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I do not know of psychohistorical studies of the
Presidency as a unique role or status. I speculate
that the extraordinarily high degree of achieved
status has a psychologically beneficial effect on
most Presidents. Some Presidents have been char-
acterized as growing into the job, such as Polk and
Truman. Sometimes the status inspires them to
outstanding performance after their Presidencies,
such as John Quincy Adams and Carter.

Continued on page 76

Atypical People Pursue the
Power of the Presidency

Richard Booth
Black Hawk College

We will soon elect this century's first Presi-
dent and, whenever I think of Presidential politics,
I think of power. Since the President's decisions
affect millions of people, it is useful to consider the
candidates' relationship to power because the effect
of that power devolves from the President's own
core values and personal history, including unre-
solved issues. My central question is, What kind
of person will exercise power over the nation?

This year's two major candidates, Albert
Gore and George W. Bush, are dissimilar person-
alities in many ways, but both share at least three
features: (1) both are men, (2) both are sons of po-
litically successful fathers, and (3) both possess a
clear desire for executive power. As Presidential
candidates they are atypical people, since only a
few seriously pursue this office. What differenti-
ates those who want extraordinary power from the
majority who do not? What motivates them to
want to be set apart from, and perhaps above, the
rest? Is it a sense of entitlement? Is it the grandi-
ose notion that no one else can do what they can
do? Is it, in this particular election, a need to su-
percede paternal accomplishments? Or, might it be
a sincere desire to serve people, emanating from a
psychologically healthy personality?

The depth psychologies provide various
frameworks for examining such questions. For
example, Alfred Adler maintains that when indi-
viduals experience certain inferiorities, a patho-
logical superiority complex may result through
overcompensation. Karen Horney, agreeing, dis-
cusses the neurotic need for power as one manifes-
tation of neurosis. Personal experience tells us that
people who are "power-hungry" may connive until

they achieve their goal, as if only power can vital-
ize them or make them feel important and differ-
ent. Notice that the language employs an oral
metaphor relative to those pursuing extraordinary
power, implying that achieving it will "fill them
up" in some incorporative, survival-related way.

Numerous psychologists suggest that ex-
cessive power pursuits demonstrate a lack of cen-
teredness, that is, an imbalance of needs and drives
within the ego system. This would, of course, be
true if primary incorporation needs were unful-
filled or if oedipal conflicts were being acted out
through power pursuits. These issues and conflicts
can be acted out on the world stage or in personal
relationships. In The Art of Loving, Erich Fromm
says that overpowering another (i.e., pathological
power) is the opposite of love, and this comports
with theologian Paul Tillich's view that controlling
organisms in a manner inconsistent with their na-
ture renders them objects of coercion. If manipula-
tion is used to buttress this goal, a false sense of
strength results. In general, then, we should be
wary of those who need excessive power over oth-
ers. The Taoist sage Lao-tzu many centuries ago
said, "He who loves his body more than dominion
over the empire can be given the custody of the
empire." In other words, he should rule who does
not need to rule. Perhaps Mahatma Gandhi and
Martin Luther King, Jr., are models of Lao-tzu's
wise counsel.

Balancing one's internal reality is difficult
but vital for psychological health. When certain
drives or forces overwhelm the personality, other
dimensions suffer underdevelopment. True strength
derives from seeing clearly and honestly, some-
thing one cannot do when being pulled and pushed
by intractable, unresolved and, perhaps uncon-
scious needs. The internally strong person is a re-
flective self-knower, whose fears and issues have
been largely worked through. An illustrative case
may be Socrates, who, refusing to compromise his
personal, internal truth, moved beyond his fear
and, on principle, drank the hemlock. Real
strength eschews a facsimile of power, since real
strength comes from within the personality struc-
ture. Substituting power for internal strength is
false strength.

Compensating for insufficient internal
strength does not, per se, disallow a powerful per-
son's doing good things, nor am I implying that
healthy people never attain extraordinary positions
of power. Perhaps Richard Nixon, lacking self-
confidence, being deceptive, and manifesting pos-
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sible paranoia at times, exemplifies the former,
while Jimmy Carter, to the best of my knowledge,
exemplifies the latter. Abraham Lincoln, now a
mythical hero, is not as clear a case. Nonetheless,
plagued with unbalancing, depressive episodes and
suicidal ideas, he appears to have transcended
those challenges to keep the Union intact. But,
although good behaviors often suggest a "goodness
of person," we know that what appears to be true
may not be. We must certainly apprehend the pat-
tern of a leader's acts, but we must also explore
what fuels that pattern. Is the apparent goodness of
behavior the natural outgrowth of a fundamentally
healthy personality or is it actually an approval-
seeking dependency or oedipal process unraveling
in a socially beneficial form? To understand this,
one must understand the person.

I consider many pursuers of any type of
excessive power as people working through oedi-
pal and pre-oedipal issues. I think that, for them,
there is still someone to please, someone to feel
above, someone to defeat. Life is a battle in which
there are winners and losers, as in children's
games. Appearing vulnerable or dependent is for-
bidden, although these are shared dimensions of
the human condition. Having once attained power,
retention is vital since its loss constitutes a return
to peerage, where dependency and narcissistic
threats are no longer shrouded by the visage of
power. Losing means not being "good enough" to
win (to be loved?). But, win for whom? Win for
what? One can only hope that, if oedipal or pre-
oedipal issues are unconscious motivators for the
two major candidates, the future President can re-
sist unnecessary conflicts with father-images and
avoid succumbing to the need for excessive ap-
proval by maternal symbols.

Given our brief discussion, are there any
guidelines for selecting the best integrated person
for the Presidency? This is an exacting question,
but the indicators below may provide some general
direction.

First, in everyday life we evaluate others
by observing them -- their facial and verbal reac-
tions, and their behavioral patterns. Watching can-
didates' areas of blockage, tension, and impulsive
reactions is important. How is the head held? Is
there an appearance of arrogance or entitlement?
How does the candidate diminish an opponent?
Does the candidate manifest an easy flow or a pres-
sured force? When under pressure, is the candidate
straightforward without defensiveness or overly
intense and abrasively reactive?

Second, is winning everything? The health-
y candidate's life will be broader than winning an
office. Resorting to pathological manipulation,
distorting the other's record, and creating false im-
pressions through half-truths indicate the candi-
date's lack of internal power. In this case, the loss
of the office suggests an overidentification with the
office that may be tantamount to a loss of the self.

Third, what is and has been the candidate's
typical lifestyle? Assuming that lifestyles of
power-seeking engender self-sustaining strategies
(e.g., ambition, pandering), we may conclude that
what gives meaning to the power seeker's life is, in
fact, not merely the pursuit of power itself, but the
systematic maintenance of those qualities that sus-
tain it. Healthy people use few defenses and those
are typically adaptive rather than destructive.
Moreover, the research shows a strong positive
correlation between the number of defenses em-
ployed and a person's degree of psychological dys-
function.

Fourth, I find it helpful to distinguish be-
tween authority and power. To possess authority
means to author, to invent, to create, so I conceptu-
alize directive authority as a type of creative
"authoring" of policies, programs, and ethical com-
promises. Power means unidirectional force. Will
the candidate likely rule creatively and coopera-
tively or through intimidation? Can he command
respect for who he is rather than fear for punish-
ments he might bestow?

Finally, is the political aspirant oriented
toward using power for unifying rather than divi-
sive ends, even though this may be unpopular?
Without this ability, Tillich argues, power will
likely become coercive.

In conclusion, let us not become unduly
cynical when selecting our President, even though
we may have a sense that chicanery is required for
achieving political goals. Our task is to elect the
candidate who will use political power well. He
will be fundamentally balanced, internally strong,
humbled by serving, and self-reflective. His deci-
sions will reveal his considered values and others'
reasoned input rather than popular opinion or
whim. To better ensure this kind of leader, we
should carefully attend to the candidates' styles,
watch for indicators of centeredness and integrity,
as well as his ability to govern cooperatively and
well. We should also note defensive patterns, arro-
gant and impatient styles, and the intensity of the
desire for power itself. Then, after careful obser-
vation and information-gathering, we can assess
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who might enter the White House with more effi-
cacy than transference issues, and who has the
stronger core of values -- one that, in our best judg-
ment, has been tested against the exigencies of life.

Richard Booth, PhD, is Professor of Psy-
chology at Black Hawk College, Quad-Cities Cam-
pus, Moline, Illinois, and a licensed psy-
chotherapist. He has published numerous articles

in professional journals. He can be reached at
<BoothR@bhcli.bhc.edu>. q

Portrait of George W. Bush
As a "Late Bloomer"

Aubrey Immelman
St. John's University

Speaking with reporters yesterday as
she visited the Austin campaign head-
quarters of her son, George W. Bush,
Barbara Bush said: "George is no dummy ...
maybe he was a tad of a late bloomer."

Washington Post, December 3,1999

It’s a hot simmering day in August, 1989.
The new part-owner of the Texas Rangers is sitting
behind the batting cage watching baseball practice.
The $2,500 black eel-skin boots of the Lone Star
state’s future governor are clearly visible, as is the
emblazoned Texas flag, which seems as vibrant as
“Dubya” himself.

To those who know him best, Presidential
candidate George W. Bush is a likeable, gregarious
personality, charming and congenial. If ever proof
was needed that character endures, Dubya would
be it: college classmates characterize Bush as
“personable,” “outgoing,” and “funny,” while
childhood friends describe “the Bombastic Bush-
kin” in similar terms.

The words commonly used to characterize
Bush capture the essence of what contemporary
personality theorist Theodore Millon calls the
“outgoing personality pattern.” Bush clearly rec-
ognizes his central personal quality, as affirmed in
his own words in a 1994 interview with Tom Fied-
ler of the Miami Herald: “When your name is
George Bush, with the kind of personality I have,
which is a very engaging personality, at least out-
going, in which my job is to sell tickets to baseball
games, you’re a public person.”

Millon notes, however, that few people
exhibit personality patterns in “pure” or prototypal

form. Most personalities represent a blend of two
or more prevailing orientations, and Bush is no
exception. Beyond his trademark gregariousness,
Bush’s college cronies remember him as “mis-
chievous” and a “prankster.” These words evoke
images of Millon’s “dissenting pattern” -- a daunt-
less, adventurous, unruly personality type.

Bush’s colorful life story bears witness to
an indelible outgoing streak, tinged with an unruly,
dauntless element. At age 20, frat boy George was
questioned, arrested, and charged with disorderly
conduct following the disappearance of a wreath
from a New Haven storefront. (The charges were
later dropped.) The errant scion of the Bush clan
had another run-in with the law at Princeton when,
with fellow frolicking Yale fans, he flattened the
goal posts following a football game. This time,
Bush was detained, questioned, and told to leave
town. For a future governor who would later in-
voke education as an election incantation, the bud-
ding young Bush’s college years at Yale were re-
markably rooted in the less cerebral components of
a college education.

Following graduation from Yale and a
Vietnam-era stint in the Texas Air National Guard,
and armed with his natural exuberance, his daddy’s
connections, and an MBA from Harvard Business
School, the 29-year-old Bush returned to Texas in
the summer of 1975, “drawn by the entrepreneurial
spirit of the energy business,” to forge a career for
himself in the risky oil exploration and develop-
ment business. Risky, perhaps, but undaunting for
someone propelled by an adventurous personality
with its love of high-risk challenges, gift of the
gab, and talent for thriving on sheer wits and inge-
nuity.

Throughout his time in the oil business,
Bush, by his own admission, was “drinking and
carousing and fumbling around.” But the “so-
called wild, exotic days” of his youth ended
abruptly just after his 40th birthday in 1986 when
Bush unceremoniously jumped on the wagon,
reigned in his unruliness, and turned his life in a
direction that would ultimately take him to the pin-
nacle of power in politics.

This turning point in the life of George W.
Bush marks a juncture where psychological infer-
ence diverges from direct biographical interpreta-
tion. The conventional wisdom concerning Bush’s
midlife course correction is that Laura Bush’s ex-
hortations played a pivotal role, as did personal
faith and the healing power of heart-to-heart talks
with family friend Billy Graham and other pastoral




