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Appraisal of Nixon Career
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The central question is how
a man ‘who ‘won so much could
have lost so much. How could a
public figure who so well per-
ceived the instincts of the ma-
jority of his countrymen have
misused the powers and duties
those same countrymen so ea-

gerly ceded him?

The historians will be kept
busy -on these questions, but
for those who spent their time
observing Mr. Nixon for the
last six years the answer may
well be found in a phrase he
often applied to himself. “At
bottom,” he used to say, “I

am a political man.”

By his own description, he
was a man of action: rather
than contemplation, a tactician
rather than a theologian, a stu-|he. himself became part of the
dent of technique who seemed|decéption.

' impatient with

always
tional antennae

at the core.

To his enemies, he was both|tion for both his success and
manipulative and synthetic; to|failure. ’
his friends, a pragmatist unen-
cumbered by inflexible princi-|presence of a talent for finding
ples; to those who watched|oppartunities.for political prof-
him, a man who learned to run|, |

sub-|. Mr. Nixon used the words “I
stance, a figure whose excep-jam a political man” proudly, as
tofif "to challenge the moralists,
dwarf and even hide what lay/but in the end they. became

seemed
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and who, on reaching his des-
tination, was not always cer—!
tain what to do when he got
there—except, perhaps, to keep
going.

That image has only been re-|
inforced ‘and deepened by the
transcripts of three conversa-
tions with H, R. Haldeman on
June 23, 1972, six days after the
Watergate break-in, which were
released on Aug. 5, and the edit-
ed transcripts of White House
conversations  published April
30. Whatever history’s judgment
of those tapes, this much was
clear: Faced with mounting evi-
dence of deception and wrong-
doing in his own official family,
he sought not to -confront the
issue but to manipulate it until

his epitaph—a possible explana-

For if the words implied the

before he "had leamgd to walki Cpgilfinued‘on Page 11, Column 1
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it, and for seizing the right
issues at the right time, they
implied * the absence of any
guiding ‘commitment other than
a burning dedication to victory
in his chosen field.

Mr. Nixon might find such
an assessment unfair or exces-
sively narrow; but if the record
of the recent past is anywhere
near accurate, he appears to
have lavished as much time on
neutralizing or destroying his
enemies ‘as he did on winning
friends, and in so doing he
directly or indirectly sanctioned
the activities that have now
brought him down.

There is one other ingredient
which, when added to his pre-
occupation with political skills,
helps explain both his success
and failure: a longand occasion-
ally feverish political memory.

He was a man who had been
profoundly wounded—by the
slights of a President he once
served, by the press, by politi-
cal defeats—and though he sur-
mounted them all, the wounds
remained, unforgotten and un-

-forgiven, especially those in-

flicted by men he regarded as
intellectuals.

“T'll never win the intellec-
tuals, even the press,” he said

bitterly during one long ride]

in a car during the New Hamp-

‘shire primary of 1968, where he

began his political comeback.
They were his enemies, and he
saw them as intractable.
Accordingly, it was not a dif-
icult matter, later on, to identify,
himself with the fears and as-
pirations of the so-called silent
majority—thus winning a mas-
sive political triumph in 1972;

or, by the same token, to take
swift and covert retaliation
against his enemies on the left
when they seemed to threaten
him on the issue of the war—
thus insuring, as it turned out,
his political demise in 1974.

Again the edited transcripts
of the tapes are instructive. Mr.
Nixon’s world was dominated
by dark enemies trying to “do
us in.” “This is war,” he would
tell John W. Dean 3d on Sept.
15. “They are after us.” Or on
March 13, again to Mr. Dean:
“Nobody is a friend of ours.
Let’s face it!”

If one could set aside Water-
gate, Mr. Nixon’s tactical
shrewdness clearly served him
well. He won the Presidency
in 196§ not because he offered
a better plan for ending the
war, but because somebody
else was in charge of that war;
not because he offered new
directions but because he
adoitly identified himself with
public complaints against crime,
inflation, permissiveness, and
violence.

It was perhaps a measure
of his addiction to and success
with that technique that he
used it again when he con-
fronted George McGovern four
years later. Once more he of-
fered not so much a program
for the future as a carefully
calculated set of responses to
the country’s grievances, add-
ing to his earlier list of villains
the integrationists, abortionists,
and those who seemed to op-
pose ‘“‘traditional American
values.”

“He reaps,” wrote one ob-
server after studying Mr. Nix-
on’s campaign style, “without
really having sown.”

nation’s temperament and let
himself be guided by what he
found. Sensing public weariness
with Lyndon B. Johnson’s ag-
gressive preaching and massive
programs, he lowered his voice
and instructed his - Cabinet
aides to subordinate style to
the business of serious manage-
ment.

Sensing public dismay with
the cost and size of the Great
Society, he offered a domestic
strategy that stressed—most
notably in the redistribution of
the functions of the antipoverty
program and the espousal of
revenue-sharing—the themes of
consolidation and coordination,
while at the same time keeping
his opponents at bay with the
proposals for welfare reform
and the abolition of the draft.

His foreign policy seemed no
less adroit. Reasoning that the
public at large would not ac-
cept an open defeat in South-
east Asia, he kept up the
pressure, using as primary
weapons the airwaves at home
and the air space above North
Vietnam. But sensing also that
America would not tolerate in-
definite war, he answered that
weariness by undertaking a
measured withdrawal, and in
the bargain made some- surpris-
ing new friends among the
Russians and Chinese.

. Foreign policy aside, how-
ever, it was difficult in the be-
ginning and even harder at the
end to find a sustained phil-
osophical basis in Mr. Nixon's
approach to his Government
and his people. When he quit
Mr. Nixon’s campaign in disr
gust in 1968, speech writer
Richard Whalen—a confirmed

In between elections, he
worked constantly to divine the

conservative and Nixon sup-
porter—was asked by a re-
porter to explain his defection.
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,minimim income features of

“What does this man standl.
for?” he asked, before hanging]
up the phone.

The question persisted!
throughout the balance of thel:
campaign, into the pz‘eil_laugural(:
planning process at the Pierref!
\Hotel in New -York; .and be-
yond. Midway through the first
Nixon term, for example, twol:
White House speech’ writers|:
tried—by submitting :,position! :
papers—to construct an intel-|
ligent framework for the Ad-
ministration’s - actions:" their|
papers sounded quite- different
themes. B )

By mid-1972; mere confusion

had become chaos as more and
more initiatives were either sac-
rificed .to or altered by per-
ceived political realities. The
President’s dedication to -the

his welfare plan—never al] that
strong to. begin with — disap-|
peared. altogether. :
. Revenue-sharing became, quite
suddenly, a :sure-fire device for
easing. property taxes.-Judges.
who had been grudgingly ap-|
plauded for ordering the end of
Southern school desegregation
foutid themselves the target of
offictal abuse when they de-
creed similar remedies for the
North. . |

The electoral mathematics of'
1972 makes it hard to argue
that Mr. Nixon’s strategy was
untimely. A chord was there
and he touched it; he sensed the
desire of vast numbers of white
Americans simply to be left
alone, and in so doing become




their champion.

.Yet neither his political nor
personal triumphs — including
his rapid escape into riches
from the poverty of his boyhood
.and the cloth-coat comforts of
his middle age — gave him
enough confidence or profes-

sional serenity to deal head-on

with his adversaries. Always, itl

seemed, there  remained one
more threat to his authority to
guard against, .one more poten-
tial menace to his tenure in
office 'to-overcome, some new
advantage to be gained or po-
tential ~ disadvantage to be
avoided. .

Reasoned debate or the mere
assertion of belief was not, to
Mr. Nixon, a sufficient response
to such'.challenges, whether
they came from the press, Con-
gress, ‘his-own bureaucracy, or
the critics of the war. The ques-
tion asked in the:inner councils
of the White House when crit-
icism arose=—not just during the
dismal days of -Watergate but
throughout! the . 'Administration
—was not “how should we sell
them onthe rightness of our
idea?” But rather “how do we
deal with them?”
| - Thus the contrived campaign
rallies and 'sanitized crowds of
1968, 1970 and:1972. Thus, too,
the highly . stylized relations;
with the press. which, like Con-
gress, “was - either;ignored” or
[ectured”in - elaborate “brief-
ings,” or abused from afar by
Vice President Agnew Even
Walter J. Hickel, the Secretary
of the Interior who complained
iin writing of the White House’s
]insensitivity to youth, never

|got the courtesy of a reasoned
{Presidential response to his
ithoughts. One of Mr. Nixon’s
laides dismissed him instead.

- The protective apparatus that
surrounded . the President and
that seemed to act without any
serious demurrer from the Oval
Office reserved  its sternest
tactics, however, for Mr. Nix-
on’s Democratic opponents and
the critics of his policies in
Vietnam,

While Mr. Nixon was busily
promoting his own virtues to
the voters in 1972, for instance,
his operatives were quietly dis-
rupting Senator Edmund S.

Muskie’s campaign or, less
quietly, impugning Senator Mc-
Govern’s patriotism. A year
earlier, while Mr. Nixon was
assuming a position of lofty
legal opposition to the publica-
tion of the Pentagon papers,
his aides were busily burglar-
izing Dr. Daniel . Ellsberg’s
psychiatrist’s office in Califor-
nia.

The crucial and revealing
aspect of all this is that the
same assistants were often en-
gaged simultaneously in the
creation of a program suitable
for presentation to Congress
and the voters, and in covert
schemes of counterinsurgency.

If various grand juries are
correct, John D. Ehrlichman—
whose official function was to
advise the President on domes-
tic alternatives— .was also
given responsibility for the un-
dercover effort to discredit the
left. It was this effort that-gave
such enormous  impetus “not
only to the “plumbers” opera-
tion.but to' the -whole- game of

political espionage that even--

tually brought Mr. Nixon’s
edifice crashing down.

In Mr. Nixon’s mind, how-
ever, there was nothing incon-
sistent in this merging of roles,
either by Mr. Ehrlichman or
anyone else. He seemed always
insecure about the size of his
following, and maybe even
about himself.

In such circumstances, oppo-
sition to his policies became
challenges to himself, the re-
spectability of his office, and
his political future. Having thus
exaggerated the menace, he
counterattacked accordingly. It
was all tragically unnecessary,
and in the end it ruined him.

Mr. Semple, deputy national
editor of The New York Times,
covered Mr. Nixon as a reporter

for five years.
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President and Mrs. Nixon, Vice President and Mrs. Agriew at inauguration last year after a landslide victory. At left is Chief Justice Warren E, Burger.




