Holding the Powerful to Account and Balancing Prosecutorial Power:
The Past, Present, and Future of Special Counsels

Presented by Elie Honig, CNN Senior Legal Analyst and
Former Federal and State Prosecutor

Imagine being tasked with investigating your own boss, who also happens to be the most
powerful person on the planet. In the course of your work, you may uncover evidence that is
politically, professionally and personally devastating. You alone decide whether to seek an
indictment that could place the matter before a jury and, if there is a conviction, before a judge
for sentencing. At the same time, that same boss can fire you, shut down the investigation, or
even turn the machinery of government against you.

That is the crucible of the special counsel. As the character Omar memorably warned in The
Wire, “You come at the king, you best not miss.” The phrase captures the extraordinary stakes
and asymmetric risks faced by prosecutors charged with investigating those at the very top.

For decades, the U.S. Department of Justice has turned to special counsels and independent
prosecutors to handle its most sensitive, high stakes matters. But do these investigations
consistently produce just and legitimate outcomes? And can the system withstand the political,
institutional, and personal pressures placed upon it?

In this timely program, CNN Senior Legal Analyst Elie Honig offers a fast-paced, insider’s
account of the most consequential Justice Department investigations of the past 50 years.
Spanning administrations of both political parties and grounded in dozens of on-the-record
interviews with firsthand participants, Honig brings these cases vividly to life.

A Watergate prosecutor explains why she secretly stored copies of key documents at home,
fearing their destruction by presidential allies. A member of the Iran-Contra prosecution team
recounts the reasoning behind a controversial election-eve disclosure. A defense attorney for
Donald Trump describes a private meeting with Special Counsel Jack Smith just days before
Trump’s indictment. From Ken Start’s investigation of Bill Clinton to modern cases involving
Patrick Fitzgerald, Robert Mueller, and Jack Smith, Honig traces how the special counsel system
has developed, and where it has faltered.

It is often said that a nation can be judged by how it treats its weakest members. This program
explores a powerful inverse principle: a nation also reveals itself by how it holds its most
powerful leaders accountable when they are alleged to have done wrong. Especially at a moment
when public confidence in legal institutions is under strain, this discussion could not be timelier.



This seminar will conclude with a Q&A and a meet-and-greet with Elie Honig. His latest book,
“When You Come at the King” will be available for purchase, and he will autograph copies

upon quHGSt.

Elie’s articles for New York Magazine can be viewed at
https://nymag.com/author/elie-honig/
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