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the government have to spy on American citizens? The feeling is
widespread that America sacrificed too many freedoms in the
immediate aftermath of September rrth; some re-calibration is
in order. But there is little chance that Mr Gonzales's department
can produce anything useful in this or any other regard.

Mr Gonzales was arguably the worst person possible for the
job. People who have worked with him describe him as neither
particularly bright nor particularly forceful. The "forgetful" per-
formance on Capitol Hill may have been tactical. But he clearly
took a lackadaisical approach to his job. The prosecutor for Ari-
zona objected to Mr Gonzales's decision to seek the death pen-
alty for a drug dealer who was accused of murder on the ground
that, among other things, no body had been found. Mr Gon-
zales's aide said the attorney-general had invested a lot of time in
the issue-perhaps "as much as five to ten minutes".

Once a flunkey, always a flunkey
Mr Gonzales is also much too close to Mr Bush to be able to do
his job properly. Mr Bush plucked him from (lucrative) obscurity
as a Houston property lawyer to make him his general counsel
in 1995, when he became governor of Texas. He later made him
Texas's secretary of state and then a justice on the Texas Supreme
Court. In zoor Mr Gonzales followed Mr Bush north to work as
his general counsel in the White House. Mr Gonzales was once
asked to list the biggest influences on his life. His answer was,
"My mom, my dad and our president."

Mr Gonzales's position as Mr Bush's in-house lawyer means
that his fingerprints are all over some of the most dubious deci-
sions of recent years. Even before September 11th he advised the
administration on how to keep the proceedings of the energy
task-force secret. After September rrth he took a persistently ag-
gressive stance on security-dismissing the Geneva Conventions
as "obsolete" in regard to terrorists, helping to draw up guide-
lines for the treatment of terrorist suspects and, generally, pan-
dering to his boss's hardline prejudices.

During his confirmation hearings Mr Gonzales assured law-
makers that he understood the difference between his former
job and the job he coveted: his client would now be the Ameri-
can people rather than the president. This was always going to
be a hard distinction to maintain, given Mr Gonzales's role in
crafting the policies he was being asked to evaluate as attorney-
general. But in practice Mr Gonzales has shown few signs of
even trying to draw it. He has gone out of his way to put a posi-
tive spin on the administration's anti-terrorism policies. In April
zoo5, for example, he assured the Senate that the rnr had never
abused its new anti-terrorism powers despite having received
internal reports to the contrary.

The collapse in confidence in Mr Gonzales is now complete.
Democrats who once welcomed him on the theory that at least
he was better than his predecessor are now pining for the good
old days of Mr Ashcroft. (Mr Ashcroft once refused to sign off on
the legality of a wiretapping programme when he was attorney-
general; Mr Gonzales joined a white House deputation to his
sick bed to try to force him.) Middle-of-the-road Republicans are
embarrassed by him. And conservatives dislike him because of
his liberal views on affirmative action and abortion. But Mr Gon-
zales is almost certainly there for the duration. The White House
can ride out a subpoena or two. And besides, where else is Mr
Bush going to find a chief law enforcement officer who is going
to be equally pliable? Too bad for Justice. r

Lexington I Dead rnan walking

Alberto Gonzales'sJustice Department is falling apart

Eq/ERYBODY loves an up-by-your-bootstraps success story. Al-
lberto Gonzales grew up in a two-room shack in Humble,
Texas, without hot water, a telephone or air-conditioning. His
parents were itinerant workers who did not make it to high
school. He was the only one of eight siblings to go to university.
But he is now America's 8oth attorney-general-and the first His-
panic to hold such an exalted position.

The only problem with this happy tale is that Mr Gonzales is
proving to be disastrous in the job. Worse than the ham-fistedJa-
net Reno. Worse than all but a handful of his forerunners. So bad
that John Ashcroft, his puritanical and polarising immediate
predecessor, looks like an administrative titan by comparison.

Mr Gonzales is currently at the centre of a constitutional tug-
of-war between Congress and the White House. Congress has
subpoenaed two former White House aides to answer questions
about the dismissal of nine us attorneys, or government pros-
ecutors, last year. (The Democrats say they were sacked because
they refused to do the bidding of George Bush's political mach-
ine. The administration denies this, but has failed to produce a
plausible counter-explanation.) Expect plenty more tugging and
counter-tugging in the weeks to come. A second tussle is going
on over documents relating to a wiretapping programme oper-
ated by the administration without proper authorisation.

These two affairs have already done a great deal of damage to
the Department of Justice, which the attorney-general heads. Mr
Gonzales himself has destroyed whatever reputation he might
have had with his lobotomised performances on Capitol Hill.
(During one session he said that he "did not recall" events re-
lated to the controversy no fewer than 7o times.) Senior staff
have jumped ship. Others describe the morale of the place as
"rock bottom". Politicians on both sides of the aisle describe the
department as "dysfunctional", "crippled" and "a shambles".

Which is not a situation that anyone should take lightly. The
Justice Department is an important part of government at any
time, and especially after September uth 2oo1. It is partly
responsible for domestic security (it is responsible for the rsr). It
is also grappling with some of the most pressing legal issues of
the moment. How far should America go in detaining terrorist
suspects? Or in getting them to talk? How much latitude should


