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Michael Maccoby, a researcher in
the area of leadership who is in-

troduced as “a psychoanalyst, anthro-
pologist, and consultant,” lays out his
position and gives us some sense of his
relationship with his material early in
The Productive Narcissist: The
Promise and Peril of Visionary Leader-
ship:  “The narcissistic personality, as I
am defining it here, rejects how things
are for how things should be.” In addi-
tion, he writes, “I want to bring about
a radical new definition of the term
[narcissism] and the way we think
about leadership.”

Maccoby’s juxtaposition of “narcis-
sism”—a word steeped in negative
connotations—with “leadership” is
pointedly designed to jar, to open our
minds and force a fresh look at a
much-visited topic. So far, so good. He
celebrates the value of boldness, cre-
ativity, a love of freedom, a willingness
to ignore convention, and the invest-
ment of one’s ideas with passionate en-
ergy. And he does so eloquently and
convincingly. These traits are associat-
ed with what is perhaps Maccoby’s
highest value—visionary thinking. He
acknowledges as well that these same
traits, in unmodulated excess, become
counterproductive.

Maccoby tells us that strategic intel-
ligence, marked by five things—fore-
sight, systems thinking, “visioning,”
motivating, and partnering—makes all
the difference between productive
narcissism and its pathological coun-
terpart. These dimensions of strategic
intelligence modulate and direct the
raw power of narcissism, allowing its
constructive expression. If this does
not occur, the results are disastrous.

Although all this makes sense, and
indeed has some utility in helping us
think about leadership, I am at a loss as
to why Maccoby feels that we need
such a radical revision of the definition

of a term that has a fairly clear and use-
ful meaning in psychiatric and psycho-
analytic circles. His use of the word
“narcissism” stretches to include much
that is better described in the language
of “ego strengths,” some behaviors
that seem very much within the bipo-
lar spectrum, and many examples of
behaviors about which we do not know
nearly enough to make assumptions
about psychodynamics.

Nor do I understand why we are
asked to embrace a new typology of
personality (divided into the categories
of erotic, marketing, narcissistic, and
obsessive). To my mind, this is sloppy
psychology, and if the intent is to make
the sometimes abstruse concepts of
one discipline (psychology) available
to another (business), much is sacri-
ficed and little gained in the effort.
Maccoby’s discussions of strategic in-
telligence lay out a number of useful
capacities (forethought) and tech-
niques (partnering) that serve to make
any leader successful, regardless of the
strengths and weaknesses of his or her
personality. These points need no new
psychology.

Maccoby is most interesting when
hypothesizing about the interplay of
social forces and leadership behaviors.
He believes that the social, economic,
or political upheaval increases the cul-
tural demand for someone with charis-
matic personal power—in his terms, a
narcissist. The risk, of course, is that
either society selects a forceful leader
who is inadequately bolstered by
strategic intelligence, or the narcissist,
unchecked, drifts away from self-re-
straint and becomes unbounded in ap-
petite and ambition. In more stable
environments, Maccoby suggests,
there is less social appetite for some-
one who is eager to take on and rein-
vent convention.

If these are, for this reviewer, Mac-
coby’s more thought-provoking contri-
butions, most troubling is his need to
advance his ideas about productive

narcissism at the expense of first mis-
representing, and then devaluing, the
contributions of others—Jim Collins,
particularly. Of course, all’s fair in the
marketplace of competing ideas, but
Collins, in Good to Great (1), has in-
teresting lessons to teach from his
study of a much more humble ap-
proach to leadership, lessons that de-
serve more than dismissal.

Interestingly, Maccoby, Collins, and
I each place high value on visionary
leadership, including the capacity to
think boldly, hold views passionately,
and challenge convention. I do not be-
lieve, however, that we gain very much
by equating this with narcissism, or by
Maccoby’s typology of personality.
Rather than this particular text, I
would steer students of visionary lead-
ership to the old masters in psycholo-
gy, drama, and fiction—where the nu-
anced alchemy of personality, social
context, and that which we call leader-
ship is laid bare.
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Writings has four parts. The first is
an introduction written by Jay, and
the remaining three parts, written by
Robert, constitute the diary itself—a
collection of letters written between
1958 and 1976 and a collection of
poems.

The part that covers the period be-
tween April 3 and May 15, 1962,
which is titled “The Hillside Diary,” is
the least interesting of the three
parts. The reader is told to expect a
diary that provides insight into care
and treatment in the 1960s. I thought
the diary failed to do so. It reads
much more like an almost blow-by-
blow portrayal of a dreary life de-
scribed in exquisite detail, including
what Robert ate for meals, whom he
did or did not talk to, and what activ-
ities he participated in. Unfortunate-
ly, and much to my disappointment,
Robert’s account of his own life in
state hospitals is much less interesting
than his brother’s account of the same
thing.

The poems capture more of the
spirit, sensitivity, and disappointment
of an individual whose early life was
one of talent, productivity, and
prospect and whose adult life has
been spent mostly in psychiatric hos-
pitals, supervised residences, and
mental health programs. Rather than
try to capture the essence of Robert’s
poems, here I quote one called “Well
Winter Is Over”:

well winter is over/ the buds now on
the trees/ a lot of good it does to me/
I still seem to suffer/ from the fate of
loneliness/ and where is the tender
touching princess?/ after whom I
seek/ is it that I’m too meek?/ trem-
bling and empty/ for years now I’ve
been floating/ like the sea/ rolling and
moving/ going no place/ but going all
the time.

The letters are a set of about three
dozen chosen from hundreds of let-
ters exchanged between the Neuge-
boren brothers. The earliest letter is
from 1958, the latest from 1976. The
letters are a stunning portrayal of an
individual’s struggle not to be totally
consumed by his chronic mental ill-
ness. They begin before Robert’s
first psychotic episode and carry for-

this material. It took me a while to
adapt to a different vocabulary and
conceptual framework in reading this
book, but I soon found these theories
to be well-researched, consistent, and
profoundly relevant. Roughly, they
address how we see ourselves and
others, what motivates us, and how
our behaviors and thoughts affect and
are affected by our reflective capaci-
ties. These are heady and philosophi-
cal issues, but psychological research
has elucidated them brilliantly, often
with counterintuitive findings. Unlike
much of the other theory I am learn-
ing as a resident, this material has
sprung from and withstood the test of
empirical research.

Although several chapters address
personality disorders, the book has
virtually no clinical content, much
less discussion of how to carry out
therapy. Yet almost every finding re-
lates uncannily to the issues my pa-
tients bring to sessions. I found the
chapters on self-evaluation, self-
knowledge, self-systems, and emo-
tions particularly meaningful in help-
ing me understand what my patients

ward for another decade and a half.
Robert writes with a mixture of hu-
mor and pathos but always seems to
be a keen observer. In a letter from
1969, he writes “the pills are working
fine and much more fun than making
up stories for doctors and pseudo
doctors. I am repulsed by all the talk-
ing that I once did and really don’t
know what I talked about and how
those ‘professionals’ could sit there
and listen but then I guess when
you’re getting paid at the rates that
they are you can sit.” To anyone who
has talked to patients in state hospi-
tals, some of Robert Neugoboren’s
laments will be quite familiar—for ex-
ample, “I’m really feeling much bet-
ter but at the present rate of progress
it seems like I’ll be here forever.”

Throughout the book are photo-
graphs, drawings by Robert Neuge-
boren, and reproductions of actual
letters and envelopes.

I knew this book was coming, and I
was rooting for Robert Neugeboren,
hoping his own presentation of him-
self would surpass his older brother’s.
Unfortunately, it does not. A much
better sense of Robert and his strug-
gles comes from Jay Neugeboren’s
presentation in Imagining Robert
than from Robert Neugeboren’s pres-
entation in The Hillside Diary and
Other Writings.
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Handbook of Self and Identity is
dynamite. It compiles and syn-

thesizes research about the self,
broadly defined as the reflective ca-
pacity of humans to be, in William
James’ original typology, both “I” and
“me,” subject and object, knower and
known. The contributors are mainly
research psychologists (none is a
physician) presenting findings from
the past 30 years. The discipline of
self research challenges the hegemo-
ny that behaviorism has held for the
past century. I believe it has deeper
roots (in humanism and philosophy),
stouter branches (of validated re-
search), and choicer fruit (in clinical
and personal relevance) than behav-
iorism. It stops short of blowing be-
haviorism away, but it certainly shakes
its foundation.

As a psychiatry resident, I am ex-
posed to many psychodynamic, cogni-
tive, and behavioral theories, but I
have never encountered anything like
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