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and yet the fluidity of the thesis is helpful in joining
them in a single book. He demonstrates how psychi-
cal research concentrated on extremes in personality,
such as hysteria, genius, mania in order to derive a
better understanding of what “selfhood” is or means.
Paradoxically, psychologists found the best evidence
for a unified selfhood in the dis-unified aspects of the
self, a thesis that extends itself to new narrative tech~
niques, such as fragmentation, shifts in time, stream
of consciousness. In fact, William James increasingly
argued for the “urgent necessity of bringing together
psychical research and abnormal psychology in “a
comparative study of trances and subconscious states
(quoted in Johnson, p. 27). Johnson points out that
the dissemination of this kind of inquiry into knowl-
edge of the hidden self soon made it culturally perva-
sive. Academics and clinicians drew eclectically on
Freudian and Jungian thinking in order to arrive at
their own versions of dynamic psychology. His
chapter on Sinclair’s adoption of the psychological
descriptions into her fiction is particularly effective
as he illustrates modernist innovations into her work.
In another fine chapter, Virginia Woolf’s writing is
discussed in light of psychoanalysis, and how the un-
dercurrent of the primal mind and its driven bodily
passions (not unlike D.H. Lawrence’s view of hu-
man nature) became a central construct from her ear-
liest work through to her modernist experiments.

George Johnson’s book is informative, inter-
esting, and factually sound; it is illuminating. I have
perhaps only one hesitation in giving Johnson un-
qualified praise, and that is in the ambiguity of his
core project, given that there are so many related ar-
guments that are entwined. As a literary historian,
Johnson is interested less in literary interpretation
and more in discourse analysis demonstrating how
theories of dynamic psychology may lead to fresh
readings of notable familiar texts and how knowledge
of both discourses can lead to mutual coherence.
Yet, psychology is at the heart of this study, not only
as a discipline, but as a cultural manifestation of
changing ideas about the self and its environment.
Johnson concludes in a way that sounds very much
like a cultural theorist with his hope that a revisiting
of the historical origins of dynamic psychology will
offer a reading of culture that is not limited to purely
materialistic interpretations. By opening up the dis-
course of twentieth century modernism, he can relo-
cate its origins in a place closer to the expansiveness
and inventiveness of William James, rather than the

fracturing prose of Gertrude Stein.

Judith Harris, PhD, is the author of two
award-winning books of poetry from LSU Press,
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study, Signifving Pain: Constructing and Healing the
Self through Writing which explores the linkages be-
tween psychoanalytic and literary theory. Her work
has been published in many journals including PCS,
College English American Imago, Tikkun, The
American Scholar, and Psychoanalysis ,Culture, and
Society. Professor Harris may be contacted at
Jjlha@gwu.edu. O

Letters to the Editor

An Early Memory of Aging

Dear Editor,

For your special issue on aging I would like
to share my earliest memory regarding old age. It is
a dialogue with my paternal grandmother when I was
a very young child. She complained, “I am so very
old” to which I replied, “You are so very old and I
am so very new.” My memory of it was reinforced
because she enjoyed retelling the story in subsequent
years.

Grandmother was a very beautiful young
woman. When I knew her, she was highly intelligent
and sociable with abundant white hair: she was frail,
spending much of the day in a long reclining chair. I
also felt that she was kinder and more appreciative
toward me than was my mother. While I was in
graduate school, my Freudian psychoanalyst com-
mented, “I have to remind myself that your grand-
mother was a very old woman because you describe
her as so attractive.” At some level this troubled me,
because old age and infirmity do not necessarily
make the person ugly.

At my present age of seventy-seven, the infir-
mities of age are thus far quite tolerable. Uselessness
is what I fear most, as depicted in a cartoon, in which
a doctor, sitting at his desk, looking at the patient’s
medical chart, tells the man, “It appears that you will
definitely outlive your usefulness.” To add to human
knowledge and combat the feeling of not contributing
to society, I continue a routine of active scholarly
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research, publication, and conference participation.

Two of my published articles reflect my in-
terest in longevity. One is on outstanding chess play-
ers (Journal of Genetic Psychology, 1969, volume
115, pages 143-148), noting that death occurred at a
relatively early age for most of the outstanding play-
ers whose only major career was in chess. A recent
example of this phenomenon is Bobby Fischer, who
died in 2008 at age sixty-four. The other publication
is on presidents of the United States (Omega, 1984,
volume 14, pages 315-321). Here my research estab-
lished that death occurred at an earlier age if the
president had been politically opposed to his prede-
cessor. The difference persists in spite of the subse-
quent contrary example of Reagan, who defeated
Carter and died at the unusually old age of ninety-
three.

A close friend said to me several years ago,
“Herb, unlike most men, you do not want power.
You want freedom.” She was right, my desire is for
freedom from the power of other people, not from the
effects of old age. Some people prefer death to old
age. Another close friend repeatedly said, “Herb, 1
don’t want to grow old and die.” More than twenty-
five years ago, she died suddenly of a cerebral hem-
orrhage at age forty-six. She thereby avoided one of
the two events she feared, but could not avoid the
other, since all of us must die.

Several years ago, I was told about a com-
ment by an elderly woman, “These are not the golden
years, they are the rusting years.” It was a valid com-
plaint, but there are also compensations for the diffi-
culties of old age. As an older person I can feel
proud of surviving for many years. I also identify
and feel affiliated with an increasing number of
younger people who will survive my death.

Sincerely yours,
Herbert Barry

Herbert Barry III, PhD, is a psychologist
who has contributed more than 200 scientific publi-
cations to the fields of psychology, psychohistory,
psychiatry, political science, anthropology, pharma-
cology, and alcoholism. He is a former president of
the International Psychohistorical Association (1991-
1992) and a Professor Emeritus at the University of
Pittsburgh, having retired from teaching at age sev-
enty-one. Herb Barry may be contacted at bar-
rvh@pitt.edu.

Response to
Don Carveth’s Review of My
Russian Icons Book

Dear Editor,

It is good to see that a review of my bilingual
book The Joy of All Who Sorrow: Icons of the Mother
of God in Russia (Moscow: Ladomir, 2005) has ap-
peared in Clio’s Psyche (14/3, December 2007). In
his review Donald L. Carveth devotes much attention
to the topic of Freud’s atheism, and to the question of
whether it is appropriate for a psychoanalytic scholar
of icon-veneration to take an atheistic stance. I am
indeed an atheist, but the topic of my book is not the
validity of religious beliefs. It is, rather, the psycho-
analytic significance of icons of the Mother of God
(commonly referred to as the Blessed Virgin Mary in
the West.) Russian Orthodox Christianity is the ma-
jor religion in Russia, and the Mother of God is gen-
erally accepted as the most important deity there,
even the “defender of Russia.” Many miracles have
been and continue to be attributed to her icons. Psy-
choanalytically speaking, she is an omnipotent and
idealized maternal object. There is just nothing like
this phenomenon in the West.

Despite my atheism, I do not doubt that icons
have a therapeutic value for Russian believers, as is
clear in my chapter on “icon therapy.” Carveth mis-
represents me when he states that I seem to be un-
aware of the “extensive literature” which demon-
strates the role which religion plays in promoting
psychological well-being. On the contrary, I write: “.
. . the empirical studies indicate that religious believ-
ers live longer, happier, and healthier lives than do
non-religious people. In the specific area of mental
health, religious belief has been found to be benefi-
cial, especially for those people who are
‘intrinsically’ religious, that is, who value religion for
its own sake rather than as a means to an end. Con-
versely, those who are not religious have a greater
probability of being in poor mental health” (p. 234).

It is thus possible for the psychoanalyst to
recognize that veneration of icons in Russia involves
regression, pre-Oedipal thinking, moral masochism,
delusion, and other psychological phenomena—
without also having to deny the therapeutic value of
such veneration. Icon therapy is real, and an atheist
is in a position to study it without accepting the world




