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BY DANIELLE ALLEN
The Washington Post

T
he world is full of catastrophe, along with a sense that
dark clouds of impending recession are massing on
the horizon. Congress, though, is on recess. The ex-

ception is the House Judiciary Committee, which has come
back early, most prominently, to draft gun-control bills. It
also continues its quiet, important work exploring whether
the president of the United States should be impeached.

Despite the world’s turbulence, we all need to keep a steady
focus now on how Congress answers the very precise, narrow
questions that former special counsel Robert Mueller III’s
report put on the table.

First, did President Donald Trump commit a crime? And if
he did, is it a “high crime,” or is it instead a crime that we can
overlook (such as joyriding) without damaging the rule of
law and the Constitution? More specifically, did he commit
or attempt to commit obstruction of justice — for an attempt
would also be a crime.

Second, has the president met his constitutional require-
ment to exercise the powers of office “faithfully.” To under-
stand the original meaning of “faithfully,” Mueller’s team cit-
ed a 1755 dictionary written by Samuel Johnson that defines
the term as “strict adherence to duty and allegiance.”

These are legal questions. They are narrow and precise.
Often, those who have come out for impeachment have in-
stead used the sweeping argument that the president is unfit
for office, as Rep. Al Green, D-Texas, did when he put forward
articles of impeachment in July. The job, though, is to keep
the focus on the narrow questions.

Impeachment was designed to address actions either
already criminalized or prohibited by the Constitution. It is
a process that puts decisions usually made by prosecutors
and judges in the hands, respectively, of the House and Sen-
ate. We do not want our judicial mechanisms to be used for
broad questions of whether someone is unfit for a particular
role. Trump’s fitness for office, or lack thereof, is an important
question, but it is for voters to decide.

In contrast, legal questions, such as those asked by the spe-
cial counsel’s report, on the basis of a comprehensive review
of the evidence, must be answered by those procedurally
responsible for answering them: the members of the House
of Representatives.

Happily, the House is moving forward with its constitutional
obligations. The Judiciary Committee has publicly affirmed
that it is conducting an impeachment inquiry. Last week, the
committee subpoenaed Corey Lewandowski, Trump’s former
campaign manager, and Rick Dearborn, a former campaign
aide andWhite House deputy chief of staff for policy, to give
public testimony on Sept. 17, as the committee moves forward
with its “investigation into obstruction, corruption and abuse
of power by Trump and his associates.” The committee is ask-
ing the right questions — the narrow, legal ones.

Yes, these legal questions have political implications.What
about those? If the House were to indict, through the procedure
of passing articles of impeachment, is the Senate not unlikely to
convict? And is there any probability of impeachment hearings
reaching completion before the 2020 election? Indeed, it is un-
likely that Trump would be removed from office by this process.
That does not, though, erase Congress’s constitutional duty to
complete the inquiry and decide whether the evidence requires
an indictment in the form of articles of impeachment.

What hangs on this process is the all-important question of
whether our laws and Constitution have any meaning. They
have meaning only if we act on them. If we do not, our legal
system ceases to have authority and legitimacy. If we care
to consider obstruction of justice illegal, and if we care that
presidents execute the laws faithfully, then we have no choice
but to demand that the responsible officials bring this process
to conclusion by rendering a legal judgment — not a political
judgment — on whether the evidence requires impeachment.

If Congress can keep itself to narrow, legal questions, then
the political consequences of this process will be minimal.
Congress will have upheld the rule of law and receive credit
for doing so. It will have left the question of fitness for office
to voters and can say so clearly and emphatically.

What voters need is for the responsible party — the House
of Representatives — to answer the legal questions now on
the table.

W
ASHINGTON — You might
have seen news of the Busi-
ness Roundtable’s pledge,

issued to much fanfare on Monday.
“Each of our stakeholders is essential,”
said the signers, the chief executives
of major public firms. “We commit
to deliver value to all of them, for the
future success of our companies, our
communities and our country.” Per-
haps you were a bit surprised, possibly
quite pleased, to see executives finally
taking their social responsibilities
seriously and abandoning their single-
minded focus on increasing share-
holder value. It’s hard to argue with
an aspiration to serve a cause greater
than mere shareholder returns.

Nonetheless, let me try. Or, rather, let
me highlight the answer that Milton
Friedman, the Nobel Prize-winning
economist, offered in The New York
Times in 1970, when corporate social
responsibility was much in vogue.

“In a free-enterprise, private-prop-
erty system,” Friedman argued, “a
corporate executive is an employe [sic]
of the owners of the business. He has
direct responsibility to his employ-
ers. That responsibility is to conduct
the business in accordance with their
desires, which generally will be to
make as much money as possible
while conforming to the basic rules
of the society, both those embodied
in law and those embodied in ethical
custom.”

As you can imagine, the interven-
ing decades have seen much bitter
debate about Friedman’s essay and
the broader topic of “shareholder” vs.
“stakeholder” capitalism. The stake-
holder advocates point out, correctly,
that corporate behavior affects many
people beyond shareholders. Why,
then, should CEOs put the needs of
shareholders first?

The shareholder-capitalism advo-
cates answer by echoing Friedman:
because business leaders have no right
to do charity on someone else’s dime.

You might admire plumbers who
donate fixtures to needy families, but

not if they donated the fixtures you’d
purchased for your own bathroom.
That is essentially what stakeholder
capitalists are demanding of chief
executives: Take the money and power
that shareholders have entrusted to
you and divert those resources to
benefit someone else.

I’m not talking about the kind of
“corporate social responsibility” that
ultimately benefits shareholders.
Treating employees decently often
means lower turnover and higher prof-
its; investing in community schools
might lead to a better-trained work-
force; and strategically supporting
social causes might be good public
relations. But if those steps benefit
shareholders, moralistic appeals aren’t
necessary to justify them, nor are
pledges to ensure that the CEOs follow
through.

So if “stakeholder capitalism” means
anything, it must mean companies
doing things that make shareholders
at least somewhat worse off. Maybe
you’re fine with that because most
shareholders are relatively affluent.
But the United States already has an
effective way to divert money from
the affluent to the needy. It’s called the
progressive tax code.

Unlike corporate social responsibil-
ity efforts, the tax code actually targets
the affluent, rather than anyone who
happens to own shares in a company
— which, if you have a pension, or
a 401(k), or a life insurance policy,
includes you. Also, unlike corpo-
rate social responsibility initiatives,
redistribution through the tax code is
democratically accountable.

Corporate social responsibility, by
contrast, can be even less accountable
than good old-fashioned shareholder
capitalism. Money is relatively easy
to measure: Shareholders have more
of it at the end of the quarter, or they
don’t, and either way you know how
the boss is doing. But if the chief
executive pours that cash into better-
upholstered offices, more-generous
fringe benefits and a slew of charitable
causes, who’s to say whether the com-
pany’s goals are being met? Probably
not the shareholders, who have time
to monitor their own accounts but not
a bunch of altruistic micro-initiatives.

The very impossibility of rendering
a conclusive judgment means that
corporate altruism might even be a net
loss to society. As Harvard health care
economist Amitabh Chandra noted
on Twitter after the Business Round-
table’s announcement, “appealing to
an amorphous ‘social mission’” has
allowed nonprofit hospitals “to foil
regulators, acquire their competition,
and increase market power.” Beware
of any proposal that might make the
rest of the economy look more like the
health care sector.

Society has a valid interest in
curbing the negative externalities of
corporate behavior, such as envi-
ronmental damage, unsafe products
and systemic risk-taking. But taxing
pollution and regulating risk are much
more effective ways to do that than
extracting a CEO promise to be extra
good. We also have better ways of
pursuing positive goods such as social
justice — as long as we care enough to
actually put our own money and effort
on the line, rather than asking CEOs to
appropriate the necessary resources
from anyone unlucky enough to own
their company’s stock.

Follow Megan McArdle on Twitter
@asymmetricinfo.

It’s hard to argue against firms looking
beyond investors, but let me try anyway

Don’t forget
there’s an
impeachment
inquiry
underway

Your View

Fox News anesthesia and pork
and beans can put one under

A frequent contributor to the BHC
recently wrote a long-winded letter to
the editor. He had just been shopping
for pork and beans at Walmart.

As an ardent Trump supporter, the
person claimed that America was
booming and that every news outlet
in the world, aside from Fox, refused
to give the president credit.

Facts are facts, and reliable news
media outlets report objectively. Fake
news comes from Fox in collaboration
with theWhite House — cf. Hannity
cheerleading at a Trump rally.

The anesthesia flowing from Fox
entertainment (Hannity, Carlson,
Fox and Friends) is enough to put the
average listener completely under.

A few assertions:
1) The economy is the best ever.
Three out of four economists believe

the economy is already in retraction
and that a recession is likely within two

years. Privately, theWhite House is
now thinking of payroll tax decreases
as an incentive to ward off a recession.

2) The stock market is at an all-time
high.

The stock market just saw its worst
day and worst week of the year, los-
ing more than 800 points after an
inverted bond yield curve signaled a
recession. Uncertainty over Trump’s
trade wars is driving the volatility.

3) Employment is the highest in 50
years.

The employment rate reached an
all-time high in April 2000 under Bill
Clinton. In any event, the unemploy-
ment rates begin declining during
Obama’s second term, and have
continued to the present day.

4) Trump is hammering out won-
derful trade deals.

Even Trump now admits that his trade
wars are hurting Americans. Farmers,
not on welfare, are paying the price.

Timothy Hagy
Bristol, Virginia
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The President, Vice President and all civil Officers of the United
States, shall be removed from Office on Impeachment for, and

Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or other high Crimes and Misdemeanors.”

— U.S. Constitution, Article II, Section 4
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Giving your view
The Your View column is an
open forum for readers to
share civil discussion on
matters of public interest.

» Letters must be original works;
300 words or less.

» Letters will be edited, and the
publisher reserves the right to
reject any submission.

» Writers will be limited to one
letter a month.

» Submissions must include the
writer’s name, full address and
telephone number.

» Send letters to: Letters to the
Editor, Bristol Herald Courier,
P.O. Box 609, Bristol VA 24203;
fax to 276-669-3696; or email to
letters@bristolnews.com. Letters
can also be submitted through
our website, HeraldCourier.com.

Editor’s note: Opinions expressed do not necessarily represent
those of this newspaper staff and management. In support of
the First Amendment right of free speech, the Opinion page
offers opportunity for diverse, civil discussion on topics of public
interest. Guest opinions are accepted on a limited basis and the
publisher reserves the right to reject any submission.

Jim Maxwell, Publisher
jmaxwell@bristolnews.com @BHCpublisher
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EDITOR’S NOTE
» Kathleen Parker is on vacation. Her
column is scheduled to return Aug. 31.


