PRESIDENTIAL

Stanley A. Renshon

with a Foreword by Alexander L. George



The Psychological Assessment
of Presidential Candidates






STANLEY A. RENSHON

The Psychological

Assessment of
Presidential

Candidates

New York University Press % New York and London



New York University Press
New York and London

Copyright © 1996 by New York University
The Decision Analysis Seminar material contained in Appendix 3 is

copyrighted © 1996 by Stanley A. Renshon.

All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Renshon, Stanley Allen.

The psychological assessment of presidential candidates / Stanley
A. Renshon.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8147-7469-5 (acid-free paper)

1. Presidential candidates—United States—Psychology. 1. Title
E176.1.R396 1996
353.03'4—dc20 95-41764

CIP

New York University Press books are printed on acid-free paper,
and their binding materials are chosen for strength and durability.
Manufactured in the United States of America

10987654321



For my wife, Judith:
warm, thoughtful, intelligent, sensitive,
and a loving partner through life.






* Contents

PART I

ONE

TWwWO

PART II

THREE

FO UR

FIVE

SIX

PART III

SEVEN

EIGHT

*

Foreword by Alexander L. George ix
Acknowledgments xiif
Prologue 1
Introduction: Frameworks of Analysis 5
The Concept of Psychological Suitability

The Psychological Suitability of Presidents in an

Era of Doubt 25
Assessing the Psychological Suitability of Presidential
Candidates: Ethical and Theoretical Dilemmas 49

Assessing the Psychological Health of
Presidential Candidates

Psychological Health and Presidential Performance: A
Foundation for the Assessment of

Psychological Suitability? 75
Is the Psychological Impairment of Presidents Still

a Relevant Concern? 96
Assessment at a Distance: A Cautionary Case Study

of the 1964 Presidential Campaign 122
Psychological Health in the 1972 Presidential Election:
The Case of Thomas F. Eagleton 146
Character and Presidential Performance:

Theory and Assessment

Toward a Framework for Analyzing Presidential
Performance: Some Observations on a

Theory of Character 179
Toward a Theory of Character and
Presidential Performance 205

vii



viii  Contents

NINE

ELEVEN

PART IV

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

PART V

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

APPENDIX I

APPENDIX 2

APPENDIX 3

Character and Judgment in the 1988 Presidential
Campaign: A Case Study of Gary Hart

Bill Clinton as a Presidential Candidate:

What Did the Public Learn?

William J. Clinton as President: Some Implications
of Character for Presidential Performance

231

255

280

Assessing Psychological Suitability: The Role

of the Press and Presidential Campaigns

The Private Lives of Public Officials: Observations,
Dilemmas, and Guidelines

Election Campaigns as a Tool for Assessing the
Psychological Suitability of Presidential Candidates

Assessing Psychological Suitability:
Some Applications

Asking the Right Questions of Presidential
Candidates: Some Suggestions and Guidelines
Conclusion: The Good Enough President

Some Observations on Method:

Cases, Data, and Analysis

A Model of Character: Dynamics, Development,
and Implications for Presidential Performance
Preparing Political Leaders for Power: A Supplement
to Assessing Psychological Suitability

Notes
Bibliography
Subject Index

Name Index

313

334

359
380

401

409

412

439

479

497
512



* Foreword

by Alexander L. George

he duties, tasks, and responsibilities we have assigned

to the president have grown enormously in magni-
tude and complexity since the depression of the 1930s. The role of the
federal government expanded rapidly, and this trend was accompanied by
the belief that we must look to the president as the “engine of progress,”
the savior of the political system, the fulcrum of the entire governmental
system. Given the emergence of this “heroic” conception of the presi-
dency, it naturally followed that the president should be given additional
resources and powers needed to perform the critical tasks that only he
could be expected to discharge effectively. The White House grew enor-
mously in numbers and activities and, indeed, became a “miniaturization”
of the entire executive branch.

No one who favored the enhancement of the role and powers of the
presidency anticipated the results of this trend. The president’s job has
become so complex and so demanding that it virtually defies accurate
description in comprehensible terms. Any reasonably successful effort to
describe the president’s job, such as Thomas Cronin’s The State of the
Presidency (1975), only serves to raise sober questions regarding the ability
of any incumbent president to perform the job effectively with any degree
of consistency.

Indeed, it has become harder than ever to state confidently what the
qualifications are for the job and who can be expected to perform them
effectively and acceptably. Some years ago experts on the presidency,
having Harry Truman in mind, could quip (somewhat facetiously but
also with a degree of seriousness) that however inadequately prepared or
personally unsuited for the presidency a man might appear to be, the
presidency would bring out the best in him, and the nation would some-
how be adequately served. But this concept of the presidency as a kind of
“reform school” fell into disfavor. After Lyndon B. Johnson, Vietnam,
Richard M. Nixon, and Watergate, a gloomier view of the presidency
took hold which viewed it as a job that seemed to bring out not the best
but the worst in each new incumbent. Until Watergate, Americans were

X
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more interested in doing what was necessary to strengthen the presidency
in order to enhance the performance of any incumbent of the White House
than they were concerned about his accountability.

These two developments—the historical trend towards a much more
complex and demanding set of presidential duties and the dismay generated
by gross abuse and misuse of presidential power—do much to explain the
tendency of the electorate to regard “character” as a major requirement for
the office. “Character” became for many of us the answer to the difficult
question, “What.are the essential qualifications for performing the increas-
ingly complex and difficult responsibilities of the enhanced presidency.”
And “character” seemed the best explanation for misuse and abuse of
presidential power.

Overlooked was the disconcerting fact that the politician’s role in our
political system and the apparent requirements for political advancement
and success may activate in some of those who participate in the political
game darker sides of personality and may reward unsavory skills and behav-
iors. As Willard Gaylin (1973) put it, the nature of politics—as of busi-
ness—may attract sociopathic and paranoid personality types: “The capac-
ity to be ruthless, driving, and immoral, if also combined with intelligence
and imagination, can be a winning combination in politics as well as in
commerce.. . . Sociopathic and paranoid personality traits that are most
dangerous in people of power are precisely those characteristics most suit-
able for the attainment of power in a competitive culture such as ours.”
One need not subscribe fully to Gaylin’s unsettling observation to recog-
nize that it underlines the importance of the character of candidates for
high office.

This book provides an important, much-needed analysis of this central
aspect of American political life. The issue of the character and psychologi-
cal suitability of candidates for the presidency has received increasing atten-
tion and emphasis in presidential campaigns in recent decades. Some ob-
servers would go so far as to say that character has been the dominant issue
in the last few elections. And the issue of character will almost certainly be
central in 1996 and for decades to come.

The author, Stanley Renshon, is highly qualified for the assignment he
undertakes in this book. He traces the historical evolution of the growing
preoccupation with the character issue. Efforts to assess the “psychological
suitability” of candidates for this high office in the past have had a markedly
subjective and political cast. Nowhere was this more flagrantly evident than
in the FACT magazine survey in 1964 in which over 2,000 psychiatrists
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were asked to judge whether Barry Goldwater was “psychologically fit” to
serve as president, which Renshon discusses in chapter 5. Comments
offered by respondents in the FACT survey indicated that there was virtu-
ally no agreement about what qualities would make a leader psychologically
fit or unfit for the office. Moreover, there was disturbing evidence that
quite a few of the evaluations of Goldwater’s fitness were influenced by the
respondent’s own political values and preferences.

Renshon is fully aware that the reasons for subjective and political
judgments of the character and psychological suitability of candidates are
deep-seated and will persist. Yet, he proposes a framework that should help
to discipline and reduce the subjective and political underpinnings of such
assessments. This he attempts by developing a theoretical framework for
the analysis of character, drawing on the best available discussions of this
important component of personality, and linking it with an incisive analysis
of the main requirements for effective performance in the presidency.
Renshon argues persuasively that three aspects of character— “ambition,”
“integrity,” and ‘“relatedness”—stand out in influencing the caliber of
one’s performance in the presidency. He addresses three questions: how to
define “character,” how to identify it in leaders, and how to evaluate its
impact. Renshon’s discussion of character and personality are psychologi-
cally informed without being tied to any particular psychoanalytic school;
his theory of character is accessible to the general reader, focusing as it does
on observable behavior. Moreover, he recognizes that much more than
character affects performance of presidential duties.

Renshon here formulates a theory of presidential performance that
focuses on two basic tasks any incumbent of that office will face: leadership
and decision making. In his discussion of decision making Renshon quite
rightly emphasizes the importance of the quality of judgment exercised by
an incumbent as opposed to the nature of the procedures followed and the
technical “rationality” of the decisions taken. As for the task of presidential
leadership, about which so much has been said, Renshon emphasizes that
leadership should manifest itself in performing three tasks: “mobilization,”
“orchestration,” and “consolidation.” Linking character and presidential
performance, he points out that each of these leadership tasks requires
different skills and that each engages the three components of character
differently. Finally, Renshon illustrates the importance of the interplay
between character and performance in incisive commentaries on several
presidents and candidates for the presidency.

More and more newsprint and media attention are directed at presiden-
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tial candidates and elections with every passing campaign. And yet we
continue to muddle forward, fumbling with the issue of character and
presidential psychology. With this important book, we no longer need to
reinvent the wheel every four years.
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Prologue

\ x 7 e are accustomed to thinking of the use of depth

psychology to assess presidential candidates as a

recent development in our public life. In fact, the first public application of

psychoanalytic theory to the assessment of an American presidential candi-

date was undertaken in the United States over eighty years ago by Morton

Prince, M.D., a follower of Sigmund Freud. In 1912 he wrote an article

that appeared in the Sunday magazine section of the New York Times, titled,

“Roosevelt as Analyzed by the New Psychology.” The article immediately
created a controversy that directly reached Freud in Vienna.

From the standpoint of contemporary concerns with the psychological
suitability of presidential candidates, the article was decidedly circumscribed
in perspective and concern. The thrust of the article was to analyze former
president Theodore Roosevelt’s failure to support his party’s nominee
William Howard Taft in spite of Roosevelt’s repeatedly stated intention
not to run for a third term as an independent candidate, which he eventu-
ally did. Prince wished to show how the “new psychology” could make
sense of apparently contradictory statements and behaviors on Roosevelt’s
part concerning his intentions.

Prince (1912, 1) begins by stating that “Roosevelt might as well be
introduced into a textbook of the new psychology to illustrate its princi-
ples.” These principles, of course, are the cornerstones of psychoanalytic
theory (for example, conflicting wishes, the use of repression, and the role
of ambivalence). The thrust of Prince’s analysis is that Roosevelt had
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ambivalent feelings about his renunciation of any intention to run again for
the presidency. The wish to become a candidate for a third term was
therefore repressed but came into public view in the form of inappropri-
ately strong feelings about relatively minor matters and other verbal and
behavioral “slips.” For example, a story appeared in the newspapers in
early June which reported that Roosevelt would support Taft. Roosevelt
heatedly denounced this report as a “deliberate invention,” in spite of the
fact that he was repeatedly proclaiming his noncandidacy. From this and
similar public events, Prince surmises that Roosevelt had a preconscious
(not unconscious) wish to be president again, which conflicted with his
friendship with Taft (it was Roosevelt, Prince notes, who had helped get
Taft the nomination and the political custom of two-term presidencies.

Prince did not accuse the former president of duplicity. Indeed, in
answer to the question of whether Roosevelt deceived the public with his
frequent statements of not wishing to be a candidate, Prince noted (1912,
2) that “psychology is more charitable than history and we can, from this
point of view, acquit Mr. Roosevelt of intended duplicity at that time.”
One cannot be responsible for the wish one has no knowledge of, an
interesting problem for the democratic theory of leadership accountability.

By the standards of contemporary concerns with character, Prince’s
analysis was quite tame, although it generated strong reactions at the time.
Prince merely stated that Roosevelt had conflicting feelings about a politi-
cal decision, which he could resolve only over time (as evidenced by his at
first vague, then active stance toward the nomination). There was no
suggestion of abnormality. The thrust of the article is that Roosevelt’s
behavior illustrated principles of psychological functioning seen universally.
Nor was there any suggestion that Roosevelt was unable or unfit to govern
because of his unresolved conflicts toward seeking the presidency, which
were, after all, resolved by his candidacy.

There was also no indication that (or in what ways) either Roosevelt or
the public would have been better served if he were more in touch with
his feelings earlier, although such a case could surely have been made.
Prince suggests that Roosevelt’s support of moves by groups opposed to
Taft arose from his own as yet unknown desire also to become a candidate,
or in other terms, that “the subconscious wish in its new form was uncon-
sciously determining his thoughts to encourage these policies” (1912, 2).
Prince argued only that Roosevelt was not aware of his motives, not that
they were pathological or even inappropriate. Indeed, neither word appears
in the article.
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While psychoanalytic theory was, from the outset, applied outside of
psychotherapeutic consultations, and while Freud seemed willing and, on
occasion, eager to apply his theory in nontherapeutic settings,' he was at
first uneasy about applying psychoanalytic theory to the evaluation of
political leadership. His response to the first attempt by one of his followers
to do so was sharp and critical. His criticisms, however, may have owed as
much to the particular circumstances of the fledgling movement at that
period as to concerns of ethics and privacy. Moreover, Freud appears to
have changed his position later in his career.

On April 21, 1912, Freud wrote Carl Jung a letter (McGuire 1978, 500),
enclosing a copy of the Prince article, and noted:

I want to bring up a matter that may warrant your intervention. As you can see from
the enclosure, Morton Prince has made use of psi for a personal attack on Roosevelt,
which seems to be creating quite a stir over there. In my opinion such a thing is
absolutely inadmissible, an infringement on privacy, which to be sure is not greatly
respected in America.

Freud invited Jung to comment on this development (presumably reflecting
Freud’s perspective) during Jung’s forthcoming trip to the United States,
which the latter promised to do (McGuire 1978, s5o1), calling Prince a
“mudslinger.” Another member of Freud’s inner circle, Ernst Jones, wrote
a brief attack on Prince’s article which appeared in Zentralbatt that same
year. After reading a draft of Jones’s piece, Freud wrote to Jung (McGuire
1978, 507), “I would like to append the blame that is not expressed by
Jones,” so the published version of the article contained the following
footnote (McGuire 1978, s08n. 3): “We should like to emphasize that we
do not at all favor the tendency to exploit psychoanalysis for the invasion
of privacy— The Editors.”

Freud’s strong reaction is somewhat puzzling when considered solely on
the basis of the article’s content. There was, after all, no suggestion of
abnormality in Prince’s article, no psychoanalytic reconstruction of early
history of development, and no real treatment of the “deeper” (and then
more controversial) aspects of the unconscious, such as orality, sadism, and
the like. All that was suggested by Prince was that Roosevelt had precon-
scious thoughts of which he was not fully aware, and that the mechanism
of repression had been used to a limited degree. Perhaps it was the latter,
with its early association with “neurosis,” that was a source of difficulty.
The invasion-of-privacy argument, while certainly a reasonable concern, is
hard to justify in these limited circumstances. The criticism is also some-
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what odd, given that by 1905, Freud had published his case study of Dora,
a young woman who was alive at the time.

Another possible argument is that persons have some inherent right not
to have their motives analyzed publicly without their explicit consent. This
was not an argument that Freud made. Had he done so, it would have
been somewhat paradoxical, since just seven years before he had publicly
advocated (1906) that judges undertake systematic familiarization with psy-
choanalytic theory because it could aid them in distinguishing truth from
deception and thus help them to determine guilt or innocence. Freud’s
proposal to render public verdicts based on such psychological understand-
ing is hardly consistent with another’s right not to be subjected to this
analysis.

A more plausible possibility for Freud’s response to this analysis is that at
this time Freud was very much concerned with professional and public
acceptance of his work and did not welcome the unnecessary and adverse
publicity that came with novel applications of an as yet controversial
theory. Prince (1912, 1) certainly did not help matters by publicly challeng-
ing Roosevelt “to submit himself to what is technically called a psychoanal-
ysis” if he denied the truth of Prince’s analysis.

Freud appears to have moved closer to accepting the propriety of such
analyses later in his career. In his introduction to his controversial study
with William Bullitt of Woodrow Wilson, Freud disclaims any intention
to do more than provide a psychological analysis of the former president,
yet he concludes his introduction by noting, “We cannot however deny
that, in this case as in all cases, a more intimate knowledge of the man may
lead to a more exact estimate of his achievements” (Freud and Bullitt 1966,
xix). If psychoanalysis was not yet to be placed in the service of the
contemporary assessment of psychological suitability, it could at least pro-
vide perspective.

The questions of whether it is legitimate undertake this task, whether it
is possible to accomplish it, and (if it is) how it might be done are the
subjects of this analysis.



Introduction: Frameworks of Analysis

Debate on public issues and candidates’ stands on
them have traditionally represented the bulk of
knowledge sought about presidential candidates. In recent decades, how-
ever, an important change has taken place. Presidential elections increas-
ingly revolve around issues of character and leadership. Rather than ask
candidates where they stand, the public now wants to know who they are.
Rather than depend on what a candidate promises to accomplish, the
public wants to know why he wishes to do it.!

These questions reflect increasing public awareness that the character,
judgment, and leadership qualities of its leaders count. The public senses
that integrity, vision, judgment, and skill are important measures by which
to judge candidates and presidents. The issue that concerns us here is on
what basis these judgments might reasonably be made.

Two decades ago, issues of character and leadership were raised indi-
rectly and supplemented policy debate. More recently, many have worried
that concerns about leadership and especially the character of presidential
candidates seem to have eclipsed policy debate. Voters have been ambiva-
lent about these developments.

Wattenberg (1991, 12) notes that “candidate-centered politics may dom-
inate the process today, but candidates have become less and less popular in
recent elections.” He characterizes this as “one of the great ironies of the
candidate-centered age” (1991, 159). The 1992 presidential election pro-
vided no exception. Pomper (1993, 143—44) notes that voters “cast troubled



Introduction

ballots, evidencing only limited approval for the candidates as individuals.
For most of the campaign, voters’ evaluations were unfavorable to the
candidates.”

While many voters expressed the view during the 1992 presidential
campaign that they were tired of character attacks, they continued to be
influenced by them. Ladd (1993, 17) notes that a CBS/New York Times poll
taken in mid-October found that §7 percent of independents and 32
percent of Democrats felt that Bill Clinton could not be trusted to deal with
the problems a president might face. Voters in 1992 selected a president in
spite of their personal misgivings about the candidates, not because they
didn’t have them. And while the voters ultimately did give one presidential
candidate a plurality, the undercurrent of public discontent and uneasy
feelings about its choice may have more implications for the president’s
ability to govern than they did on his election.

The growing use of character attacks by presidential candidates against
one another has complicated these issues. Character attacks have become
part of candidates’ political strategy, a highly charged and often distorted
substitute for real character analysis. The public, in turn, has increasingly
turned against these attacks, as it seemed to do in the 1992 presidential
campaign, even as it uses such information to inform its voting.

The attempt to address explicitly issues of character and leadership before
electing a presidential candidate to office represents a dramatic change in
the calculus of public evaluation. American political culture reflects a deep
ambivalence regarding the exercise of executive and especially presidential
power that dates back to the framing of the Constitution; delegates to the
convention, in the process of breaking away from oppressive executive
power in the form of the king, fiercely debated just how much power to
give to the new institution of the president (Schlesinger 1973, chaps. 1, 2;
Thach 1969, 55—104).

The dilemma then, as now, was clear. On the one hand, a president
needed sufficient power for effective governing. On the other hand, too
much unrestrained power might lead to the very excesses that had fueled
the American Revolution. That same ambivalence fuels contemporary
debates as well. Scholars worried initially that the presidency was too
powerful (Schlesinger 1973), then that it was not powerful enough to
accomplish all its public purposes (Lowi 1984), and most recently that it is
inherently too powerful an institution (Mansfield 1989).

The historical circumstances that framed the development of the Ameri-
can constitutional republic resulted in a focus on limiting power and
checking authority. The ability to “throw the rascals out” remains a funda-
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mental element of American constitutional and political culture (Miller and
Wattenberg 1985). It has worked, to a point. The problem, however, is
that it requires that flawed character and leadership make their results
known before something can be done about them. Moreover, it deprives
the public of a needed debate, when executive power is being ceded, about
who will be exercising such power and how a president is likely to do so.?

In spite of its misgivings, the public does evaluate presidential candidates
and presidents themselves on character and leadership grounds. Presidential
candidates are evaluated on the basis of their perceived integrity, reliability,
competence, charisma, and appearance. This much is obvious from the
vicissitudes of presidential campaigns and incumbency over the past two
decades and the research that has examined it (Wattenberg 1991; Miller,
Wattenberg, and Malanchuk 1986; Lodge and McGraw 1994).

Still, it is a curious feature of contemporary politics that while the norm
of presidential assessment on issues of character and leadership is now firmly
established, the criteria by which candidates should be judged clearly are
not. What, for example, is the nature of character, and exactly how is it
related to psychological functioning in general and presidential performance
in particular? What are the most important characterological and skill
prerequisites for the presidency, and how specifically are these related to
the problems and tasks of governing in a democratic context? Which skills
can be developed, and which must be present before entry into public
office? How well do election campaigns enlighten the public on these
important issues, which have come to be considered under the rubric of
character issues?

Why Are Character and Leadership Issues Important in
Presidential Campaigns?

There are at least two fundamental and related reasons why a focus on the
psychology of presidential candidates is an important aspect of the presiden-
tial campaign process. First, many of the most important aspects of presi-
dential performance rely on the personal characteristics and skills of the
president. At its center, the powers of the presidency are set into motion
(or not) by its occupant. It is his views, his goals, his bargaining skills (or
lack thereof), his judgments, his choices of response to arising circumstance
that set the levers of administrative, constitutional, and institutional struc-
tures into motion. Given this reality, it would seem a substantial and serious
omission to neglect these elements in appraising presidential candidates.
Even Pious (1979), a scholar not particularly sympathetic to the role of
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presidential psychology, ultimately acknowledges its importance. He argues
that “the key to understanding presidential power is to concentrate on the
constitutional authority that the president asserts unilaterally.” He goes on
to note, “The President’s use of his constitutional prerogatives, as he defines
them ... may profoundly alter the contours of the presidential office”
(1979, 16; emphasis mine). Elsewhere he argues that “the fundamental and
irreducible core of presidential power rests not on influence, persuasion,
public opinion, elections, or party, but rather on the successful assertion of
constitutional authority to resolve crises and significant domestic issues”
(1979, 17; emphasis mine).

This formulation leaves many important questions unanswered. First, it
assumes that constitutional authority necessarily results in successful leader-
ship. The president may clearly have the constitutional authority to propose
policy, but this by itself is no guarantee whatsoever of success. Many
constitutionally based initiatives by presidents have failed to become en-
acted into law. If we cannot attribute this variability to the president’s
legitimate constitutional authority, we are surely forced to look elsewhere.

The phrase “successful assertion of constitutional authority” merely begs
the question of why this and not other exercises of constitutional authority
resulted in accomplished policy. Another question left unresolved by this
formulation is why some presidents choose to assert whatever constitutional
claims they do, and others don’t. The answer to this question cannot be
derived from the body of constitutional authority. Pious (1979, 14) admits,
“The presidency may be an instrument of representative democracy, be-
nevolent autocracy, or malevolent Caesarism—depending on the interplay
of constitutional interpretation, institutional competition, and personality
and leadership qualities of the incumbent” (emphasis mine).

The second basic reason why examining character and leadership is
important originates in the fact that unanticipated new circumstances arise
for any president. Candidates’ policy positions focus on those issues im-
portant to the public, those with which other candidates might gain advan-
tage, and those the particular candidate views as important. However,
important, even crucial matters of presidential policy are made in response
to circumstances that arise unexpectedly and that are unlikely to have been
debated during a campaign. No one asked the candidates during the 1988
presidential campaign how they would react to an invasion of Kuwait by
Iraq, and no one asked the candidates during the 1992 presidential cam-
paign how they would react to North Korea’s refusal to allow UN inspec-
tion of facilities and reports that it had developed several atomic bombs.
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My point is not to complain about a lack of prescience but to underscore
that so much of what a president faces in office cannot be fully anticipated
in campaign discussions of his policy values.

The Politics of Character Issues

Character issues lie at the intersection of psychological and political theory,
on the one hand, and partisan politics, on the other. Character has become
a political issue that must be addressed by candidates for public office at all
levels of politics.

In many cases, candidates are being called upon by citizens to explain
publicly what had (in the past) been considered private, often because of
charges made by their opponents. Direct questions about whether they
have committed adultery, had psychological counseling of any type, or
even, as in the case of the 1990 election, raised their children in conformity
with their religious beliefs® have become routine. In fact, the line between
the public and private lives of our political leaders has blurred dramatically
in the past decade.

At a distance and in a short time, it is generally difficult to obtain the
kind of information that would go into making adequate judgments on
character issues. We get to know character best by paying attention to a
myriad of details about a person’s behavior in relationships of many kinds
(with family, friends, associates, strangers, and even cultural commodities
such as money) and having some knowledge of the psychological history
and reasons for what we observe. There are, moreover, strong forces at
work to limit what will be revealed during a campaign. Presidential candi-
dates ultimately run to be elected, not to be intimately known.* Aware that
character is an issue, campaigns have responded by investing enormous
resources in shaping candidates’ personas and attempting to portray the
result as “character.”®> One ironic result is that the most intense and
generally accurate assessment of a candidate’s character and identity is being
made by those with the least direct interest in a full public disclosure.

However, it is also true that as character has become a political issue as
well as a potential asset, the focus of public and media attention has
produced increasingly useful information. This information comes from
several sources. Among them are candidate’s opponents, who may raise
character issues in the hope of obtaining political advantage; news organiza-
tions (especially those with investigative capabilities); former associates of
the candidate; political scientists and psychologists who study candidates
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and leadership; and the candidate or leader’s own response to situations or
direct questions.

Not all of this information is of equal value. A candidate’s opponents are
not the most reliable sources of unbiased judgments; yet their observations
may still have merit. Also, the news media have become an important
source of information about candidates’ characters; yet here, too, the qual-
ity and relevance vary. Finally, psychologically minded and sometimes
trained political observers have also added their perspective to public exam-
ination of character issues, but their observations are not without theoretical
difficulties.

The overall result of these contributions to public information is a
substantial increase in the amount of data on which to make character
judgments. The information is likely to increase in response to growing
public appreciation of its importance. The only thing that seems to be
lacking sometimes is a way to make sense of it.

Some judgments are easy to make. A congressman who peddles his influ-
ence or his vote in return for campaign contributions, a president who back-
dates a bill of sale to gain tax preferences, or a candidate who lies about his
previous political experience or education raises issues of suitability on char-
acter grounds. But other areas are not so easy. Does the fact that a forty-five-
year-old presidential candidate admits to having smoked marijuana over
twenty years ago disqualify him for office and, if so, on what grounds? Does
a past extramarital affair represent grounds for disqualification? What about
having attempted to evade the draft during an unpopular war?

What are we to make of a public display of feelings? Why, for example,
when Edmund Muskie “choked up” while delivering a speech in 1972
against a man who printed scurrilous things about his wife, were his
“strength” and “stability” questioned? Yet when President Ronald R eagan
openly cried at the funeral service for soldiers killed in an airplane crash, no
one raised a question.

Posing these questions suggests that obtaining relevant information may
not be the only or even the most difficult problem. Once information is
obtained, there must be some framework of understanding to help make
sense of it. Theory, of course, is the solution.

Character and Presidential Performance: Toward an
Understanding of Psychological Suitability

The term presidential character is frequently used in discussions touching on
these questions. However, the term presupposes an acceptable theory of
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character, of presidential performance, and of the relationship between
them. Yet at this stage a psychologically grounded theory of presidential
performance linked to a theory (or theories) of presidential psychology is
far from developed.

A useful theoretical framework for the character issue in politics requires
three specific theoretical developments. First, it requires a theory of ordinary
character functioning. Obviously, if character functioning is important for
presidential performance, it requires us to have an understanding, if not a
theory, about the nature and functioning of character.® Such a theory and
understanding of character must go beyond cataloging character flaws.

Second, an understanding of the role of character functioning in relation
to presidential performance requires a theory of the latter as well as the
former. Only then will we be in a position to develop the third set of
theoretically needed linkages, an appreciation of how and under what
circumstances the two fit together. These are difficult requirements but
necessary if political character analysis is to move beyond reactions to single
incidents and ad hoc responses to discrete information bits.

The literature on presidential and political leadership provides many rich
insights.” However, it is not clear that leadership theory alone will provide
an available framework for the analysis of presidential performance. In this
work I argue that it is a mistake to assume that presidential leadership is
synonymous with presidential performance.

Trait theories of political leadership have been helpful in developing
linkages between specific personality characteristics (for example, the trait
of achievement motivation) and other single variables relevant to perfor-
mance, such as ambition. But it is a long causal way from an individual trait
of presidential personality to a specific performance outcome. Moreover,
unitary trait theories present only a partial view of presidential performance.
They falter in helping to explain a range of presidential performance
factors and do not individually foster the development of an integrated
psychological theory of presidential performance.

More clinically based theories of character psychology might form the
basis of a more comprehensive psychological model of presidential perfor-
mance. However, the theory of character has developed slowly in the
decades after Freud. Contemporary clinical interest in borderline and nar-
cissistic character types has expanded our understanding of character types,
but paradoxically, it has not resulted in a more sophisticated understanding
of the basic nature of character itself. Moreover, these newer theories of
character types are not easily transposed to general theories of political
leadership, much less candidate evaluations.

II
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In this book I provide a basis for developing a psychologically grounded
theory of character and its relation to presidential performance. In doing so I
develop and put forward a general theory of character and of the chief
requirements of presidential performance. The degree of fit between the
two I conceptualize in terms of psychological suitability.

The term psychological suitability reflects a theoretical concern with both
psychological and political performance. It is a term with roots in clinical
and other psychological theories, on the one hand, and the theories and
analyses of political psychology and political leadership, on the other.
Psychologically, the term reflects two areas of focus. One is a focus on an
individual’s temperament and the degree of consolidation (for example,
basic intactness and efficacy) of the intrapsychic structures that underlie his
psychological functioning. This dimension of the term has traditionally
been examined under the rubric of psychological or “mental health.”®

The other psychological dimension concerns the nature, development,
and integration of character elements. It encompasses the role of character’s
functioning in the larger personality system and in the area of presidential
performance. By anchoring the term in both psychological and political
performance, I hope to avoid, or at least substantially reduce, the degree of
subjectivity that often accompanies such analyses.

The basic logic of this approach is straightforward. The role of president
is a variable, not a given (Cronin 1975). The presidential role is, as Neustadt
(1990) notes, an invitation to engage its powers and opportunities; it is not
inevitable that a president will do so or engage those powers in a productive
way.

There are many ways to conceptualize presidential role performance. I
suggest that the role of president requires each person who occupies it to
do two basic things. He may do them more or less effectively or with
better or worse results, but there is no escaping their being done or the
consequences for not doing them well. These two things are making good
policy and political decisions and pursuing and realizing policy purposes.

I examine the former in terms of the quality of presidential judgment and
the latter in terms of the quality of political leadership. 1 conceptualize
judgment as the quality of analysis, reflection, and, ultimately, insight that
informs the making of politically consequential decisions. I examine politi-
cal leadership in terms of a conceptual model consisting of three major
tasks: mobilization, orchestration, and consolidation. Mobilization refers to
the president’s ability to arouse public support. Orchestration refers to a
president’s ability to coordinate and bring together the various institutional
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and support elements to achieve his purposes. Consolidation refers to the
president’s ability to develop enduring policy structures and translate his
ability to mobilize and orchestrate into those structures.

Of the two major presidential tasks, I emphasize judgment because, in
my view, high-quality judgment is frequently (but not always) a necessary
(but not sufficient) precondition for successful political leadership. Success-
ful political leadership over the long haul without good judgment is likely
to be an oxymoron. Public arousal, especially over the short term, has
become a standard (Kernell 1986) but somewhat problematic (Tulis 1987)
tool of presidential leadership. However, in the absence of a well-thought-
through policy that is connected in a meaningful way to public understand-
ing and concerns, presidential leadership is likely to falter.

The major purpose of setting out this framework is to provide a psycho-
logically grounded set of linkages between character and these two ele-
ments of presidential performance. In chapter 7, I put forward a theory of
character that explicates three basic psychological elements. I do so as the
basis of developing its linkages to other levels of personality functioning
and to areas of presidential psychology and performance.

The concept of character is basic to my analysis of presidential perfor-
mance and psychological suitability. I distinguish between character and
personality and focus on the former. As I conceptualize character, it is the
foundation of personality but not synonymous with it. If character is
the foundation of individual psychology, personality is its superstructure.
Personality refers to the fotal psychological organization of the individual
and includes such elements as style, individual traits, and beliefs.

Many important elements of personality can be traced to their character-
ological origins. However, personality characteristics are rarely a simple
reflection of character. The reason is that both character and personality
develop to some degree in response to maturation, learning, and experi-
ence.

The term character refers to a set of basic psychological building blocks of
intrapsychic and interpersonal functioning that, over time, become inte-
grated into a package. I conceptualize character, building primarily but not
exclusively on the theories of Freud, Kohut, and Erikson, in terms of three
basic elements of psychological functioning: the domains of ambition,
integrity, and relatedness. I trace the origin and development of these
three character elements and argue that they represent the foundation of
individual psychological functioning and behavior. It is therefore not sur-
prising that they would be involved in presidential performance. A major
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theoretical task before us is to begin to specify in what ways they are
involved.

Character, as I conceptualize it, is a vertical as well as a horizontal
psychological concept. That is, the effects of character are evident through-
out an individual’s psychological functioning. Character is found not only
in the deepest recesses of an individual’s psyche but in the everyday world
of accessible and observable behavior. An individual’s sense of what he
stands for and his capacity sustain his fidelity to it (the domain of integrity),
the level and means by which he pursues his life purposes (the domain of
ambition), and how the individual organizes his interpersonal relationships
(the domain of relatedness) are often manifestly evident, even to untrained
observers.

What the trained observer can often do, aided by knowledge of the
range of ways these elements can manifest themselves, is place these obser-
vation “facts” into a framework of meaning that allows us to draw theoreti-
cal implications. For this reason, there is no need to depend on “deep”
psychological data available only (if at all) through prolonged analysis or the
intuitive sense of the analyst. The effects of the character elements I
describe and analyze are accessible to public scrutiny.

In this book I develop a psychologically grounded theory of character
and presidential performance. However, I do not rely solely on psychoana-
lytic theory. Understanding the two pillars of presidential performance—
decision judgment and political leadership—requires more than a psycho-
analytically informed theory of character.

Presidential judgment is a complex combination of character, the way
in which problems are framed, information processing, and experience.
The three elements of political leadership (mobilization, orchestration, and
consolidation) require interpersonal and conceptual skills. They also require
determination (a character element) and vision (an intuitive/cognitive ele-
ment). [ will spell out the linkages between ambition, relatedness, and
integrity (the elements of character), on the one hand, and mobilization,
orchestration, and consolidation (the elements of political leadership), on
the other, in chapter 8.

It seems clear that a psychologically grounded theory of character and
presidential performance will have to make use of a variety of psychological
and political theories, not just one. The analysis presented herein therefore
draws on the field of political psychology and on several of its disciplines
and theoretical frames. I draw on the literatures of political leadership, the
presidency, psychoanalytic theory, and cognitive/social psychology. It is
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only through the theoretically focused integration of these various frames
that progress on the questions that motivate this analysis can be made.

I also emphasize that in attempting to develop a psychologically
grounded theory of character and presidential performance, I do not assume
that the latter is reducible to the former or that psychological factors are
determinative. Character and psychology do shape presidential performance
(Barber 1992a, 4).” However, they are mediated through a number of
important filters, including the president’s beliefs, his political and personal
skills, and the political calculus of the circumstances he must confront.

Presidential performance is always shaped by circumstances. Circum-
stances not only help to maintain and shape behavior but also provide a con-
text by which the analyst may better understand a candidate or president’s
behavior. The president does not operate in an intrapsychic vacuum. The
examination of circumnstances therefore is an important part of my analysis.

Most presidents try to shape or respond selectively to circumstances in
order to accomplish their purposes. The attempt to do so ordinarily presents
the president, as it would any person, with a range of possible ways to act.
By examining the range of choices available to the president and those he
selects both within and across circumstances, one can begin to discern the
underlying patterns of psychology that shape his behavior.

Still, I focus on character and presidential psychology in relation to the
two tasks of presidential performance out of the conviction that presidential
character and psychology and their relationship to presidential performance
would benefit from a sustained theoretical focus. And so I begin this
analysis with the working hypothesis that character and psychological func-
tioning are important in shaping presidential performance, including the
president’s selection of responses to circumstances.

This is, in reality, somewhat of a minimalist hypothesis. The purpose of a
psychologically informed focus is not to prove that character or presidential
psychology explains everything. It will rarely do that in any event. Rather,
the challenge of such an analytical focus is to specify what psychological
aspects of functioning affect which aspects of presidential performance and,
further, to clarify the circumstances under which they do so.!°

The Psychological Context of Presidential Performance

This book focuses on the psychology of presidential candidates and its
relationship to their performance as president. In the calculus of public
choice, however, selections are always a joint function of the candidates’
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strengths and weaknesses, on the one hand, and what the public perceives
it needs and wants, on the other. While my focus is on the former, the
latter cannot be ignored.

Context has a historical component. The issue of psychological suitabil-
ity has arisen not by accident but because of a set of reasons that themselves
deserve attention and explanation. Why has character become such an
important issue? What factors help us to account for it? These questions
regarding the historical development of our present circumstances are im-
portant enough to merit the full attention of chapter 2.

Context also has a psychological dimension. Elsewhere (Renshon 1995)
I have written of the psychological context in which presidential candidates
are selected and judged. I have suggested that each president is selected in
part because he is perceived as the best person to address and resolve what
I have termed the basic public dilemma. 1 define the basic public dilemma as
a fundamental, unresolved question concerning public psychology that
faces the president on taking office.' It is not a specific question about
public policy but rather the public’s psychological connection to its institu-
tions, leaders, and political process. This unresolved public concern under-
lies and frames more specific policy debates.

One such dilemma among modern presidents was Franklin D. Roose-
velt’s confrontation with whether and how the government would respond
to potentially major national economic and social dislocations in 1932. For
Lyndon Johnson in 1964, the question was whether and how the govern-
ment should be the implementer of major programs designed to further
civil rights and economic opportunities for disadvantaged and politically
marginal groups. For Gerald Ford (after Richard Nixon) and for Jimmy
Carter (after Johnson, Nixon, and Ford), the basic public dilemma was
whether a president could accomplish his policy purposes honestly as well
as competently. For Ronald Reagan in 1984, the question revolved around
the restoration of public faith in the office of the president after the flawed
presidencies of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon and, as the public
perceived them, the well-intentioned but ineffectual presidencies of Gerald
Ford and Jimmy Carter. For Bill Clinton, the basic public dilemma is that
of public trust in public policy. At its base, this dilemma reflects a funda-
mental public question about whether government policies, even those that
are constructive in intent, can be fair in formulation and successful in result.

Some presidents appreciate the nature of this basic public dilemma and
respond successfully, as did Franklin Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan. Others
realize the dilemma but lack the skills to respond successfully, as was the
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case with Jimmy Carter. Still others, like Lyndon Johnson, appreciate the
major question but become distracted by other issues and wind up being
unsuccessful. I discuss this issue in the context of candidates’ judgment and
leadership in chapter 8.

Some Issues regarding Assessment of
Psychological Suitability

Questions of what can be learned about presidential candidates and how
can we learn it are central to my analysis. However, the issues raised by a
conceptual and theoretical focus on psychological suitability are complex.
They are also likely to be controversial. Is the concept of psychological
suitability inherently normative? Can some systematic theoretical basis for
it be developed that would guide our observations? To what psychological
elements and political skills does the term psychological suitability refer? What
evidence is there that these elements and skills are important, and in what
context and ways can they be assessed?

Assessing psychological suitability in the context of presidential cam-
paigns raises additional theoretical and practical difficulties. Presidential
candidates and their advisers have a vested interest in showing themselves
as they would like to be seen, not necessarily as they are. The psychologi-
cally minded observer must find a set of theoretical levers and methods that
allow the penetration of the candidate’s campaign persona to gain a clearer
understanding of the person behind it.

In doing so, an analyst must be careful. A candidate’s campaign persona
may not be a fully representative or accurate portrayal of the candidate, but
that does not mean that is patently false. The analyzing observer must try
to develop the theoretical means to distinguish the real from the contrived.

The analysis of psychological suitability within the context of presiden-
tial campaigns is particularly subject to the dangers of subjective and biased
evaluations by the analyst. Does the analyst favor one political party’s
approach to government over another’s? Does he or she dislike certain
character elements and favor others? Does the analyst assume that all
politicians are liars or, alternatively, that leaders should be saviors?

Finally, there are also two sets of questions that arise in connection
with the application of these theories to presidential campaigns, even if a
theoretical and observational basis for proceeding with them can be found.
One set is ethical, the other practical. Can a reasonable ethical justification
for conducting such analyses be developed? Are there any limits to such
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inquiries? With regard to the practical concerns, not everyone believes that
presidents, regardless of their character, judgment, or leadership skills, make
much of a difference. In the view of some, social, economic, political, and
psychological forces constrain and shape any presidency.

The analysis presented here does not necessarily reject this view out of
hand. Presidents are constrained by forces they struggle to shape but cannot
necessarily control. However, I argue that the importance of character,
judgment, and leadership for presidential performance does not rest on an
acceptance of any “great man” theory of presidential impact. A president
does not have to change history for his presidency to have consequences.
The presidency has become a highly developed and institutionalized ful-
crum of governmental activity. It is the combination of citizen expecta-
tions, vast resources, and sophisticated governmental procedures and their
command by the president that has institutionalized pervasive presidential
impact, not the “greatness” of the men who have occupied the position.

The Psychological Assessment of Presidential Candidates:
Focus and Limits

The title of this book reflects its focus. It is an analysis of efforts to
psychologically assess presidential candidates during election campaigns. Its
focus is not, therefore, the psychological analysis of presidents in office.

However, there is an obvious expectation of some relationship between
the characteristics that are deemed important to assess and performance in
office. If not, why ask these questions? Similarly, at a more theoretical level,
the dual concept of psychological suitability and presidential performance
obviously reflects a linkage between the two areas.

The purpose of this analysis is to develop further the theoretical linkages
between character and psychological functioning, on the one hand, and
presidential performance, on the other. This being the case, this analysis
will necessarily draw on materials about presidents to examine further the
relationships between campaign assessments of character, judgment, politi-
cal leadership, and presidential performance. Clearly, if we do not develop
a theory of what presidents must actually do, there is no good way to judge
the effectiveness, or lack thereof, of campaign assessments in these areas. So
while this study will not focus on the psychology of presidents in office, it
will examine the relevance of the psychological understandings that are
sought regarding candidates with presidential performance strongly in
mind.
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The Organization of the Analysis

I divide the analysis into five sections that cover the following areas: the
concept of psychological suitability, assessing the psychological health of
presidential candidates, character and presidential performance, the role of
the press and of presidential campaigns, and implications. The sections on
psychological health (Part 2) and character (Part 3) contain two cases apiece,
the rationale for which is discussed in detail (along with notes on data
sources and analysis) in Appendix 1.

In the first part I lay out the basic nature of the problem of psychological
suitability, how and why it developed. Chapter 1 traces the evolution of the
public’s concern with character and leadership issues and suggests six rea-
sons that these concerns have taken root. Chapter 2 examines some of the
conceptual, theoretical, political, ethical, and practical dilemmas that arise
in the attempt to assess psychological suitability.

In the second part I examine psychological suitability from the perspec-
tive of traditional concerns with the “mental health of presidents.” Recent
concerns with character issues have tended to obscure the continuing
importance of this problem. Chapter 3 examines the meaning of the term
psychological health and whether it is a myth, as some have argued. Chapter
4 examines the question of severe psychological impairment among presi-
dential candidates and presidents. I suggest that while public concern on
this issue has receded, the matter is still very much with us. Chapter s
examines attempts during the 1964 presidential election to analyze the
suitability of one presidential candidate, Senator Barry Goldwater, on the
basis of his “mental health” for what they reveal about the complexities of
the process of assessing psychological suitability. Chapter 6 analyzes the can-
didacy of Senator Thomas Eagleton, the only major case of a documented
psychological health problem in a major party’s presidential nominee.

The book’s third part examines the issue of psychological suitability
from the perspective of character. Chapter 7 examines the nature of charac-
ter and puts forward a psychoanalytically framed theory of character: its
nature, development, and operation as a basis for extending that under-
standing to its relationship to presidential performance. Chapter 8 builds on
that theory of character and extends the analysis to presidential perfor-
mance, which I argue is ultimately tied to the quality of the president’s
judgments and the caliber of his leadership. Chapter 9 examines the abor-
tive efforts of front-runner Gary Hart to secure the Democratic Party’s
nomination for president after allegations of marital infidelity became pub-
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lic. I argue that the quality of Hart’s judgment, not his infidelity, was the
most important issue. Chapter 10 examines the character issue as it affected
President Clinton’s candidacy. I examine what was learned about him
during the campaign, focusing on the three major character elements
outlined in chapter 7, and in chapter 11, I examine the extent to which
these elements carried over from campaigning to governing.

The book’s fourth part examines the two major sources of information
regarding the psychological suitability of presidential candidates. Chapter
12 examines the issue of privacy for presidential candidates and presidents,
focusing on the difficult problems that arise regarding the conflicting re-
sponsibilities and rights of the candidates, those who report on them, and
the public and the various claims for and against the idea of a “zone of
privacy.” Chapter 13 examines the problems and prospects of using election
campaigns as screening devices for assessing the psychological suitability of
presidential candidates.

The book’s last part examines some applications of the preceding analy-
ses. In chapter 14, I suggest some specific areas that might profitably be
examined for each presidential candidate, as well as some specific questions
that might be raised in each area. The purpose of this chapter is to provide
a set of general but useful guidelines for the assessment of psychological
suitability in each of the areas we have examined: ambition, integrity,
relatedness, judgment, leadership, and others.

Finally, in the conclusion, chapter 15, I draw a portrait of the “good
enough” president. Drawing on previous discussions of emotional stability,
character, and presidential performance, I discuss how each of these factors,
acting alone and in concert with the others, might provide a realistic
picture of the kind of person it would be preferable to have in office and
some of the circumstances in which we might choose to emphasize one or
another characteristic.

The book also contains three appendixes. The first sets out some obser-
vations on methods and presents a rationale for the data, case selections,
and analysis. The reader is urged to examine this appendix carefully. The
second contains a diagrammatic map of the theoretical framework outlined
in chapters 7 and 8. It is meant as a useful reference to a number of the
theoretical discussions made in those chapters.

Finally, appendix 3 takes up an issue that is in some ways crucial to
psychological suitability but is not directly related to it in the context of
election campaigns. I argue that while the assessment of psychological
suitability is crucial, it comes rather late in a leader’s career, and that
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preparing leaders for power is a useful and important supplementary ap-
proach to the problem of improving presidential performance. I offer some
suggestions for how such preparation might proceed, including a prototype
curriculum.

The work that follows examines many complex issues. I cannot and do
not put this analysis forward as definitive. Rather, I hope to frame the
important questions, provide some theoretical perspectives to address them,
and in general build a solid foundation on which others with similar
interests and concerns may proceed.
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The Psychological Suitability of
Presidents in an Era of Doubt

he emergence of psychological suitability as a di-

mension of leadership evaluation can be seen now at
all levels of the political system, but nowhere is it more pronounced
than in the assessment of presidential candidates. Questions of character,
judgment, temperament, and experience have become a routine part of the
presidential campaign process. What was once peripheral is now central.

Looking back on the past quarter century of presidential campaigns, two
related but distinctive sets of concerns about the personal and psychological
characteristics of presidential candidates are discernible. The first revolves
around the emotional well-being and psychological functioning of presi-
dential candidates. The issue of suitability in this instance is raised in terms
of the “mental health” of the candidates. It is expressed in such questions
as whether the leader is emotionally stable, adequately rational, and appro-
priate in his assumptions, beliefs, and judgment.

More recently, a second set of concerns has emerged that centers on
issues of character and leadership. Questions here focus on a presidential
candidate’s integrity, judgment, motivations, and ways of dealing with
issues of power and its responsibilities. Is the candidate honest? Does he
have a clear set of values and ideals? Does he have the capacity to accom-
plish them?! Can he be trusted with political power? Is his judgment
or leadership enhanced or endangered by aspects of his personality or
character?
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The Concept of Psychological Suitability

Concerns with character and presidential leadership are central to exploring
the issue of psychological suitability. Generally defined, psychological suitabil-
ity refers to the fit (or lack thereof) between the personal skills and
capacities of a candidate and the ability to perform effectively within the
confines of what a particular political role of office offers in the way of
resources and opportunities.?

The concept of psychological suitability is in every sense a term of
political psychology theory. It is psychological because the personal abilities
and limitations that a candidate brings to the office have an important
bearing on his performance as president. They of necessity reflect his
character and more general psychological functioning.

The psychological domain of the term has both an intrapsychic and an
interpersonal dimension. Generally, the first refers to psychological ele-
ments that are primarily “within” the individual, such as motivations,
identifications, and assumptions. The term interpersonal generally refers to
those psychological elements that reflect a person’s relationships with oth-
ers. In reality, there is some overlap between the two domains, for some
aspects of character are often expressed in particular kinds of relations with
others. Many intrapsychic elements have consequences for the ways in
which the president will relate to others.

Ambition, which I argue later is one building block of character and
thus clearly an intrapsychic element, also has direct implications for a
president’s interpersonal relations. A president with strong ambition may
try to bend others to his will or find other methods to satisfy his ambition,
with consequences for how he treats others.

Good personal and political judgment, too, reflects both intrapsychic
and interpersonal elements. The reflective analytic skills that underlie good
judgment represent the integration of a number of characterological ele-
ments and cognitive processes.” Too much ambition, for example, may
inhibit the capacity for good judgment in several ways, one of which may
be to rely too little on advisers who do not mirror or agree with ambitious
aspirations.

Finally, psychological suitability must be examined in the context of
particular performance settings. Not every ability or limitation is equally
relevant for all political offices. Some character elements and skills matter
more for some positions, and some limitations are far more cause for
concern. The term also has political referents that must be addressed. The
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presidency, like any political office in a democracy, exists in institutional,
constitutional, and historical contexts. These set the framework within
which political power is exercised and evaluated.

The concept of psychological suitability suggests that there is a range of
personal skills and limitations that directly fit or fail to fit with the nature of
a particular office. That fit shapes how effectively the officeholder exercises
political power within the office. The range is not infinitely malleable. The
basic character elements we will examine can be linked in a number of
ways with a candidate’s political and leadership style, but they must be
present for the candidate to have a strong chance of effective performance.

The Emergence of Concern with Issues of
Psychological Suitability

Concern with the personal characteristics of presidential candidates is not
entirely a recent development. Calling into question the personal traits of
one’s opponent was at one time a robust part of American campaign life.
As Wattenberg (1991, 81) notes, “Scurrilous attacks on candidates’ personal
lives were commonplace in the nineteenth century.” An examination of
presidential campaigns in the last century and the beginning of this one will
bring to light many examples of a candidate’s private life and behavior
being called into question in an effort to influence the campaign. In 1802,
for example, Thomas Jefferson was accused of keeping a slave mistress, and
during the 1884 presidential campaign, Grover Cleveland was publicly
confronted by his opponents with charges that he had fathered an illegiti-
mate child.

Then, as now, these kinds of public accusations were a form of partisan
politics whose function was to discredit an individual’s candidacy. How-
ever, unlike now, the charges were presented as illustrations of the candi-
date’s moral failure, not of a personality or character deficit. Nor did they
reflect any serious consideration of what might be the relationship between
these allegations and a person’s actual performance in office.

In more recent times also presidential candidates’ personal characteristics
have played some role in presidential elections. Harry Truman’s combative-
ness and his “give ’em hell” campaign of 1948 and Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
image as a wise and kindly elder statesman are two among many possible
reminders that there has been for some time a certain sensitivity to the
importance of personal attributes for presidential leadership. Yet these
concerns have become particularly acute in the last three presidential elec-
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tions, and the question is why. Is concern with presidential character
primarily a creation of the media? Is it a passing concern, one that is likely
to disappear as a public issue?

I think the answer to both of these questions is no. Concern with the
character and psychology of presidential candidates is not an epiphenome-
non; nor is it likely to disappear in the immediate future. The reasons I
suggest for this lie in the convergence of six interrelated sets of factors,
which I examine below.

A first cause grows out of the public’s experience over the last quarter
century with two aspects of presidential performance. One is the rise of
public concern over the nuclear issue. The other is the public’s response to
several presidencies that were perceived as deeply flawed, even failed.
These presidencies were flawed as much by the character of the presidents
as by failed policy. These experiences have reinforced the public’s sense
that the president’s psychology is important.

A second, parallel set of factors is related to a decline in the belief in
effective policy solutions. The failure to find lasting policy solutions to
urgent social problems, regardless of which party is in power, has lead to
deepening distrust that any solutions are possible. The decline in public
faith in the efficiency of policy has in turn fueled the search for leadership,
which it is hoped will prevail where policy has not.

A third factor has been the shift in the relationships among political
ideology, policy views, political parties, and presidential contenders. At one
time it was possible to predict presidential policy from a candidate’s political
party or ideology. As this has become more difficult, attention on the
candidates themselves has become reinforced.

Fourth, leaders themselves have become more important. They have
become the focal point of increasing public expectations and responsibili-
ties. At the same time, the instruments associated with powerful leadership
positions have grown. I do not wish to deny here the importance of
complex social and economic factors such as global interdependence, only
to point out that these elements have contributed to the importance of
leaders.

Each of these four elements would seem to play an important role.
However, I think two further developments helped to propel these issues
to their contemporary importance. One was the emergence of a set of
theoretical and conceptual tools with which to frame the problem of
psychological suitability. That set of theories is drawn from the study of the
psychology of leadership and from political psychology generally. Such
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theories have become the public vehicle by which candidates are now
assessed.

This development must be considered in relation to an additional, very
important factor. There now exists a body of persons with extensive public
access and power who are ready and increasingly willing to ask questions
regarding psychological suitability. They are collectively “the media” but
encompass a wide variety of roles, including newspaper reporters, colum-
nists, journalists, television reporters, and commentators. Moreover, not
only are these persons willing to ask such questions but they now have a
variety of academic and public experts available and willing to try and
answer them. The result is that psychological assessments have to a large
degree become institutionalized, largely because of the continued activity
of these groups.

The Nuclear Weapons and “Mental Health” Issue

The development of concern with the psychological suitability of presi-
dential candidates over the last twenty-five years owes part of its early impe-
tus to fears regarding nuclear weapons. This connection first surfaced in the
presidential campaign of 1964, and thereafter it appeared repeatedly.

In 1964, Democratic presidential nominee Lyndon Johnson ran against
Senator Barry Goldwater, a conservative Republican. Goldwater was per-
ceived as very hard-line on foreign policy, especially in U.S.~Soviet rela-
tions. He was also perceived by a number of people as an ideological extrem-
ist who might very well believe that it was better to be dead than red.

That campaign marked the first time that psychological suitability,
framed in terms of mental health and emotional stability, was a manifest
issue in a presidential election. In the election Lyndon Johnson explicitly
characterized his opponent as emotionally unsuited to have his finger on
the nuclear button. During the campaign, the Democratic Party aired an
extremely controversial commercial that explicitly linked the Republican
candidate with the possibility of nuclear war.

The 1964 presidential campaign also marked the first and only time that
a sample of psychiatrists, members of the American Psychiatric Association,
was polled on the psychological suitability of a political candidate. During
the campaign, a now-defunct magazine called FACT sent out a survey to
all the members of the American Psychiatric Association, asking them to
assess the mental health of Senator Goldwater and his psychological suitabil-
ity for the presidency. (That survey and its implications will be examined
in chapter s.)
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In May 1970, concerns about President Nixon’s psychological well-
being were raised when, after a decision to bomb Cambodia resulted in
violent, nationwide protests, Nixon decided to take a late-night, 4:30 a.m.
tour of the Lincoln Memorial. Safire’s (1975, 201—12) detailed description
of that evening makes clear that White House aides were very concerned
about Nixon’s mental state. Nixon’s personal physician, Walter Tkach, is
noted as being present at the memorial (Safire 1975, 208), although he is
not mentioned as being in the original party that left the White House.

In 1972 the issue of psychological suitability framed in terms of mental
health and emotional stability surfaced when it was revealed that the
Democratic nominee for vice president, Senator Thomas Eagleton, had
been hospitalized three times for depression and had received shock treat-
ments on two of those occasions. Eagleton at first refused to resign from
the ticket but eventually did so under enormous pressure. His resignation
marks the first time in modern history that a nominee for the second
highest office in our system was forced to resign because of questions
raised about his mental health. (The diagnostic and political controversy
surrounding Eagleton’s revelations about his treatment for depression will
be examined in chapter 6.)

In July 1979, President Carter left Washington for his Camp David
retreat. Once there, he suddenly and unexpectedly canceled what had been
billed as a major policy address to the nation. Thereafter, in quick succes-
sion, numerous advisers, academic theorists, labor leaders, and others were
seen shuttling in and out of the camp, all under the watchful eyes of the
press. Jimmy Carter was reconsidering his presidency.

After many days of private consideration amid mounting public specula-
tion, Carter moved quickly and dramatically. Three members of his cabinet
were fired, and several others offered their resignations and had them
accepted. Carter further ordered that hundreds of top-level staftf members
be reevaluated as part of his attempt to chart a new direction for his
administration.

Public and political reaction was both dramatic and strong. Presidents in
the past had replaced cabinet members, even more than one, but these
replacements had usually been more widely spaced and had occurred after
reelection, when some change is expected. In this case President Carter
replaced an unexpectedly large number quickly and after a mysterious, in
some ways unprecedented, retreat during the normally uneventful summer
season.

The reaction of the public and especially of members of the House and
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Senate was dramatic. Senator Ted Stevens of Alaska wondered aloud in a
public interview whether President Carter “might not be having some sort
of mental problem” (Smith 1979). After he repeated this statement on the
Senate floor, the majority leader, Robert C. Byrd, characterized his com-
ments as “caustic and out of order” and Stevens retreated, but just a little.
“I don’t think anyone’s saying he’s crazy,” Stevens explained, “but the
pressures on him are just so great, we are wondering if he is having
some sort of breakdown” (Smith 1979). Then Senator Lowell Weicker of
Connecticut, in discussing President Carter’s response to his political prob-
lems, was moved to point out, “We have no way of removing a president
who lacks capacity for the job, unless he’s at the point where he has to be
chased down by nets” (Miami Herald, 10 August 1979, 1E).

One striking aspect of this incident was the direct public speculation
about the state of Carter’s mind and the anxiety that his behavior generated.
That public anxiety was taken seriously enough to elicit denials from the
president’s wife and reassuring comments from colleagues and the press. As
if to reassure the public, the New York Times duly noted that President
Carter had addressed an advisory committee of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>