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Politician’s Personality

Seekers of public office usually desire deference
which they rationalize in terms of the public good. Person-
alities may tend toward reformer or administrator type.

> IT TAKES a special kind of person-
ality to lead a man to seek nomination
in the turmoil of clashing wills that
marks a political convention such as that
held in Philadelphia. And it takes a
special kind of personality to be able
to “sell” himself to the voters and be
elected to the office of President.

This “Homo politicus” is described by
Prof. Harold Lasswell, specialist on the
psychology of politics at Yale University,
in a new book, “Power and Personality”
(Norton).

The “political man,” says Prof. Lass-
well, is a man with an intense and un-
gratified desire for deference. This he
rationalizes in terms of public service
or the public good.

A disproportionately large number of
those holding public office come from
professional families of the middle class.
The parents in these families are likely
to be always holding up and glorifying
the ideal of public service rather than
personal and purely private advantage,
thus encouraging the boy to see his own
desire for power and reward in terms
of the public welfare instead of his own.

The politician’s desire for power is
sometimes born of alternate deprivation
and indulgence when he is a child. This
is characteristic, Prof. Lasswell points
out, of the middle class family that holds
children up to high ideals and niceties
of conduct and is likely to discipline
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them severely when they fail to reach
these ideals. Sometimes, Prof. Lasswell
says, the code is baffling.

“On the one hand he is supposed to
‘be a nice boy’ and not fight or engage
in perversity, but on the other he is
supposed to ‘stand up for himself’ in
altercations with other boys.”

Political and other ambition for power
is fostered also, Prof. Lasswell says, by
a home in which one member of the
family, usually the mother, feels that
she has married “bensath” her social
class.

Political leaders are also likely to come
from the country or small town. His
abnormal desire to succeed and gain
universal respect and deference is a way
of compensating for the stigma of being
a “hayseed.”

Among the men battling for election
to a single public office, you find a
variety of personalities, Prof. Lasswell
notes. One man may be an agitator or
reformer; another basically an admin-
istrator. One may have a compulsive
need for order and meticulousness in all
his dealings; another tolerates diversity
and is expansive.

Even the office of President may be
changed by a new incumbent to fit his
own personality.

“If he is an agitational type, he tends
to respond to agitational opportunities,”
writes Prof. Lasswell. “If, on the con-
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trary, he is an administrative type, he
goes in the other direction. In either
case the office changes, and the perspec-
tives entertained about it are modified.
Both Roosevelts developed the agitational
possibilities of the presidential office,
while Herbert Hoover underlined its
administrative potentialities. A given
trend may be reversed, as when William
Howard Taft de-emphasized the im-
petus given to presidential leadership by
Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wil-
son, in his turn, rejected the comparative
inactivity of his predecessor and resumed
the march toward expanding the office.”

Science News Letter, July 3, 1948

SCIENCE NEWS LETTER

Vol. 54 JULY 3, 1948 No. 1

The Weekly Summary of Current Science, pub-
lished every Saturday by SCIENCE SERVICE, Inc.,
1719 N St., N. W., Washington 6, D. C., NOrth
2255. Edited by WATSON DAVIS.

Subscription rates: 1 yr., $5.50; 2 yrs., $10.00;
3 yrs., $14.50; single copy, 15 cents, more than
six months old, 25 cents. No charge for foreign
postage.

Change of address: Three weeks notice is re-
quired. When ordering a change, please state ex-
actly how magazine is now addressed. Your new
address should include postal zone number if you
have one.

Copyright, 1948, by Science Service, Inc. Re-
publication of any portion of SCIENCE NEWS
LETTER is strictly prohibited. Newspapers, maga-
zines and other publications are invited to avail
themselves of the numerous syndicate services
issued by Science Service. Science Service also
publishes’ CHEMISTRY (monthly) and THINGS of
Science (monthly).

Printed in U. S. A. Entered as second class
matter at the post office at Washington, D. C.,
under the Act of March 3, 1879. Established in
mimeographed form March 18, 1922. Title reg-
istered as trademark, U. S. and Canadian Patent
Offices. Indexed in Readers’ Guide to Periodical
Literature, Abridged Guide, and the Engineering
Index.

Member Audit Bureau of Circulation. Adver-
tising Representatives: Howland and Howland, Inc.,
393 7th Ave., N.Y.C., PEnnsylvania 6-5566 and
360 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago, STAte 4439.

SCIENCE SERVICE

The Institution for the Popularization of Science
organized 1921 as a non-profit corporation.

Board of Trustees—Nominated by the American
Association for the Advancement of Science: Edwin
G. Conklin, Princeton University; Karl Lark-Horovitz
Purdue University; Kirtley F. Mather, Harvard
University. Nominated by the National Academy
of Sciences: Harlow Shapley, Harvard College
Observatory; Warren H. Lewis, Wistar Institute;
R. A. Millikan, California Institute of Technology.
Nominated by the National Research Council:

Hugh S. Taylor, Princeton University; Ross G.
Harrison, Yale University; Alexander Wetmore,
Secretary, Smithsonian Institution. Nominated by

the Journalistic Profession: A. H. Kirchhofer, Buffalo
Evening News; Neil H. Swanson, Baltimore Sun
Papers; O. W. Riegel, Washington and Lee School
of Journalism. Nominated by the E. W. Scripps
Estate; H. L. Smithton, E. W. Scripps Trust; Frank
R. Ford, Evansville Press; Charles E. Scripps, Scripps
Howard Newspapers.

Officers—President: Harlow Shapley, Vice Presi-
dent and Chairman of Executive Committee: Alex-
ander Wetmore, Treasurer: O. W. Riegel, Secretary:
Watson Davis.

Staff—Director: Watson Davis. Writers: Frank
Thone, Jane Stafford, A. C. Monahan, Marjorie Van
de Water, Martha G. Morrow, Ron Ross. Science
Clubs of America: Joseph H. Kraus, Margaret E.
Patterson. Photography: Fremont Davis. Sales and
advcnisingz Hallie Jenkins. Production: Priscilla

owe.

www.jstor.org



