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The world seems to be divided into two camps these days: those who are upset over the domestic eavesdropping program and those who are mad at the New York Times for revealing it.

If there's a better political Rorschach test out there, I haven't seen it.

I'm not saying that everyone who expressed outrage over the National Security Agency's no-warrant spying is a Bush-basher or that everyone who has questioned the Times's decision to run with the story (or walk with the story, since it was delayed by a year) is a Bush-loving media hater. After all, some Republicans are criticizing the surveillance and demanding hearings, though none has gone anywhere near as far as Howard Dean in comparing Bush to Nixon.

And it's possible to have a healthy respect for the press and believe this is a story that the Times should have held back (though the real anger here is on the left, where some can't understand why the paper didn't publish this information during the '04 campaign and one magazine editor has even called for Bill Keller's resignation).

But the dispute reflects a pretty basic split. If you believe the president must do everything in his power to prevail in the war on terror, then newspaper stories outing secret programs seem to damage that effort. If you believe that unchecked presidential power and the erosion of civil liberties means we're abandoning the very freedoms we're supposed to be fighting for, then you're rooting for journalists to keep turning over rocks.

Ed Morrissey , in the Weekly Standard, questions the big fuss:

"As the New York Times undoubtedly discovered during its research, the NSA probably never broke the law at all, and certainly nothing uncovered in their article indicates any evidence that they did. Neither did President Bush in ordering the NSA to actually follow the law in aggressively pursuing the intelligence leads provided by their capture of terrorists in the field. The only real news that the Times provided is that the government didn't need the 9/11 Commission to tell it to use all the tools at its disposal.

"So why publish the story at all? The Washington Post published a behind-the-scenes look at the Times's editorial decision and found a couple of motivations for the decision to dust off the story which had been spiked during the election year. With the Patriot Act up for renewal, the current headlines finally provided a political context that would make the story a blockbuster--not because it describes illegal activity, but because it plays into fears about the rise of Orwellian Big Brother government from the Bush administration. The second impetus to publish came from the upcoming release of James Risen's book, State of War, due to be released in less than a month.

"It had to dismay the editors at the Times, then, when an angry President Bush came out the next day, the day after that, and the day after that to take personal responsibility for the NSA effort. Bush called the Risen/Lichtblau bluff. Had there been any scandal, the president would hardly have run in front of a camera to admit to ordering the program. He changed the course of the debate and now has the Times and his other critics backpedaling.

"The timing and questionable news value of the story opens the question about the motivation of the Times's editors. Has the Times allowed its anti-Bush bias to warp its judgment so badly that it deliberately undermined a critical part of America's defenses against terrorist attack to try to damage the president?"

Um, if it's such a non-big-deal, why have five senators, including two Republicans, demanded hearings?

American Prospect executive editor Michael Tomasky is out of patience with the Times:

"There are reasons for liberals (at opinion magazines, at blogs, etc.) to tread a little carefully these days with regard to criticism of the Times. Those of us who work at smaller shops don't appreciate how difficult it can be to run large institutions (here at TAP, we sometime have trouble running this institution, of 20-whatever people). The pressure of simply being The New York Times is enormous. And, of course, every piece of flesh ripped from the paper's body by the liberal opinion-blog world serves, ultimately, as another plate of hot victuals for the vultures of the right, circling above, counting the hours until the newspaper of record is a flayed, and inconsequential, carcass.

"So I write in this spirit: The country needs The New York Times. A Times of aggressive journalism, integrity, and especially transparency is essential--seriously--to American democracy. And that's exactly why the Times no longer needs Bill Keller--and maybe should be reconsidering the filial inheritance of its publisher, too.

"Judith Miller was bad enough. Keller's two crucial admissions in his letter to his colleagues about the Miller affair--that a year passed before he 'got around' to dealing with a controversy that was swirling inside the paper, and that he didn't think or have the gumption to ask Miller questions about her source-reporter relationship with Scooter Libby--were unforgivable lapses for the person at the top. Let's say one of my reporters was out peddling falsehoods about a matter of war and peace for a year. Another of my reporters came to me and said, 'Reporter X is printing untrue stuff about a very consequential matter.' And I spent a year--a year!--avoiding it. I wouldn't even let my board members fire me. I'd resign before they could. But I wouldn't avoid it for a year, because the notion that any editor would do that is beyond inconceivable--except that one did . . .

"It's not the job of the reporters and editors of the Times to win or lose elections for anyone. The journalistic question is whether Keller and others at the Times were intimidated. The answer, or at least one answer, seems quite clearly to be that they were."

What's clear to me is that Keller made a judgment that Tomasky disagrees with. If he was so "intimidated," why did he publish the story at all?

Attorney Harvey Silverglate defends the Times, telling the Boston Phoenix's Mark Jurkowitz:

"The New York Times has broken an incredibly important story -- a story that was obviously going to provoke another leak investigation, only this time a really serious leak investigation because the leaking of NSA secrets is far more serious than a two-bit hissy fight like Plamegate. The Times had to think long and hard before breaking this story, because even though I think that breaking this story is the highest form of patriotism, it was and is and will remain obvious that the administration will see breaking the story, and being a leaker for the story, to be an act of treason.

"So this is very serious stuff. There is a federal statute outlawing just about everything, including this kind of conduct. No wonder the Times hesitated to publish the story until it became obvious that the story would come out in Risen's book anyway. And so what is the reaction of the rest of the news media? Instead of lionizing the NY Times for publishing a great, important, and gutsy story, at considerable risk to the paper (no less -- and probably considerably more-- risk, in my view, than the NYTimes, WashPost, and Boston Globe undertook in publishing the Pentagon Papers), the LA Times and other media outlets are ganging up on the Times, not because of what it published, not because of what it omitted at the administration's request, but because it published it late!

"This, at a time and under circumstances where the media should be sticking together, against the most lawless administration in my memory (far worse than Nixon). The news media are beginning to act like a herd of animals that eat their own. It's disgusting. Am I missing something? Hell, I'm beginning to like lawyers better than I like journalists, and that's saying a lot."

How dare the MSM not consider impeachment? Salon's Michelle Goldberg cites an online chat with Washington Post polling director Rich Morin:

"First, someone from Naperville, Ill., asked Morin why the Post hasn't polled on public support for impeaching Bush. 'This question makes me mad,' Morin replied. Someone else repeated the question and Morin typed, 'Getting madder.' It came up again, and he wrote, 'Madder still.'

"Finally, a fourth person asked it, and he answered: '[W]e do not ask about impeachment because it is not a serious option or a topic of considered discussion -- witness the fact that no member of congressional Democratic leadership or any of the serious Democratic presidential candidates in '08 are calling for Bush's impeachment. When it is or they are, we will ask about it in our polls.'

"Morin was wrong. It may be exceedingly unlikely that President Bush will be impeached, but in the past few days, the I-word has become a topic of considered discussion among constitutional scholars, former intelligence officers and even a few politicians."

Washington Monthly's Kevin Drum , responding to this WashPost op-ed by Bill Kristol and Gary Schmitt , raises a new wrinkle:

"Of course, their argument is not that the president has the inherent power to authorize domestic surveillance anytime he wants, only that he has that power during wartime . And as near as I can tell, that's the elephant in the room that no one is really very anxious to discuss: What is 'wartime'? Is George Bush really a 'wartime president,' as he's so fond of calling himself? Conservatives take it for granted that he is, while liberals tend to avoid the subject entirely for fear of being thought unserious about the War on Terror. But it's something that ought be brought up and discussed openly.

"Consider a different war, for example. It's safe to say that whatever Bush's NSA program actually involves, no one would have batted an eyelash if FDR had approved a similar program during World War II. Experience suggests that during a period of genuine, all-out war, few people complain when a president pushes the boundaries of the law based on military necessity. But aside from World War II, what else counts as wartime?"

USC media analyst Marty Kaplan faults Kristol &amp; Schmitt as uber-loyalists (ironic, since Kristol backed McCain and is not an intimate of this White House):

"Republicans pride themselves on their ability to bend themselves into pretzels to defend anything their President and their leadership does. No matter what conservative first principles a Republican leader may violate -- federalism, balanced budgets, conservation, the rule of law, to name just a few -- the Party's members and its enablers in the right-wing echo chamber will find a way to defend it. No betrayal of public trust by Bush, Cheney, Frist, DeLay et al can be so outrageous that Republicans are at a loss for confecting some tortuous defense of it. No Republican conduct can be so disgraceful or illegal that the right wing media harpies are incapable of the intellectual contortions necessary to excuse it.

"Torture? What about that ticking time bomb, dude ? Abrogation of intelligence laws? They're doing it to save your life -- you got a problem with that ? The sole exception to this goosestep that comes to mind was the Harriet Miers debacle, when the more thoughtful conservative commentators were troubled that Bush had chosen someone who might get the vapors and waver on her opposition to homo marriage and women's choice, once she breathed that rarefied SCOTUS air."

LAT columnist Max Boot , a Council on Foreign Relations member, says the media are suddenly AWOL on the need to nab nefarious leakers:

"It seems like only yesterday that every high-minded politician, pundit and professional activist was in high dudgeon about the threat posed to national security by the revelation that Valerie Plame was a spook. For daring to reveal a CIA operative's name -- in wartime, no less! -- they wanted someone frog-marched out of the White House in handcuffs, preferably headed for the gallows. Since then there have been some considerably more serious security breaches. Major media organs have broken news about secret prisons run by the CIA, the interrogation techniques employed therein, and the use of 'renditions' to capture suspects, right down to the tail numbers of covert CIA aircraft. They have also reported on a secret National Security Agency program to monitor calls and e-mails from people in the U.S. to suspected terrorists abroad, and about the Pentagon's Counterintelligence Field Activity designed to protect military bases worldwide . . .

"So I eagerly await the righteous indignation from the Plame Platoon about the spilling of secrets in wartime and its impassioned calls for an independent counsel to prosecute the leakers. And wait . . . And wait . . . I suspect it'll be a long wait because the rule of thumb seems to be that although it's treasonous for pro-Bush partisans to spill secrets that might embarrass an administration critic, it's a public service for anti-Bush partisans to spill secrets that might embarrass the administration. The determination of which secrets are OK to reveal is, of course, to be made not by officials charged with protecting our nation but by journalists charged with selling newspapers."

On the legislative sausage front, all that huffing and puffing about the Patriot Act turns out to have been brinksmanship, as I had suspected:

"The law known as the USA Patriot Act would be extended six months under an accord by Congressional leaders announced Wednesday night," says the New York Times , "a move that potentially resolves an impasse over the law that the Bush administration says is crucial to the fight against terrorism.


"The agreement was announced by Senator Bill Frist of Tennessee, the majority leader, after almost nine hours of talks aimed at bringing the legislative session to a close."

In other words, they wanted to go home. Which means we can have this fight all over again next spring.

As for Alaskan oil drilling, Ted Stevens winds up getting hosed:

"In a day of high political drama, the Senate today blocked a major effort to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil drilling while approving the first significant belt-tightening in federal spending in nearly a decade," says the Los Angeles Times .

"Supporters of the oil drilling proposal, led by Sen. Ted Stevens (R-Alaska), thought that high gasoline prices and bigger GOP majorities in the House and Senate would make this the year they would achieve their long-sought goal. But they ended up falling a handful of votes short of overcoming a Democratic-led filibuster."

Finally, why do politicians insist they're not dropping out of a race when their whole party wants them to quit and it's obviously a matter of time?

"Jeanine Pirro finally heeded the call of state GOP leaders yesterday and abandoned her ill-fated campaign to challenge Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton," says the New York Post .

"Pirro announced that she'll run instead for state attorney general . . . Pirro's announcement came a week and a half after state GOP leaders publicly urged her to run for attorney general -- and a day earlier than originally planned.

"The campaign moved up the announcement after The Post disclosed yesterday that Pirro would end her Senate campaign as early as today."

