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A Self-Psychological Approach
to O’Neill

Andrew Brink
Psychohistory Forum Research Associate

Review of Maria T. Miliora, Narcissism, the Fam-
ily, and Madness: A Self-Psychological Study of
FEugene O’Neill and His Plays. New York: Peter
Lang, 2000. ISBN 0820448702, pp. x + 175,
$51.95.

Art is most useful to society when it re-
veals shared conflicts and fantasies, that is, when it
discloses relational truths otherwise indistinct. (Or
so it was held until post-modernism called in ques-
tion our ability to know anything certain about an
artist’s intentionality or construction of meaning.)
The dramatist Eugene O’Neill was a master of
making his “psychoclass” see and feel the painfully
distorting relationships in families suffering from
addictions and abusive parenting. O’Neill had a
special ability to dramatize Freud’s Oedipus Com-
plex, drawing from his own experience of enmesh-
ment with mother and rivalry with father. From as
early as Recklessness (1913) to the masterpieces
such as Long Day’s Journey Into Night (first draft
1940) O’Neill affirmed Freud’s central thesis about
the development of sexuality. Whether or not by
systematic reading of Freud, O’Neill seized upon
this central theme, assisted by analytic treatments
he had with Smith Eli Jelliffe from 1921 to 1926
and with Gilbert V. Hamilton thereafter for marital
strife, drinking, and depression.

O'Neill’s biographers and critics have
turned from Freudian to post-Freudian theory. The
most sensitive and insightful psychobiography is
Stephen Black’s Beyond Mourning and Tragedy
(reviewed in Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 7, No. 1, June,
2000, pp. 41-43). Black uses a loss-repair theory
of O’Neill’s creative endeavor, relating the plays to
well-documented traumatic events in the play-
wright’s early life and narrating his struggles with
alcohol and women. Maria T. Miliora’s Narcis-
sism, the Family, and Madness does much the
same, and her findings reinforce Black’s. The dif-
ference is that she presents more formally the the-
ory from which inferences are made, that of Heinz
Kohut on the narcissistic personality. (As is well
known, Kohut’s developmental theory is an impor-
tant bridge between drive theory and object rela-

tions theory, devised by Melanie Klein, Ronald
Fairbairn, Donald Winnicott, and others in Britain
and Harry Stack Sullivan in the United States.
While affirming the importance of real-life rela-
tional influences, Kohut’s formulation does not
forsake Freud’s as does the more radical empiri-
cism of John Bowlby.) Miliora’s book has a brisk,
clinical feel about it and may be read as much as a
“Self-Psychology” primer as a study of O’Neil’s
dramatic art. While readers will be grateful for her
systematic ways, they may miss the biographical
flow of Black’s writing.

Miliora’s discussion of how O’Neill’s
plays illuminate the addictive personality is espe-
cially strong, and her remarks on his search for a
secure home and family are welcome additions.
She is also good on the intergenerational transmis-
sion of pathology, but the analysis of O’Neill’s
probable Jocasta mothering takes us no further than
Black’s. As is well known, O’Neill’s realization of
his mother’s addiction to morphine, beginning at
his birth, permanently upset their relations. But
what accounts for anguished oedipal desire if not
early sexual over-stimulation? We will never
know, and probably mother and son did not fully
know, what happened between them. Thus Ko-
hut’s broad account of narcissistic pathology is
appropriate for discussing O’Neill and his plays.
The fine-tuning of an attachment theory analysis of
mother and child is simply impossible since the
psychobiographers of famous people are unlikely
ever to have Adult Attachment Interview results to
work with. Miliora’s is as thorough an application
of Kohut’s theory to the production of great art as
will be found. Kohut himself had seen the congru-
ence of theory and art writing: “that O’Neill glued
the ‘fragments of his broken self” via the ‘creation
of works of art’” (p. 150). But each new formula-
tion of psychodynamic theory risks terminological
overloading and premature closure of its bounda-
ries. Readers of Miliora’s study will find much
insight while risking “jargon fatigue.” In the
longer run Kohut’s contributions will work their
way smoothly into the critical possibilities which
Miliora has opened so well.

Andrew Brink, PhD, is primarily a literary
scholar who spent most of his career at McMaster
University in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada; headed
the Humanities and Psychoanalytic Thought
Programme (now the Psychoanalytic Thought
Programme) at the University of Toronto; and at
the present devotes himself to scholarship on a
full-time basis. He is a noted scholar of creativity
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who helped edit the literary papers of Bertrand
Russell. Dr. Brink is also a historian of the New
Netherland settlements and is completing a book
titled Invading Paradise: Esopus Settlers at War
with Natives, 1659-1663. U
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of Presidents
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Review of Fred 1. Greenstein, The Presidential Dif-
ference: Leadership Style from FDR to Clinton.
New York: The Free Press, 2000. Hardcover:
ISBN 0684827336, v + 282 pp., $25.00.

Fred I. Greenstein is Professor of Politics at
Princeton University and a former President of the
International Society of Political Psychology
(ISPP). His prior books include The Hidden-Hand
Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader (1982), The
Reagan Presidency: An Early Appraisal (1983),
and Leadership in the Modern Presidency (1988).
Though Greenstein is not a psychohistorian, The
Presidential Difference contains biographical in-
formation and a classification of Presidential per-
formance useful to psychohistorians.

This volume consists mostly of brief chap-
ters, only 13-19 pages each, on the 11 most recent
Presidents of the United States prior to George W.
Bush. Each chapter contains a brief account of
each President's background, followed by a de-
scription and discussion of his Presidential per-
formance. Six attributes of each President's per-
formance are evaluated: public communication,
organizational capacity, political skill, vision, cog-
nitive style, and emotional intelligence.

A short opening chapter includes an ac-
count of the author's contacts with Presidents Ford,
Carter, and Clinton. A brief final chapter summa-
rizes the comparisons among the Presidents in the
six attributes of performance. In public communi-
cation, Roosevelt, Kennedy, Reagan, and Clinton
were best. In organizational capacity, Eisenhower
was strongest and Roosevelt weakest. In terms of
political skill, Johnson was strongest, while in
terms of vision, Eisenhower, Nixon, and Reagan
were most outstanding. In cognitive style, Eisen-
hower and Nixon were strongest, and Truman and
Reagan were weakest. In emotional intelligence,
Eisenhower, Ford, and Bush were judged most ra-
tional by Greenstein, while Johnson, Nixon, Carter,

and Clinton were considered to be the most emo-
tionally handicapped.

The first three attributes of Presidential
performance -- public communication, organiza-
tional capacity, and political skill -- are measures
of social interactions. The personality develop-
ment of a future President is a major influence on
his social interactions, which in turn significantly
shape his responses to group fantasy. A conspicu-
ous feature of this book is poll information on
Presidential job approval, located in each bio-
graphical chapter as well as summarized in the last
chapter and at the end of the Appendix. Though
some people deplore the increasing influence of
public opinion polls, this reviewer has suggested
that polls provide a rapid, effective, and beneficial
mechanism for group governance. ("National
Group Governance in Presidential Elections: Fact
and Fantasy," Joan Offerman-Zuckerberg, ed.,
Politics and Psychology: Contemporary Psycho-
dynamic Perspectives," 1991, pp. 23-41)

The last three attributes of Presidential per-
formance -- vision, cognitive style, and emotional
intelligence -- are measures of leadership. A valid
psychohistorical question is whether governmental
policy is influenced more by the strength or weak-
ness of Presidential leadership or by the demands
of concurrent group fantasy. Greenstein certainly
believes that FDR's leadership had an important
influence on the history of the United States.

The biography of each President is brief
but selects well the principal information pertinent
to the six attributes of performance. The book is
fairly current, having been published just before
the end of Clinton's Presidency. An updated, re-
vised paperback edition is scheduled for September
of this year. Additional merits of this book are an
appendix of detailed information about each of the
11 Presidents and his administration, notes on
sources of the information, and comments on rele-
vant books.

Herbert Barry IIlI, PhD, has published on
Presidents of the United States since 1979 and is
Co-Director of the Psychohistory Forum's
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Halpern Award

The Psychohistory Forum has granted a Sidney
Halpern Award to Bob Lentz, Founding Asso-
ciate Editor of Clio's Psyche, for Outstanding
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Work in Psychohistorical Editing.




