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The
Nixon
Puzzle

By James Reston
WASHINGTON, Aug. 30—President

Nixon seems to have two things in,

mind these days: to restore confidence
in himself, and, for this purpose, to
get Watergate behind him as fast as
possible, But the man is a puzzle, for

almost everything he does not only -

raises more doubts but prolongs the
Watergate controversy in the Senate
and in the courts. '

Why, for example, does he appeal
to the nation one day to leave Water-
gate to the courts, and then a few
days later, announce that he “will not
comply” with the orders of the court?

Why does he ask us to turn away
from the contention 'of Watergate to
“the urgent business of the nation,”
and then denounce the Ervin commit-
tee, and defy the courts in a way that
is bound to prolong the controversy?

You don’t have to be a Philadelphia
lawyer to feel that there is something
very odd about all this, for it per-

" petuates precisely the doubts the
President presurnably is trying to put
to rest, and dramatizes precisely those
questions about his instinct and judg-
ment, which are more troubling than
anything else in the whole Watergate
tragedy.

_Throughout his career,  Mr. Nixon
has .p‘roclaimed himself to be a prag-
matist. He has never allowed himself
to get trapped by his past statements
or ideology, and this flexibility has
often served him well—notably in his
reconciliation with the Soviets and
the Chinese, whom he vilified for a

generation. ;
These tactical shifts may work in
.winning elections or even in dealing
“with the Russians or the Chinese, but
jithey are less effective on things like
1 the Watergate. Mr. Nixon’s problem is
“that he tends to balance the books
« every day, to say the expedient thing
"for the moment, without any connect-
ing rods or any coherent philosophy
| between one controversy and the next.

| Nations, he is a Wilsonian, defending

League of Nations but a League of
| Minds. If he has a crisis in the Middle
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'gast a few weeks later, he is as in-

| as nationalistic as de Gaulle, forget-

f United Nations.
| . And while this often works, in the
! savage jungle of world politics, it is
! not so effective in America, which is
| still more puritanical and less cynical
| than many people believe.
" “The time has come,” Mr. Nixon
‘'said on Aug. 15, “to turn Watergate
" over to the courts, where the questions
iof guilt and innocence belong. The
' time has come for the rest of us to get
', on with the urgent business of the
. nation.”
. Maybe most people in this country

would agree with the President on
. this, but when the courts take over
|/ and ask him to compromise on- the
. Watergate tapes, and he says he “will
| not comply with this order,” obviously
. “he has a problem,
i He can appeal to the American
. people to believe in their political sys-
i tem, and hard as it is these days,
they will try to believe him, but he
cannot switch a few days later with-
out- losing the confidence he is trying
to restore.

“Some people,” Mr. Nixon said on
‘April 30, “quite properly appalled by

i -the abuses that occurred, will say that

If he is speaking before the United .

| collective security, and not only the °

| dividualistic as a cop on the beat or :

| ting all about what he said at the”

Watergate demonstrates the bank-
yuptcy of the American political sys-
tem. T believe,” he added, “precisely
'the opposite is true.

«“Watergate represents a series of
illegal acts and bad judgments by a
number of individuals. It was the sys-
tem that brought the facts to light and
| that will bring those guilty to- justice
i —a system that in this case has in-
i cluded a determined grand jury, hon-
est prosecutors, a COUrageous judge,
. John Sirica, and a vigorous free press.”
But now the President is defying
. that “courageous judge John Sirica,”
! yesenting those “honest prosecutors,”
including Archibald Cox and even his
own independent Attorney General El-
Jiot Richardson, and vilifying what he
called the “vigorous free press.”

The result is, not mainly that we
now have a legal tangle over where
L;";the Sirica judgment will go from here

' —whether the President will go on

‘defying the courts or provoke them -

 into holding him in contempt, which
| they obviously don’t want to do—but
l;.what the American people will think
| about all this legal tangle.
| The guess here is that most people
. are more concetned with the moralities
‘ of the question than with the legali-
sties, that they probably want things
now to be left to the courts, but that
they want the courts to have the evi-
dence on who is lying and who is
telling the truth. .

But this is precisely what the Presis
dent is saying he will not do—not
even let the judge decide in private
what is criminal evidence on those
tapes and what is ¢“national security.”
So the question and the doubts go on
_the courts will press the case, the
i prosecutors will keep on probing, the

Senate will insist on its public in-

vestigation and the President will not
. be able to get Watergate behind him.
. He can defy the courts and the Con-
| gress, but this will not restore confi-
dence, or stop the hearires or the grand

jury.




