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Critics suggest that G. W. Budh's presdency may wdl be the most
important  fact missheping the 21%  century; the long-term
consegquences may endure for generations. His less than compassionate
consarvatism has seen massve refrenchments from dready niggardly
socid programs, and his disregard of the environment accelerated globd
warming. His economic policies crested the largest budget deficit ever.
His unilateral invason of Iran has not only been a disaster for the people
of that aready hobbled country, but eroded dliances with Europe and
eaned the enmity of Mudims throughout the world. He is the perfect
poster boy for recruiting terrorists. And his response to criticism has been
his swagger, cocky smirk, and the (supposedly) affable disarming of
critics. A spate of behind-the-scenes books has come out, showing Dubya
determined to pursue a bdlicose course yet blind to contravening
evidence. According to Paul O'Nelll and Richard Clarke, Dubya brushes
asde critiques. He clams he is doing what God ordained. Does it sounds a
bit scary when folks hear voices that bid them do battle? | dways thought
Joan of Arc was a bit schizy, but she a least seemed willing persondly to
fight for what she believed.

Some hail the good Chrigian warrior fighting God's bettles againg those
who “ae not with us” meaning (1) the evil extend enemies such as
Osama Bin Laden and his terrorists who “hate our vaues’, (2) and those
East Coadt liberals who drink lattes, sp Chablis, drive Volvos, and support
the murder of unborn babies. These “high fadutin dites’, ak.a liberd
Democrats, would keep prayers out of the schools, support gay marriages,
and worst of dl, they look down their noses a “red Americans’. The “red
Americans’ are down home working folks who take care of their families,
take the boys hunting and the girls to skating lessons, go to Church in
pickups with gun racks, and don't much care for fancy intelectua Suff.
The other bunch of “red Americans’ are those who mogdly inherited a
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privileged postion, took advantages of government supported schools and
technologicd deveopment, and worked hard to augment those
advantages, they are now the rich and super rich that W cdls his base.

Many people, as Thomas Franks (2004) has shown, vote for conservative
socid issues, but suffer smdl fam and budness falures, job losses,
privatization of public services, deteriorating schools and  environmenta
damage. They lose hedth benefits and pensons but never their fath. They
don't make the connection between their plight and the real policies of
those they support. There seems to be a powerful psychologica
confluence between their hidebound vaues and Dubyd's persona. Others,
mysdf included, despise W for both his policies and his persondity in
which his arogant anti-intdlectudism joins with a basic sadism. Behind
the swagger and the smirk, behind the fundamentaism and maapropiams,
who redly is George W. Bush the person, and how did he get to be that
way? While there are many biogrgphies, and reveations from members of
his adminigration, sooner or later we expected a more psychologica
andyss. And indeed this is the god of Franks Bush on the Couch. But
Dubya was never on his couch, or perhgps anyone dse's, s0 what instead
we have is a collection of informed observations and clinicd hypotheses
rooted in psychoanaytic theory.

Although | am a sociologist, | dso datended the Chicago Inditute for
Psychoandyss. Thus | am leery about usng public statements to make
inferences about a person’s psychodynamics. For psychoandyss, the
basc data are usudly found in transference and countertransference, the
often unconscious fedings expressed to the andyst and his or her fedings
toward the patient within the andytic Stuatiion. Here, however, we behold
“psychoandysis a digance” But Freud and his followers ventured into
such territory when andyzing Moses, Leonardo and others.

Psychoandytica jargon often denigrates while gppearing scientific and
neutrd. It is not a great legp from noting W’'s and-sadistic tendencies, to
saying he is redly a shit. Thus, it is easy to move from reasoned andyss
to psychobabble. While | have serious reservations about this kind of
work, Frank does present provocative interpretations. | regard this book as
a vey serious effort to make “informed guesses’ about W’'s character.
When Franks makes inferences about W having ADHD, dydexia, and
perhaps some neurological consequences of heavy drinking. | would want
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better evidence. That said, even if Franks appraisd of W, like Freud's tade
of the “primd horde’ it is a “just 0 dory,” it remans informative. And to
those who dready detes W, his family and his Nazi sympathizer
grandfather Preston, it is entertaining.

Like father like son, Dubya got “legacied” into Andover, Yade and
Harvard Busness School. Along the way he was a cheerleader (how
appropriate), member of Skull and Crossbones and racked up a less than
gdlar his academic record. He lived fast and loose, admittedly doing a lot
of drinking, and evidence suggests a joint here and there, and a line of
blow or two, or more. On occasion, he was behind the whedl while over
the limit and was arested. Then he found God, changed his “evil” ways,
and proceeded to run for the presdent snce God “had a specid misson
for him.”

He proudly shuns ‘book learning but while he may not have the test
scores to get in Texas, Law School, Dubya seems shrewd and charming.
In the 2000 campaign, Bush gppeared to a lot of people to be likeable; Yet
Dubya seems lacking in “emoctiond inteligence’ and incgpable of
introspection. Nor we do not get the impression of red warmth. He has a
mean dreek, often disguised by a thin smile This is seen in his quick
temper that he struggles to control in public. Empathy is not exectly a
grong point. Perhaps the qudity mogt irritating to his critics is his sheer
obliviousness to the consequences of his decisons, whether his crud fiscd
policies or his sending people to be killed or kll. He appears decisve and
determined, yet is easly flustered. His speech style tends to be succinct,
without nuance and often without meaning. He resorts to dichés or
bumper dticker logic. Further, there is the outpouring of malgpropisms and
neologisms that have come to be caled “Bushisms”

Even, and perhaps especidly, where the subject is repugnant, we have to
look a a character in light of the totaity of circumstances and it is only
within this larger gedtdt that individud qudities can be understood. With
such underdanding, Frank, as if presenting the case of W in grand rounds,
describes Dubya's character, spdls out the symptoms, suggests an
etiology, and a trestment program. He begins by noting the contradiction
between W’s “compassion” and his cutting programs for the poor and
needy. How does a religious man kill with such dacrity and find joy in the
degths of others he obvioudy considers beneath him? How can he send
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men to die to sop mythicd WMD, and then joke about looking for them
in the Ovad office? How can he sound confused and act 0 decisively,
mixing fact and fantasy?

| was saddened to learn about a little boy who was repeatedly struck by a
cold authoritarian mother nicknamed “The Enforcer”. His father was
rarely home. Never having an empathic “good mother” nor compensatory
parenting, he could never have empathize or imagine the consequences of
his actions on others. Franks suggests that one sdient moment was the
degth of a younger sster when he was seven. The family had not bld him
of her illness (leukemia). The parents went golfing the next day. He never
learned to mourn nor fed remorse. Franks surmises that Barbara Bush did
get depressed, a difficult Stuation for a young child. Thus he tried to cheer
her up, acting like a cdown. And s0 to ded with his own londiness, his
coping strategy wasto be the joker.

Affability can be genuine human warmt, typicaly a refection of how the
person was lovingly trested as a young child. Yet it can dso be a
manipulative strategy. be t a seduction, a sale, or a swindle. In such cases
“dfability” is a way to gloss over and deny a fundamenta deficit in
onedf. Frank further suggests that maternal coldness fogters a plitting of
the world into good and evil. In norma development, with nurturance and
love, the person learns to integrate these primitive notions. Dubya never
did learn to see shades of gray or anything untoward within himsdf. So his
dedtructive impulses become projected to convenient enemies such as
those who hate our freedom But perhaps it is Dubya who redly hates our
freedom. This lack of empathy, coupled with his assertive style, becomes
the ground from which bullies spring, and we have been ale to observe
the havoc wrought.

Franks suggests Dubya may have been hyperactive, complicated by
dydexia, which, in the context of a cold family, impars complex thought
and dirs up axiety when confronted with same. Mak Crispin Miller
(2002) discused W's difficulty with using language. But W’s deep
awxiety tha not only leads to disdan for intelectua complexity but
foders decisons on the bass of “gut fedings'—sngp judgments that
cannot be modified on the bass of further experience. Given his smpligtic
view of Others, combined with impulsve decidons, Bush has indulged in
drastic socid policies.
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While young boys need their father's for a number of reasons, not the least
of which is to work through their aggresson to the father and interndize
him as a role modd, Bush 41's absence made it difficult for Dubya to
separate from his depressed mother and find another source of nurturance.
Given these dynamics, he sought to “impress, emulate and outperform” his
father. Yet as a red combat pilot, good student, successful businessman,
ambassador to the UN, CIA director and even president, George Herbert
Wadker Bush, was a tough act to follow, though Dubya surdy tried. To
impress his father, and indeed do him one better, he would get Saddam,
who tried to hurt his Dad. Dad, however, understood the problem of
occupying Iraq and how it would be doomed. That he would eventudly
rgect his father's Northeast culture and embrace the shit kicker syle of
rurd Texas says much about his ambivaent attitude to his father.

While not as dumb as some would charge, he seemed to have impaired
capacities for learning and was happy enough to just get by. Nor was he
much of an ahlete, so in turn, to cover his anxieties and the shame of
limited abilities, he focused on frivolity, glad handing, and atempting -
sometimes  subtly, sometimes not—to dominate others. Dubya denied
being an dcohdlic but denid is chaacterigic of people with dcohol
problems. Those who abstain without trestment are prone to “grandiosty,
judgmentaism,  intolerance,  detachment, denid of  responghility,
overreaction and an averson to introgpection”. This seems agpplicable to a
man who denies having made any misteakes or ever being ashamed.
Moreover, a hisory of drinking has adverse long-term consegquences on
memory, processing speed, atention, executive functions and baance. He
endlesdy repeats mantras of “freedom,” “judice” “progress” strung
together in ways that make little sense except perhaps to Fox News and
the “true believers” They, of course, do not dl have the excuse of being
former dcohoalics,

For a “dry drunk” rdigion is a way of blocking out his wild past and
providing a dructure of impulse control. Indeed it may provide an inner
peace, recdl Max cdled it an opiate. But this kind of converson leaves
one prone to what Freud cdled illusons and magicd thinking, such as
svdlowing Cregtionism as stence whilg globd waming or the
snowbdl’s chance in hdl of an anti-missle sysem working are dismissed
as liberd hokum. These illusons shade into grandiogty, perhaps as when
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his “misson” was “accomplished,” replete with his gppearance in a
talored flignt suit. The phalic aggressve narcisssm would transform him
into the Top Gun action figure who kicked Saddam’s ass. But we know the
misson was not accomplished. As to phdlic grandiodty, | guess only
Lauraknows

Despite embracing a hyper-mordigtic reigion Dubya never seemed averse
to violating laws, whether DWI, looting Irag, or tolerating crimind acts in
his adminigration from illegd contracts to outing Virginia Plame. Given
such duplicity, there is an obsesson with secrets and any questioning is
seen as hodtile. W has said, | don't owe anyone explanations. He takes
liberties with the truth and seemingly is unaware of his dissmilitude
Being surrounded by enablers cdled the press corps helps sustain the
emperor's new amor. Dubyas and sadism makes him indifferent to
human suffering as when he made fun of Karla Faye Tucker, pleading for
her life. From branding pledges a Skull and Bones (“only cigarette
burns’) to his denigrating nicknames for everyone, his sadism flourished.
Psychologicdly, there is subconscious communication from the psyche of
the leader to the follower, and | suggest W was the enabler of the sadistic
practices & Abu Ghraib. And | would suggest that his sadism is most
evident in the tightly drawn amile, the glee of seeing others in pain from
the time he blew up frogs as a young child.

He digtorts events to conform to his view of redity and that of his inner
circle in ways that disavow and project his sadistic tendencies. He seems
incapable of accepting information that might interfere with his sadism,
for example, despite information from wegpons ingpectors reporting no
WMD, he ignored doubts. The aggressve intent of Hussein, seemed far
more a projection of W’'s own aggression, to judify his attacks on Irag.
No matter what, he remains resolute. Frank recdls Miller's observetion
tha W never fdters when he druts, thumps his chest and spesks about
violence and punishment, but when spesking of compasson, dtruism or
idedism, he makes hilarious migakes. He has little of the charisma of a
Clinton or Reagan. Yet W has the ability of a used car sdesman to Sze
people up and evoke powerful loydties. Indeed, his speech problems and
superficd sdf-effacement make his seem dmost endearing.
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Stll, rather than look a psychodynamics aone, | suggest we take a more
sociologica tack. Dubya embodies qualities that have long been pat of
American culture, beginning with its Puritanicd mordism.  Frank himsdf
suggested, “George W Bush behaves like a modern verson of the
preachers during the witch-hunting days of Cotton Mather. As many noted
from the times of Crévecoeur and De Toqueville, to recent studies of
American character severd themes dand out:  reigiodty, afdbility,
individudisn and violence and toughness, tha in turn dispose anti-
intellectudism and a paranoid style.

One agpect of American “exceptionalism” has been the persgstence of
religon. As De Toqueville noted, in a vast land without a pre-exising
socid dructure, where people were ever on the move, rdigion was the
primary bass of community life and socid solidarity. In no other modern
nation might the rdigious convictions of a leader be subject to scrutiny.
Today it is not possble to run as Republican without gaining the trust of
conservative Chrigians. Even if they lose busnesses, jobs benefits,
pensons and even sons and daughters, they ill support republicans. In
the US fundamentaist religion is not so much the opiate of the people, its
is more like a hdlucinogenic form of hegemony that endbles to ruling
economic classes to amass vast profits.

According to earliest observations, in America, unlike aristocratic Europe,
there was a free and easy casud intercourse between people. While such
reaionships may have been a bit superficid, it would agan seem W is the
medter of supeficid rdationships. De Toqueville dso noted that the
American democracy, with its more fragile socia bonds, people were
rductant to stand out on the basis of intdlectud ability; as a result, as
Hofstadter (1962) argued, a strong anti-intdlectudism arose. Whether or
not his radicad anti-intdlectudisn is a manifesaion of W's inner
deficiencies, his interpersond gyle resonates with a large number of
Americans, epecidly in the more rurd, culturdly isolated places we cdl
the red gdates, firm in ther rdigious convictions, and firm in ther isolation
from the life of the mind, nuance and complexity. But one consegquence
was the endency to reduce complex socid issues so that the advergties of
the world were seen as the consequences of individuas—and deviant
individuds would do us ham. There is a paranoid syle in American life
dretching from witchcraft in Sdem to viewing Saddam Hussein as an
imminent threst. For W this may well be the product of projection of his
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own aggresson, but there is a frightfully srong synergy between W's
cognitive style and long standing American patterns.

The same higorica conditions composed a culture of coarseness and
toughness, guns and violence (Wilkinson, 1984), and enshrined in our
popular culture (Slotkin, 1992). From the Deerdayer to Davy Crockett, to
Sam Spade, Shane, Rambo or Dirty Harry, the tough loner skilled in the
tools of violence, and willing to use tha violence to insure good, has long
been an dement of American character, and has been clearly evident in
the buck-skin Dubya persona who was gonna smoke Usama out. And
while this makes for good film, even great films like Shane or the Wild
One, it makes for imbecilic internationd policy.

The extent to which Frank flits among sound dinicd judgments, informed
inferences, and outright speculation is not dways clear. Just as Freud's
theory of the origin of avilization beginning with the son's daying of the
father has little factud basis, it neverthdess is a powerful story of how the
demands of civilization require the suppresson of desres to insure socid
harmony, and their sublimations into work, order, beauty and cleanliness.
So Bush on the Couch is an interesting story of the reationships of
capitdism to character, and how the legacy of ealy Puritan mordity,
mediated through the Barbara and George Herbert Bush, gave rise to W.
Franks does present supporting information and reasonably convincing
explanations. But what is more important is not wha Frank tells us about
W, but what W reveds about our naion. At the time of this writing, four
more years of “primary process’ thinking portends endless crises, and if
my andyss of American character has any vadue, such crises would
enadble completing the moves to fascism that W has darted. | srongly
support Frank’s suggested trestment program. Dubya should leave office,
period. If you don't like W, you'll love this book. And if you do like W,
then perhaps a few years of anadyss might do you some good. But then
agan, if you like W, psychothergpy may not help, lobotomies are Hill an
option.
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