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questions of evidence and methodology for evaluat-
ing the validity of the material we select to support 
our arguments.  True enough, but psychohistory has 
been around for a long time.  Yet this paucity of in-
terest in questions of evidence has continued to be 
the case among many psychohistorian with whom I 
am associated.  Below I will raise some questions 
regarding this issue. 

 

Could we be unconsciously following 
Freud’s well-known distain for philosophy?  Could it 
be that we see ourselves as radical revolutionaries on 
the barricades that need not pay attention to such 
petty philosophical issues?  Is there a lack of philoso-
phical sophistication among most psychohistorians?   
Is a training program geared to these issues indi-
cated?  If so, would formalized training inculcate an 
orthodoxy that might hamper our ability and inclina-
tion to think outside the box of traditional disci-
plines?  Certainly, thinking outside the box is a 
strong attraction for many of us in the field.  Even so, 
Hartman’s admonitions remain and will not go away. 

 

Our conceptual powers must “become as 
complex as what we are trying to explain.”  Quite 
right, but this puts a burden on the psychohistorian 
because any time s/he goes outside their area of ex-
pertise considerable self-education in hitherto un-
known subject matter may be needed.  For example, I 
have been studying the religion of the Latter Day 
Saints (Mormons) over the last decade.  In addition to 
learning their history and doctrine, I have to know 
about the psychology of religion, family systems the-
ory, psychoanalysis of both individuals and groups 
and of course how to recognize and evaluate the 
group process that helped make the church what it is 
today.  The Mormons were a restoration church 
(devoted to returning their church to the purity of the 
first Christians) as well as a millennial movement.  
Joseph Smith, Jr., was a charismatic leader who be-
lieved that ordinary laws and rules of society did not 
apply to him and his followers.  Is the group process 
of such a movement different than other groups?  
How did the childhoods of early Mormons, in so far 
as they can be known, affect the overall development 
and group process of the Church?  How do we recog-
nize the workings of group process in a large com-
plex group such as the Mormons or any group?  Why 
do some groups endure even in the face of massive 
splits and dissent and others do not? 

 

I hope that Hartman will continue to write on 

the issues he raises in his paper.  We can all benefit 
from his wisdom about these matters. 

 

Henry Lawton, MA, MLS, a retired child 
welfare worker and productive independent, psycho-
historical scholar for 30 years, is Book Review Edi-
tor of the Journal of Psychohistory, longtime Secre-
tary of the International Psychohistorical Associa-
tion, and founder/director of the Group for the Psy-
chohistorical Study of Film.  He is the author of The 
Psychohistorian’s Handbook (1988) who has pub-
lished numerous articles on film and psychohistorical 
subjects.  His current research interests include film, 
historical group process, and Mormons.  Lawton may 
be reached at <lwlipa@gmail.com>. 
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Hartman Over Generalizes 
 

J. Lee Shneidman 
Adelphi University 

 
Dr. Hartman has presented a judicious explo-

ration of possible theoretical frameworks for the writ-
ing of group psychohistory.  Actually, there are two 
distinct parts to his article.  The first part I agree with 
and utilize.  The second part I am aware of, but Hart-
man’s caveat regarding the use of analogies prevents 
me from using that system. 

 

 The first section is based upon small group 
observations.  I find his scientific study of the uncer-
tainty and anxiety students experienced in his group 
process classes when the professor failed to give 
structure to be parallel with my unscientific observa-
tions.  As a professor, I assigned all classes—
including freshman—a 3,000 word paper on any 
topic within the parameters of the course in which 
they have an interest.  There were always students 
who found this “freedom” too anxiety producing and 
insisted that I assign a topic. 
 

 When a society or an individual is in turmoil, 
there are various theoretical systems used to reestab-
lish order.  Historians of political theory or psycho-
analytic theory are familiar with these solutions.  
Classical Greeks wrote of the humors being out of 
sync.  They believed the conflict or anxiety remains 
until the humors are stabilized or are in stasis.  Dr. 
Joseph Sandler, in his theory of safety states that a 
patient seeking therapy will remain in therapy until 
he reaches a level where he feels safe.  That is a level 
where the problem could be lived with rather than 
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resolved.  While neither the society nor the individual 
have resolved the difficulty, that difficulty has been 
sufficiently quieted as to be dormant. 
 

 The methodology is “universal” but the con-
clusion is idiosyncratic.  The Greeks believed that 
Athens, Thebes, and Sparta would each have “time of 
troubles.”  We can say that patient A, B, and C will 
each have an anxiety attack.  But, since each of the 
six will be coming from a different place, the point of 
stasis or safety will be different.  To turn the solution 
of Athens on patient A into a universal procrustean 
bed is an error.  Idiosyncratic problems require idio-
syncratic solutions, even when we use similar theo-
retic methodology. 
 

 The second part of the article is a cautious 
discussion of using analogy.  I eschew such methods 
in theory and try not to use them in practice.  Indi-
viduals may have a fantasy and a group may have a 
fantasy, but to conclude that the two are identical has 
not been established: similar and identical are neither 
synonyms nor are they interchangeable. 
 

 J.  Lee Shneidman, PhD, is Professor Emer- 
itus of History at Adelphi University with specializa-
tions in historical methodology and Spanish history.  
His interests are quite broad as indicated by wide 
ranging articles, including some on psychohistory, as 
well as books on JFK, Franco, and medieval Spain.  
Currently, he is seeking a publisher for his completed 
manuscript, Leading from Weakness: The Overt and 
Covert Foreign Policy of Thomas Jefferson, 1801-
1807.  From 1985-2002 he was chair of the Colum-
bia University seminar on the History of Legal and 
Political Thought and Institutions and he is a mem-
ber of the Board of Collaborators of Indice Historico 
Español in Barcelona as well as of the Psychohistory 
Forum. 
 

<><><>CP<><><> 
 

HARTMAN REPLIES: 
 

I wish to thank the commentators, Binion, Booth, 
Carveth, Elovitz, Fuchsman, Lawton, and Shneidman 
for their thoughtful, articulate, and well-reasoned re-
actions to my paper.  Space will not permit me to do 
justice to each of the complex arguments, so I will 
not respond directly to each commentary.  Instead, I 
shall address some of the issues raised in the com-
mentaries which bear on the general questions I 
wanted to address in the paper. 

 Specifically, I shall offer some thoughts 
about the following: 1) What constitutes the proper 
domain of inquiry of psychohistory (or what defines 
it as a discipline)?  2) What method or methods are 
best utilized to further the goals of the discipline of 
psychohistory?  And 3) How do we decide between 
different assertions about the same historical phe-
nomenon as to the way the assertions and evidence fit 
in relation to it?  This last question was the main is-
sue I wished to raise in the paper, but I believe that 
my example from social psychological empirical re-
search, with its particular methodology, obscured this 
particular aim.  

  

 First, the domain of inquiry: I did not have 
the explicit intention to define what psychohistory is 
or ought to be.  I did not mean to imply that the labo-
ratory is the proper domain of psychohistorical in-
quiry.  It was rather that social psychology may in-
form some historical questions or offer some basis 
for what we observe on the larger historical scale.  
Psychohistory is a new hybrid discipline with an am-
biguous domain of inquiry which has not been ex-
plicitly agreed upon.  My definition was perhaps off-
hand and general, if not off-base.  But the fact of the 
matter is that there is no agreed-upon domain of in-
quiry for psychohistory other than “history itself.” 
The same problem exists in psychoanalysis, and this 
continues to cause a number of epistemological and 
other problems.  The problem it seems to me is that 
the domain of inquiry may be very much determined 
by how a set of historical “facts” are contextualized 
and interpreted.  The key contribution of psychology 
to an understanding of history lies, as Binion co-
gently observed, in the area of motivation in and be-
tween large groups.  It is in this crucial area that psy-
chohistory is only as good as the psychology contex-
tualizing it.  (Historians would say rightly that psy-
chohistory is only as good as the history underpin-
ning it.) 

 

 This problem leads inevitably to the question 
of psychohistory as science (natural or social) or as 
art (humanistic, cultural, hermeneutic).  This same 
dichotomy vexes psychoanalysis, and I suspect it is 
an issue in some circles of historical thought as well.  
It is clear where my paper stood on this issue because 
it illustrated a methodology most appropriate to 
agreed-upon standards in social psychology.  These 
standards may or may not be appropriate for psycho-
history.   

 


