Outcome of Libby's case upsets left and right

But for the public, his name evokes issues of Iraq war
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(07-04) 04:00 PDT Washington -- Tha "Scooter" Libby's name is neither Dick Cheney nor Karl Rove might explain why the left is apoplectic over President Bush's commutation of his sentence and why the right is indignant that he was ever prosecuted in the first place. 



Through the more than three years of Libby's trial and conviction on perjury -- the details of which have obsessed Washington and glazed over the heartland -- the once obscure, behind-the-scenes aide to the vice president has always been a proxy for larger issues and bigger fish: the Iraq war, the perceived lack of accountability for the consequences of that war and its architects who remain in the White House. 



"For the general public, the big issue is the war itself," said Jack Pitney, a political scientist at Claremont McKenna College in Claremont (Los Angeles County). "People aren't concerned about someone in a suit in Washington. They are concerned about boys in uniforms and body bags in Iraq." 



Bush failed to appease the many conservatives still calling for a full pardon, though he left the door ajar. "I thought that the jury verdict should stand," Bush said Tuesday. "I felt the punishment was severe, so I made a decision that would commute his sentence but leave in place a serious fine and probation. As to the future, I rule nothing in or nothing out." 



"Antiseptic neutrality," ripped the Wall Street Journal editorial page, which said Libby "deserved better from the president whose policies he tried to defend when others were running for cover." 



The Republican establishment raised millions for Libby's legal defense. Some of Washington's most prominent GOP names, including former presidential candidates Jack Kemp and Steve Forbes, Cheney adviser Mary Matalin, former Energy Secretary Spencer Abraham, former Wyoming Sen. Alan Simpson and current presidential contender Fred Thompson, have hosted fundraisers and described the perjury prosecution a perversion of the rule of law. 



The left said it was Bush's commutation that perverted the rule of law. 



Democratic presidential candidate Sen. Hillary Clinton, no stranger to perjury trials, summed up the case for Democrats. 



The Bush administration "simply considers itself above the law," Clinton said in a statement issued from the campaign trail in Iowa. The case "arose from the administration's politicization of national security intelligence and its efforts to punish those who spoke out against is policies," Clinton said. "Four years into the Iraq war, Americans are sill living with the consequences of this White House's efforts to quell dissent. This commutation sends the clear signal that in this administration, cronyism and ideology trump competence and justice." 



Sen. Chuck Schumer of New York blasted out a fundraising letter for the Democratic Senate Campaign Committee, saying Bush "ignored the rule of law governing our nation." 



The partisan roles are exactly reversed from nearly a decade ago. Conservatives now complain of a runaway prosecutor unhinged from the constraint of prioritizing cases, much as Democrats complained of independent counsel Ken Starr's single-minded pursuit of perjury charges against former President Bill Clinton. Starr began his four-year investigation with questions about Arkansas land deals and the death of White House lawyer Vince Foster and ended with charges that Clinton lied about an affair with intern Monica Lewinsky. Clinton was impeached by the Republican- controlled House. The Senate refused to convict. 



"If Scooter Libby had been a Democrat in Bill Clinton's administration, people like me would be in a projectile sweat," said Republican strategist Rich Galen, a former top aide to Newt Gingrich and Dan Quayle. "Your position absolutely depends on where you are on the political spectrum." 



Special prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald's three-year investigation began with an effort to discover the source of the leak of CIA agent Valerie Wilson's name to the news media. The source turned out to be not Libby, but top State Department official Richard Armitage. The investigation is over, and Fitzgerald, while disagreeing with Bush that the sentence was excessive, said he would continue to defend the conviction through Libby's appeals. 



Democrats say Libby was part of a plot to discredit Wilson's husband, former Ambassador Joe Wilson, who was publicly questioning the administration's intelligence leading up to the invasion of Iraq. Joe Wilson had gone to Niger before the invasion to investigate whether Iraq had tried to buy nuclear fuel. 



Some Republicans argued that Valerie Wilson was not a covert agent, although the CIA disagreed. Many complained that Fitzgerald went after Libby on perjury charges because he could not make a case under the 1982 Intelligence Identities Protection Act, which makes it a crime to knowingly leak the name of an undercover agent. 



"The problem we have when special prosecutors are appointed is that they can't leave until they have a scalp to hang on their wall," Galen said. "It doesn't matter whether the special prosecutor is Patrick Fitzgerald or Ken Starr. They can't let go, and they almost always -- no, make that always -- overplay their hand." 



The Starr case against Clinton "started out with whether he filled out forms properly and ended up with impeachment on nothing related to anything," Galen said, noting that Libby's punishment parallels Clinton's: the suspension of his Arkansas law license for five years and a $25,000 fine. 



Democrats clearly see a larger conspiracy, much as Republicans once maintained that Bill Clinton's lying about Monica Lewinsky was a symptom of darker corruption. Some conservatives continued to maintain that Foster was murdered, even though Starr ruled it a suicide. 



Some Democrats said Bush is trying to buy off Libby to prevent him from implicating higher officials. 



"You've heard of hush money? This was a hush commutation," said Bob Mulholland, a strategist with the California Democratic Party, who predicted Bush would fully pardon Libby after next year's election but before Bush leaves office. 



"Bush and Cheney don't want a lot of stuff to get out," Mulholland said. "The last thing they want is Scooter Libby in some jail cell with some 6-foot goon making his life miserable when prosecutors come and say, 'Do you want to talk?' " 



Frank Donatelli, former political director for president Ronald Reagan now at McGuire Woods Consulting, said Libby is a stand-in for everything liberals loathe and fear about the Bush administration. 



"Unfortunately for him, he's a proxy for very unpopular policies, especially unpopular among liberal Democrats," Donatelli said. "So when you say to them, 'Scooter Libby,' they think of Iraq and secrecy in government and all these issues they don't like." 



Donatelli doubted Libby would resonate with the broader public. 



"It's a very complicated case to begin with, and I just don't see it as having staying power with people that are not part of the Democratic left," he said. 



Kenneth Warren, a law professor at St. Louis University who has done polling for Democrats, disagreed. 



"It's something that people can understand," Warren said. "On policy issues, whether it's immigration or social security or even Iraq, which can be confusing, you can say things to snow the American people. This one is just too simple." 



Warren even perceives some sympathy on the left for Libby, "because they feel the guy who was really at the center of it was Cheney." 
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