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By MICHAEL KRAMER
’ e OU BELIEVE THIS?” Bob
‘ 3 Dole said in Dover,
New Hampshire, re-
cently. “You ever seen
anything like this?”
Dole’s incredulity was
due in equal measure
to the huge size of the crowd and the rapt,

. respectful attention he was receiving. “The

rest of the country may think it’s early,”

Dole said. “Up here they know better. This |-

deal’s gonna be over in a year.”

Dole is not yet the Republican nomi-
nee, but he’s got the timing right. The
schedule of primaries and caucuses has
never been so compressed. In just 44 days
between Iowa’s 1996 caucus on Feb. 12 and
California’s primary on March 26, about
70% of the Republican delegates will be
chosen. During that burst of contests,
everything will happen so fast that candi-
dates will have little time for mid-course
corrections. Like it or not, that means the
real primary season is starting right now.

The field of contenders isn’t complete.
Possible candidates still wait on the side-
lines, and also-rans like Ed Muskie will
affirm that being a front runner this far out
guarantees exactly nothing. The issues
(both real and perceived) are only now
emerging. But the candidates’ strategies
are coalescing, and much is already known
about the landscape on which the cam-
paign will unfold. This second presidential
battle of the post-cold war era will contin-
ue the debates begun in 1992, which were
exacerbated but not settled in 1994, At
home, with the gap between rich and poor
widening, the seemingly ingrained Amer-
ican notions of compassion codified during
the New Deal are colliding with the fears of
those who feel financially strapped—a ten-
sion aggravated by the House Republicans’
assault on the social safety net. Abroad
there is not yet a consensus regarding
America’s role in a world safer from anni-
hilation but stjll convulsed by conflicts that
threaten the global economy.

These questions will be even harder to
resolve because faith in government—
already shaken by scandal, gridlock and
failed presidencies—is at an all-time low.
And harder still because civil discourse
has become a quaint affectation for a pub-
lic too willing to tolerate the same
screeching hyperbole in its politics that it
relishes on its airwaves.

“IF HE KNEW WHAT IT ENTAILS,” HARRY
Truman said in 1947, “no man in his right
mind would ever want to be President.”
And then Truman began the climb to his
upset election victory in 1948, the
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—— Asked only of registered Republicans
If asked to vote for a Republican nominee for President today, for whom would you vote?

redeemed,  born-again,

EARLY BIRDS

as well that the Presi-

comeback model  Bill *x * * dent’s attempts to retard
Clinton hopes to emulate A noisy crowd greeted Phil their march will fail or be
next year. But why did gramm in Des Moines last month  Perceived as obstruction-
Truman run? Nelson yhen he announced his candidacy ist and that his embrace
Rockefeller explained the i a whirlwind tour of the U.§.  ©f Some G.0.P. nostrums

itch this way: “We're

politicians, and like in any profession, we
want to reach the top, which in America
means only one thing,”

Sometimes political challengers who
are self-aware—a few of them exist—know
they’re only going through the motions, In
1964, for example, even Barry Goldwater’s
fabulists knew they were fighting the good
fight and little more. In years like this, the
scent of triumph is palpable. Following
their 1994 midterm sweep, the Republi-
cans are salivating. They believe their pre-
scriptions command wide appeal: smaller
government, lower taxes and fewer, less
costly social programs. They're confident

will be dismissed by vot-
ers as desperate me-too-ism.

Republican analysts believe that
large numbers of voters have already
written off the Democratic Party. White
working males strayed Republican in
record numbers last year; only 38% voted
for Democratic candidates. The Presi-
dent himself, say the Republicans, is
equally at risk. ¢.0.p. focus groups report
that even many Democrats are still upset
by two indicators of the President’s liber-
al leanings: his early push to have the mil-
itary accept gay soldiers, and his support
for a health-care-reform program widely
viewed as seeking to burden middle-class

citizens in order to cover the uninsured.

Beyond that, Republican research
shows voters to be bothered by Clinton’s
character—and that they draw some sort
of connection between his perceived fail-
ings and a society-wide lack of civility and
responsible citizenship.
“"Our democracy is fray-
ing,” explains a Democ-
rat, New York Senator
Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han. “The populace as a
whole is less ordered,
less restrained, less
measured in its judg-
ments.” Voters expect
their President to stand
against such unravel-
ings, and Clinton, the
G.0.P. contends, is espe-
cially ill suited to the
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Robert Dole, Senate majority leader 43% 45% 49% 37%
Phil Gramm, Senator from Texas 16% 13% 14% 11%
Pat Buchanan, political commentator 6% 8% 3% 5%
Pete Wilson, Governor of California 4% 1% 2% 22%
Lamar Alexander, former Governor of Tennessee 4% 2% 1% 1%
Richard Lugar, Senator from Indiana 3% 1% 1% *
Arlen Specter, Senator from Pennsylvania 2% 1% 1% 1%
Robert Dornan, Congressman from California 1 % * 1% 2%
Alan Keyes, former State Department official 1% b 1% 1%
Lynn Martin, former Secretary of Labor * 1% 1% -
* less than 1%
If Colin Powell were to run in the Republican primaries, might you vote for him?
Yes 52% 60% 64% 57%
No 28% 22% 21% 24%
If Ross Perot were to run In the Republican primaries, might you vote for him?
Yes 25% 18% 24% 26%
No 72% T77% 69% 69%
— X sad unly of teoytered Democrats
If the Democratic primary were held today, would you vote for Bill Clinton
or someone else?
Clinton 48% 55% 47 % 51%
Someone else 32% 24% 26% 28%

Fram felephone polts taken for TIME/CHN between Feb 23 and Mar | by Yankelonch Pariners Inc of 500 regratered Republicans m each state Califorraa, Flonda and
New Hampshure with samphng emors of ¢ 4 4% Plus 558 repatered Democrats in Calfoma, samphng erroe £4%, 595 1n Flond, £ 4%, and 378 in New Hampshre, £5
N uted 8 natorwde turvey of 426 regraterad Republicans and 726 repstered Democrats with samphing erors of 24 B% and £6 5% respectvely

ception that he is or has been self-indul-
gent. It's not just the President’s past per-
sonal life, say Republicans; it is more the
perception that Clinton is unfocused, an
issue surfer who grabs at whatever the
polls reveal as fashionable at the moment.
“When the President
stands tall against a
middle-class tax cut
and in favor of deficit
reduction in 1993 and
then supports the oppo-
site in 1994, that's not
good,” says a Clinton
adviser. “In a job that
demands an adult, the
President is viewed as
an adolescent.”

Few doubt Clin-
ton's raw intelligence,
but  intellect lags

considering the qualities that make Presi-
dents successful. Ronald Reagan, at sea
when it came to programmatic detail, was
successful nonetheless because many
Americans admired the strength of his
convictions and his resolve in pursuing
them. “We'll make some hay about
Republican meanness,” says a White
House aide, “but our overarching obstacle
is that many see the President as weak, as
someone who doesn’t stand for anything.”

Dumb, exhausting, hurtful, hideous—
at one time or another, the people seeking
the White House in 1996 have used such
words to describe the brutal process to
which they have given over the next 20
months of their lives. By the time it’s over,
the polls will again discover a collective
disenchantment, and many will wonder if
there isn’t a better way. Well there may
be, but not this time. Two centuries ago,
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BUNTING SEASON
* K K
Their hopes building, workers prepared a
stage In Tennessee last week for Lamar
Alexander’'s announcement
nation’s new

system  of governance

! Pat Buchanan and peripheral wannabes

I will have to play with smaller stakes.

assured that choosing a President would |

rest on the candidates’ “requisite qualifi-
cations” rather than on their "talents for
low intrigue and the little arts of populari-
ty.” Beyond the gimmickry that today's
politicians can practice in their sleep,
there are three crucial factors having little
to do with qualifications that will greatly
affect the outcome—and each is magnified
by the coming season's tightened sched-
ule: money, organization and expecta-
tions.

WHAT MONEY CAN BUY: “| have the most
reliable friend in politics,” Texas Senator
Phil Gramm crowed before officially
announcing his candidacy last week.
“Ready money.” However much it will
actually take to contest the 1996 G.o.p.
nomination, the role of money is greater
than ever, and most of it must be available
before the first ballots are cast. With almost
$10 million on hand, Gramm has already
scored an astounding victory. He has
helped scare off competition from a roster
of Republican big shots: Bill Bennett, Jack
Kemp, Dick Cheney, Dan Quayle and Bill
Weld. “In the past,” says former Republi-
can Party chairman Rich Bond, “it was pos-
sible to surprise in some early contests,
gather momentum and quickly raise the
money required to go on. Now there just
isn’t enough time between the primaries to
do serious fund raising.” Along with
Gramm, Dole and former Tennessee Gov-
ernor Lamar Alexander will probably have
the dough it takes, and so may California
Governor Pete Wilson if he joins the fray.
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The others currently running—Pennsylva- |
nia Senator Arlen Specter, Indiana Senator
Richard Lugar, television commentator

like former Labor Secretary Lynn Martin—

IT'S WHOM YOU HIRE: Political caompaign-
ing, like any endeavor, has its professionals,
and some are better than others. The com-
petition for the best is an invisible primary
all its own. Each of the three leading con-
tenders at this point (Dole, Gramm and
Alexander) has signed first-rate operatives.
The rest are scurrying to
secure the political equiv-
alent of replacement
players. The need for
good help is especially
significant in lowa and
New Hampshire. In
these first two shaping
contests, which set the
psychology of the race,
retail politics is at a pre-
mium. Television spots
take on their greatest
importance later, when
multiple elections occur simultaneously.
Since the New Hampshire primary comes
only a week after lowa's caucuses this time,
its battle will be particularly critical, and
Dole appears to have enlisted the cream of
Republican activists there.

HOW VICTORY IS DEFINED: The  media
love a horse race and winnow the field long
before most people vote. “The press needs a
front runner and an up-and-coming band-
wagon to make it interesting,” says G.0.P.
consultant Roger Stone, who's currently
chairing Specter’s bid. “The press sets
expectations, and we all try for the lowest
bar. If we exceed it, we're said to have ‘won’
even if we've lost. If we don't, we're seen as
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ékThe press sets
expectations,

and we all try for

the lowest bar.

[t’s either
arly or die.77

faltering, and the media anomt someone
else to fill the vacuum.™ Playing to expecta-
tions is essentially astraggler's game, and all
the campaigns are expert at spinning sce-
narios for every possible electoral outcome
The permutations are virtually endless, but.
as Stone says, the telescoped schedule
means "iUs score carly or die”

LOTS OF MONEY, GOOD ORGANIZATION AND
satisfied expectations aren’t quite enough

| Credibility and. yes, even issues matter in

the modern game. On the eredibility front.
Dole is clearly benefiting from familiarity.
After two previous tries for the prize,
Republicans across the country say Dole is
leading because voters see him as having
earned “his turn.” There's "u royalist men-
tality to the party,” says Stone. “A natural
line of succession exists. Republicans have
nOlni"i].tL’d ”'IL‘ [T'[)ﬂl runner Sinee serious
primaries began in 1952."

In theory, issues can be trump cards,
but Ambrose Bierce's definition of polities
as "a strife of interests masquerading as a
contest of principles™ is as apt as ever for
the current crop of Republican  con-
tenders. There simply s not very much ol
substance that divides the candidates. All
claim they arc are fiscal conservatives, big-
time deregulators and 10th Amendment
Republicans, which means they want to
send power back to the states. And all are
jumping aboard the drive to roll back affir-
mative action—perhaps
the single issue destined
to play a major role in
the general-election
campaign, despite Clin-
ton’s promise to revisit
the existing scheme.
This is not to say there
aren’t  differences  in
temperament, personal-
ity and stance that could
affect voter perceptions.
Gramm, for instance,
portrays himself as more
conservative than the pragmatic Dole but
may come across as too strident and
macho—a latter day John Connally, whose
tough-guy posturing and punchy one-lin-
ers turned Republicans off rather than on.
And Dole's past propensity to lash oul
when cornered could trip him again.

Precisely because there is so much
congruity among the candidates’ substan-
tive positions, hot-button topies like abor-
tion may prove divisive. Specter, as the
only pro-choice candidate thus far (Wilson
would be the next), hopes for the votes ol
those favoring abortion rights. The other
major candidates describe themselves as
pro-life, but are hedging their positions.
All except Buchanan, for example, have
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ue as well. If so, voters may turn against
Clinton because, as he said in 1992, Amer-
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