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Since there was a general interest, we
taught undergraduate courses in psychohistory and
the history of childhood. We applied and received
a grant for starting a degree in psychohistory. The
structure for the program was simple. Students
would fulfill the normal requirements for a PhD in
history or psychology, but their dissertation would
be on a psychohistorical subject. In addition to the
regular courses they would also take courses at the
Menninger Foundation in Topeka, where they
would do some supervised clinical work. We
planned to work out the details of this once
students arrived.

The grant enabled us to bring in
psychohistorians who gave generally well attended
public lectures on aspects of psychohistory. I
recall that it was an exciting series; we had Peter
Lowenberg, Rudy Binion, Lloyd deMause, John
Demos, and Bruce Mazlish, among others. The
grant enabled us even to pay them decently. The
lectures resulted in sensitizing the history
department in particular to psychohistory.

However, the program did not succeed. In
retrospect the reason for its failure is very clear.
The grant provided money for lecturers, but we had
no money to support students and were unable to
attract students to come here. The grant was not
renewed after the first year, which in effect
terminated the program. After a few years, interest
on the part of undergraduates in psychohistory also
dropped and in the 1980s we gave up teaching
courses in psychohistory and the history of
childhood. Psychohistory is still discussed in our
graduate historiography course, but no special
psychohistory courses are offered.

George M. Kren, PhD, is a distinguished
scholar of modern Europe and the Holocaust who
is also a member of the Editorial Board of this
publication. He may be reached at

<kreng@ksu.edu>. 4

From Erikson to Lacan in
Chinese History

Lung-kee Sun
University of Memphis

When I was a student from 1971 to 1984 at
the University of Minnesota and Stanford
University, Erik Erikson was in vogue among a
number of scholars who applied his
psychobiographical approach to the study of
prominent Chinese figures from Wang Yangming
(1472-1529) to Liang Shuming (1893-7???). But
psychohistory soon fell out of favor. Some
professors said that the field was discredited by the
works of the political scientists Lucian Pye and
Richard Solomon who, in the late 1960s and early
1970s, theorized that the Chinese were an "oral"
type of people upgraded to the "anal" stage by the
Maoist revolution. However, the decline seemed
to have most to do with psychohistory in general
going out of fashion within the American historical
profession.

When 1 wrote "Beloved China: The
Imagery of 'Mother China' in Modern Chinese
Political Thinking," in Vamik D. Volkan, et al,
eds., The Psychodynamics of International
Relationships, vol. 1 (1990), it was for the field of
political psychology. I sometimes adopted a
different approach, such as synthesizing, within a
framework of my own, the behavioral testings
done on the Chinese in the last 30 years, in order to
study their modal personality in my
"Contemporary Chinese Culture: Structure and
Emotionality," The Australian Journal of Chinese
Affairs (July, 1991). For my fellow historians I
simply did the conventional type of history of
psychology such as in "Social Psychology in the
Late Qing Period," Modern China (July, 1992).
Lately, I have paid more attention to the semiotics,
or the study of language and signs, of self and
identity.

In my opinion, psychohistory has not so
much gone out of fashion as it has been subsumed
under the rising tide of postmodernism and
poststructuralism. Today it is politically incorrect
to call an entire people, especially not one's own,
"oral" or "anal." In deconstructionist terms, this is
called "over-determining,"” and it is believed that
the narrator harbors a power motive -- to dominate
the other. On the other hand, today's identity
politics puts a premium on "self-fashioning."
Postmodernism also downplays elite culture and
the intellectual hero, so the Eriksonian
psychobiography is definitely out of fashion. It
invariably sets up the intellectual hero in a crisis
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scenario as the center of a drama of tension-
resolving, which he did by making rational and
existential choices. This superior act presupposes
an integral and free agent which postmodernism
attempts to eliminate. The postmodernist assertion
of the illusory nature of subjectivity needs to be
further argued, but it does open up a new range of
possibilities. Now we may experiment with the
idea of identity as a narrative woven from a hybrid
of incongruous fragments.

Ironically, with all of the hullabaloo
involved in resisting and deconstructing a
dominant discourse, the poststructuralist "self" is,
after all, other-determined. @ Knowing we are
inevitably embedded in a narrative -- like Total
Recall's interplanetary hero in a mental implant --
the important thing today is that one should also
have some say about one's identity and should not
let other people, especially the dominant party,
have the last words in the discourse. Yet, with the
downplaying of the agent -- or the "death of the
author," so to speak -- this "self" can only be
fashioned out of the parts or fragments that are
ready-made. In this spirit, the new "femininity" of
America, in order to define itself -- to come into
"presence," so to speak -- has to beat down
traditional "masculinity" which was in its turn
defined by beating down traditional "femininity."

This is my understanding of psychohistory
as it should be today -- wedded to semiotics, or
carried out with an emphasis on language and the
study of signs -- and not exactly a description of its
reception by contemporary academia. Lacan is
better known in gay and lesbian studies, and not
nearly so much within the historical profession, but
I think he might shed some light on identity
politics. Lacanian psychoanalysis is immensely
useful in demonstrating the thesis of the "other-
determining" of self. Unfortunately, if I try to
explain this approach to some of my colleagues the
response is quite often, "Who is Lacan?"

Lung-kee Sun, PhD, is Associate Professor
of History at the University of Memphis. He
received his MA degree in Russian history from the
University of Minnesota and his PhD in Chinese
history from Stanford University. In both English
and Chinese he has published numerous articles
on the intellectual history of modern China and
Chinese personality. Professor Sun's three books
are published in Chinese, with The Deep Structure
of Chinese Culture translated into German. An
English work under preparation is The Chinese
National Character: Nationhood, Orientalness,

Corporeality, and Individuality. He may be
reached at <lksun@cc.memphis.edu>. 1

A Conversation in
Praise of the Subjective

Charles Fred Alford
University of Maryland

Paul Elovitz: 1 was intrigued when you
wrote the following:

One thing that concerns me is how
obtuse and obscure academic psychoanalysis
often, but not always, is. Yet academic
psychoanalysis is flourishing -- at least in its
small garden -- as its clinical practice is
disappearing. I wonder if there is
connection.

Please give some examples of the "obtuse
and obscure" and then of why you think there
might be the connection you suggest.

Fred Alford: Though I did call it a
connection, the term is too strong. "Relationship"
would be a more appropriate term, though I admit
that I am using a wiggle word. Maybe "an ironic
relationship" would put it best.

The practice of analysis is remarkably
inefficient: it takes years and years, and thousands
of dollars, and the benefits are entirely subjective.
This is, of course, precisely what one would hope
from analysis, that it provides subjective benefit.
Or, as Bob Dylan said, "Don't worry about those
dreams, boy, they're only in your head."

We live in a world that is not responsive to
the subjective, the slow, the subtle, and the inward.
No one will pay for it, and the result is that
analysts are doing other things, including
management consulting, non-analytic --
"analytically informed" is the euphemism --
therapy, and all the rest.

The academy has time. Tenured professors
have all the time in the world. In this world
anyway. It is easy to be sarcastic about it, but it is
a great virtue, a wonderful thing. To cultivate
inwardness, to imaginatively reconstruct the
sources of only apparently obvious behavior, to
play with the complexity of human motivation: if
this does not justify academic life, nothing does.
At its best, academic psychoanalysis does all these
things, making the obvious new and wondrous
again.  Everything that Frederick Crews says




