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Letter to the Editor
Lawton’s Pathbreaking “The Myth of Altruism”

Dear Editor,

It has been a long-term charge by critics of psychohistory
that the scholarship of its practitioners does not live up to tradition-
al scholarly standards, in particular the tendency to make large gen-
eralizations based on too little evidence. As Paul Elovitz’ The
Making of Psychohistory (2018) made clear, though numerous sol-
id studies exist, casual practice has too often been the case. We see
it here again in the otherwise provocative and interesting symposi-
um on altruism in the Spring 2020 (Vol. 26, No. 3) issue of Clio’s

Psyche.

Unless I missed it, none of the participants in that symposi-
um mention the important 1982 essay published in The Journal of
Psychohistory (Vol. 9, No. 2) by Henry Lawton, “The Myth of Al-
truism: A Psychohistory of Public Agency Social Work,” which
deals with the fantasy and defensive roots of empathic behavior,
though it does show up as a footnote in Denis O’Keefe’s book re-
view in The Journal of Psychohistory’s Spring 2020 issue. This is
an unfortunate and major omission in what is otherwise a valuable
symposium.

Best regards,
David

David R. Beisel, PhD, Professor Emeritus at SUNY Rock-
land, is the author of numerous articles on American and European
history. He taught psychohistory to 8,000 students. The IPA Anno-
tated Bibliography lists his book The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the
Allies, and the Origins of the Second World War (2003, 2009) as
“one of the great psychohistorical studies of our time.” He can be
contacted at dbeisel@sunyrockland.edu.
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