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AN ELECTION—when all
is said and done—comes
down to the question of
~power, and the 1972 election
is as much a test of the vot-
ers’ attitudes toward political
power as it is a referendum
on Richard Nixon, George
McGovern, Vietnam, corrup-
tion or any other issue.

My guess is that the results
are going to be ambiguous
because the public attitude
toward governmental power
is equivocal and contradic-
tory.

That’s been the condition
in the United States for
many years now, as the vot-

ers have shown repeatedly
that they are both attracted
and frightened by the exer-
cise of power by their lead-
ers.

More than any other single
factor, that ambivalence ex-
plains why for 20 years wé
have had divided government
in Washington and many
states, why strong executives
at every level of government
have been ousted or put on
short rein.

IN THE 1950s, the voters
said they liked Ike—but sad-
dled him with a Democratic
Congress. In 1960 and 1968,
they elected Presidents by
the narrowest of margins and
denied them effective majori-
ties in the 1eg1slat1ve branch.

Only once in the last 20
years have they delivered a
clear mandate. In 1964, they
ignored Barry Goldwater’s
warning that Lyndon John-
son was “so powerful, you
plug him in and the whole
country lights up,” and they
gave Johnson both a personal
landslide and a compliant
congressional majority.

Two years later—when
Johnson used that power to
pass a massive legislative
program, to escalate the Viet-
nam war and to trigger infla-
tion—they cut back his con-
gressional - majority and
curbed his authority.

This year the voters seem
both to crave strong leader-
ship and to cringe from it.

McGovern has been badly
hurt by a reputation for
weakness, stemming from the
Eagleton incident and the
shifts of position on some
policy questions. Time after
time, voters have told inter-
viewers, “He says one thing
one day, and something else
the next.”

Conversely, it’s " become
clear that Mr. Nixon substan-
tially strengthened his pros-
gpects for reelection by three
bold uses of executive power:
%the wage-price freeze; the
f{diplomatic  opening  with
China; and (hard as it is for

ome of us critics to admit)
the bombing-blockade of
orth Vietnam.

Those three actions con-
verted him, in the minds of .
many voters, from the hap-
less, passive President of his
first two years in office into
a leader who is, as so many
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voters say, “trying his best”
to shape a satisfactory out-
come in an mherently 1mper-
fect world.

But even as he. 1s aap-
plauded for using ¥ais power,
Mr. Nixon is fearecd and dxs-
trusted. A significamt miitfor-
ity of the voters suspectHim
of maneuvering the pssce
talks for his own advantage
Even more clearly, an impaer-
tant bloc of voters mow .says
that” Watergate, the" w‘heat
deal and the assorted-other
“scandals” of the INixzon-ad-
ministration fit a patternof '
the misuse of power for, 5el-
fish interests. .

IT WOULD BE 1ncorrect I
think, to view this Suspicion
as a personal problem of this .
particular President’s. It" has
I’m afraid, become generm—-
a distrust of government:and
of government’s essence, the
exercise of power.

It shows most clear]y Jma
question Washington Posf re-
porters have been asking vot-
ers all year about whether
they think the country is het-
ter off if the presidency" and
Congress are contro]led bv
the same party.

Overwhelmmgly, the an-
swer is negative. “It’s ‘bettér,”
the typical voter. says, by 1t s
evenly balanced.” AR

This “equilibrium mndeL”
to give it a fancy name? is
something new in our poht;cal
thinking; it is the doctringnf
checks-and-balances  carried
to a point at which :mmob:l-
ity becomes the most ‘dcw’
ble characteristic of goy
ment. ;

tlcket-sphttmg tb.at b
so pervasive inthe 195
19605 It is a subtle 1

ers, to employ the ballo'g; X
to paralyze the govery

of harm from goverhme
actions. :

It is this attitude,.I thmk
that will deprive the Repupbh-
cans-of most of the'coaffil
-benefits of the likely Nigon
victory. In a deeper sensejit
is this ambivalence abaut
power that makes it so diffj-
cult for any government o
move strongly and forcefilfy
to address the nations piob-
lems in the years ahead.



