
ent but instead 

should have passed it on to som
ebody else. B

ut 
he insisted, and nobody dared tell him

 not to. 
In com

parison to C
linton's easy-flow

ing ora-
tory, D

ole looked old, tired and w
ooden. H

is 
supporters blam

e the T
eleprom

pter operator, 
but that w

as not his only problem
. C

olleagues 
pleaded w

ith him
 to respond before an audi-

ence, outdoors or perhaps on the H
ouse floor 

after the president left. F
or a brief m

om
ent, 

D
ole w

as going to speak from
 his hom

etow
n of 

R
ussell, K

an. T
hat w

as discarded in favor of a 
sterile, nondescript office environm

ent. 
S

taging aside, D
ole's 10-m

inute speech w
as 

m
uch better w

ritten than the president's hour-
long ram

ble, w
hich show

ed tell-tale touches of 
C

linton's ow
n pen. B

ut D
ole's harsh rejection of 

elitism
, liberalism

 and the w
elfare state could 

have been w
ritten in 1936 rather than 1996. 

D
ole is not the m

ost effective apostle of the 
R

epublican R
evolution. B

ut even that m
ove-

m
ent's great visionary, H

ouse S
peaker N

ew
t 

G
ingrich, w

as not at his best W
ednesday m

orn-
ing. Instead of painting a bright and shining 
future, G

ingrich underlined the need for the 
president to reduce entitlem

ents and proposed 
m

elding the debt ceiling bill w
ith spending cuts 

agreed to by C
linton—

nothing to stir the heart. 
T

he reason neither D
ole nor G

ingrich could 
effectively answ

er C
linton is that the S

tate of 
the U

nion follow
s a bad five m

onths for the 

G
O

P
 after the brilliant start in 1995. R

epubli-
can leaders m

ade the error of underestim
ating 

C
linton's w

illingness to shut dow
n governm

ent 
and default on the debt rather than yield, as 
w

ell as his ability to sell his m
essage to the 

public. 
T

he R
epublicans know

 w
hat kind of gov-

ernm
ent they w

ant, even m
ore clearly than 

C
linton does. B

ut today, they lack creative 
m

eans of getting there, and that is an im
m

ense 
advantage for the president. 
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