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The Clarence Thomas I Know
f I have been reading and hearing a lot about
Clarence Thomas these days. Some of it makes
^oe wonder Can this be the same Clarence
rThomas who worked for me in Jack Danforth's

ôffice 12 years ago and has been my friend ever
.since? .
'. The man I read about has been called an
^arch-conservative" who has "forgotten where he
.came from," who believes "affirmative action is
jjike heroin," whose seven years as chairman of
'the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
"were "the most retrograde in its history," whose
first marriage ended in a "messy divorce that
'deserves scrutiny," whose "opposition to abortion
"Is well-known," whose "allegiance to the pope"
•should be examined, whose actions are "guided
-by political calculation," and who is "harshly
'.judgmental and self-righteous rather than com-
.passionate and empathetic"
.» The Clarence Thomas I know is a caring,
•decent, honest, bright, good-humored, modest
ând thoughtful father, husband and public servant

jpho has already come farther in 43 years than
most of us will in a lifetime.
• The president did his nominee no favor when
he said race was not a factor in the nomination.

~tX course it was, and Thomas readily admits it,
'Just as he acknowledges that race played a role in

his selection for other jobs along the way. He has
never denied his indebtedness to, or admiration
for, those, such as Justice Thurgcod Marshall,
who helped open such doors. He does not blindly
oppose the notion of taking race into consider-
ation for hiring, promotion or admissions deci-
sions. What he does oppose are rigid numerical
goals and quotas, which he considers divisive and
unfair.

When he gets a chance to fuDy explain his
views in Senate hearings, he will challenge his
listeners to think beyond platitudes and con-
ventional orthodoxy. Clarence Thomas has al-
ways supported the idea of giving preferential.
treatment to the truly disadvantage, especially
minorities, rather than to those from middle or
upper middle-class backgrounds who happen to
be members of a targeted minority group. To do
otherwise risks stigmatizing those favored—to
make it appear as if they are incapable of
competing fairly. It also can put the unprepared
in situations where they are destined to faiL "God
helps those who help themselves," Clarence
might say, encouraging self-help and self-reliance.
Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X and Jesse
Jackson have stressed such themes. -.m

Regarding his feelings about the pope! I be-
lieve Clarence stopped being a practicing Catholic

when he left the seminary almost 25 years ago.
In recent years, he has attended a Methodist
church, a Christian church and, most recently, an
Episcopal church. _

I don't know how he feels about abortion, but I
would be very surprised if he didn't have an open
mind on Roe v. Wade. Many liberals and conser-
vatives on both sides of the abortion issue
acknowledge the vulnerability of that decision on
purely legal grounds, but I personally wouldn't
bet the ranch on how he would come down on the
issue.

I know something about Thomas's first mar-
riage because I spent many hours talking with
him as it broke apart. He was tormented both
about breaking his wedding vows and about the
impact of the divorce on his young son. He
sought me out for advice because I was a
divorced father with two well-adjusted children.
His divorce was handled amicably, with Clarence
given undisputed primary custody of his son.
Both parents have played a major role in his
upbringing, and all parties have great respect for
each other.

Clarence's record as EEOC chairman deserves
close scrutiny, just as it did when he was
renominated and reconfirmed for a second term

to



as chairman, and just as it did when he was
nominated and confirmed to his seat on the D.C.
Circuit Court of Appeals. The record will speak
.for itself, butsomeone should f^y W'k ipaHf th**
agency to find out how people feel about Thomas
the man and the leader.

Evan Kemp, his successor as chairman, mar-
vels at what Thomas did with a historically
underfunded agency that saw its budget cut nine
out of 10 times in the 1980s. (Usually Congress
cut the president's request, then beats up the
agency for its budget-related shortcomings.)
Clarence Thomas inherited a poorly managed,
dispirited agency whose employees were embar-
rassed to admit where they worked. His legacy,
according to Kemp, is that employees are now
proud to work at the EEOC and even named the
new headquarters building after him. Nonethe-
less, says Kemp, "Clarence won't get the credit
that is his due; I wi." People throughout the
agency sing Thomas's praises—his dedication,
his professional standards, his extraordinary sen-
sitivity to and support of the Tittle people," and
his inspiration to employees at all levels.

The suggestion that bis actions have been
politically motivated is. laughable. This is not a -
political animaL His passionate, behind-the-scenes

battles with the White House and Justice Depart-
ment conservatives during the Reagan years
were hardly politic. In addition, several times
through, the years, I strongly advised him to
approach his detractors both on and off the HQL
"They attacked me without knowing the facts,"
he would say, "and it would be hypocritical to
approach them." This is a man who advanced in a
political environment in spite of, not because of,
bis political skills.

Perhaps the most absurd charge leveled at
Thomas is that l i e forgot where he came from."
Thomas's professional and personal life, not to
mention his conscience, wouldn't permit him to
forget his roots if he wanted to. Neither would
the world around him. After lunch a few weeks
ago, he and I were strolling around downtown
Washington. He suddenly realized he was late for
an appointment and asked me (I'm white) to hail
him a cab.

1 have trouble getting a cab downtown, and
it's virtually impossible in Georgetown," he said,
jumping into the taxi I bad flagged down as the
driver mouthed an obscenity in my direction.

The writer was principal policy adviser to
Sen. John C Danforth (R-Mo.)for 11 years.


