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tool for character destruction, certainly for libel, po-
tentially for revenge.” 
 

 Ironically, the qualities that made Nixon so 
well-suited for psychoanalytic treatment also made 
him a most unreliable subject.  Polarizing, controver-
sial, suspicious, and combative, he aroused an array 
of passions from different constituents.  The author 
and editor Michael Korda once called him “the one 
American president of this century about whom it is 
absolutely impossible to be indifferent.”  But if 
Nixon excited such strong feelings, how could any 
observer politically engaged enough to want to write 
about him avoid the pitfalls of political bias?  The 
promise of the psychohistorical project, after all, was 
to provide answers for a seemingly post-ideological 
age—to move beyond unsatisfying readings of politi-
cal behavior that reduced everything to ideology or 
self-interested calculation.  But Nixon showed how 
difficult it could be to shelve political assumptions in 
pursuing a deeper interpretation.  Some of Brodie’s 
critics urged that psychobiographers not tackle sub-
jects they hated; another solution might be to avoid 
figures from the contemporary scene.  Yet to disqual-
ify Richard Nixon of all people from psychoanalytic 
inquiry was surely to call into question the worth of 
the very enterprise. 
 

 Soon after Brodie’s death, her style of head-
on psychoanalysis of historical figures faded from 
academic fashion.  Some analysts and historians con-
tinued to write such treatments (though only two of 
Nixon appeared in the next quarter century), but they 
never reached the wider audience that Brodie had 
found.  Still, it would be wrong to say that their ef-
forts failed.   
 

 To this day, it remains impossible to give a 
satisfying explanation for Nixon’s presidency with-
out recourse to his character.  Questions about why 
he was so driven to bolster his power that he broke 
the law or why he incriminated himself on tape—
among many others—still lead inescapably into the 
domain of the unconscious.  If straightforward works 
of psychohistory were often marred by undue specu-
lation, such freewheeling conjecture was an asset for 
cultural creations in film or literature.  Thus, a no-
vella like Mark Maxwell’s Nixon/Carver (1998), 
which presented Nixon’s life as if recounted by short-
story writer Raymond Carver, invested small, every-
day acts and moments with psychological meaning.  
A film like Robert Altman’s 1984 “gonzo psy-

chodocudrama” Secret Honor (the phrase is Pauline 
Kael’s), in which Philip Baker Hall plays Nixon ram-
bling through a night of free associations about his 
brothers’ deaths and John F. Kennedy’s, takes us in-
side Nixon’s emotional life without having to worry 
that it contained more hypothesis than fact—since the 
movie was overtly a work of fiction. 
 

 Psychobiography also left its mark, for better 
and worse, in the emphasis that the political dis-
course now places on “character.”  After Watergate, 
the public feared that any politician might be hiding 
Nixonian-like demons and tacitly deputized an eager 
press corps to scour the past behavior and private 
lives of candidates for high office.  From Jimmy 
Carter’s 1976 presidential bid onward, the 
“character” issue pervaded campaigns, as new and 
arbitrary elements of one’s private life—past drug 
use, marital infidelity, and military service—drew 
scrutiny.  Although this tendency would yield some 
miscarriages of justice, notably the prosecution of 
Bill Clinton, no one who remembered Watergate 
could reject the proposition that troubled psyches can 
lead to troubled presidencies.  But now, instead of 
scholars, it was unreflective pundits—and average 
citizens—dispensing judgment.  The legacy of Fawn 
Brodie and like-minded scholars may be, in the end, 
that we are all psychobiographers now. 
 

 David Greenberg, PhD, Assistant Professor 
of Media Studies and History at Rutgers University, 
is the author of Nixon's Shadow: The History of an 
Image (2003), which won two major book awards.  
Professor Greenberg has written for scholarly and 
popular publications including the New Yorker, the 
Atlantic, the Journal of American History, and the 
Political Science Quarterly.  His work focuses on 
American political culture in recent decades. 
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A True Gentlewoman 
 

E. Victor Wolfenstein 
UCLA 

 

 This is a small piece of personal reminiscence, 
and not an intimate one.  My aunt, Martha Wolfen-
stein, knew Fawn Brodie better than I did.  They be-
came acquainted through their husbands, Nathan Le-
ites and Bernard Brodie, both of whom were affili-
ated with the RAND Corporation.  By the time I 
joined the political science faculty at UCLA in 1965, 
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Martha and Nathan had divorced.  Martha, who was 
one of the sustaining presences and major intellectual 
influences in my life, came to spend the summers 
here in Los Angeles.  Through her, I met Fawn and 
Bernard, at about the same time that (at her sugges-
tion) I read No Man Knows My History: The Life of 
Joseph Smith and Thaddeus Stevens: Scourge of the 
South. 
 

 Fawn was a McKay, and the McKays were, so 
to speak, Mormon aristocracy.  Hence, she was to the 
manor born; whether or not for this reason, she car-
ried herself with an almost regal composure.  Tall 
and straight, with dark hair and a strikingly hand-
some face, she had an unmistakable dignity.  But she 
was also a rebel.  No Man Knows My History ex-
posed Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormon 
Church, as a conscious fraud, and this led to her ex-
communication.  So I suppose one might think of her 
as royalty in exile; of course, that is just where she 
wanted to be—in exile in America.  She was, more 
than most people I’ve known, deeply American, 
rooted in the country and its history.  Taking these 
features in combination, one understands the focus of 
her work: the biography of great men, including fa-
thers of the Republic.  This includes in a certain way 
the biography of Nixon, whom she viewed as betray-
ing the fiduciary responsibilities of his high office. 
 

 The Brodies lived in a beautiful, characteristi-
cally southern California house lodged high up in the 
Santa Monica Mountains in Pacific Palisades.  Table 
talk at that time was largely political, shaped by ra-
cial conflict and the war in Vietnam.  About the lat-
ter, I remember one moment in particular.  Govern-
ment propaganda was aimed at creating an Us-Them 
inter-group dynamic, with the North Vietnamese as 
Communists who must be defeated lest the dominos 
fall.  Fawn, working her way through this ideological 
miasma, concluded that Ho Chi Minh was a founding 
father of his country and that the Vietnamese struggle 
was more like the American Revolution than a Com-
munist threat to the Free World.  In other words, she 
was not fooled by governmental misleadership; the 
template for her critical intelligence was the Ameri-
can experience. 
 

 As her published work shows, Fawn was an 
assiduous researcher.  Most of all, however, I think 
she was a puzzle solver.  Either in the data she col-
lected or data that lay close to hand, she would find 
things that didn’t fit together, or that led elsewhere, 

or that called for explanation.  She would communi-
cate about her work this way, as a thought process 
and a puzzling out of things.  Hence, in listening to 
her, one was led into her world and taken along as a 
member of her hunting party. 
 

 Fawn Brodie was perhaps the most forthright 
person I’ve known.  In her, there was nothing wasted 
and nothing in excess. 
 

 E. Victor Wolfenstein, PhD, is Professor of 
Political Science at UCLA and a psychoanalyst in 
private practice.  His most recent work is Reading 
the Souls of Black Folks, forthcoming from Cornell 
University Press.  He may be contacted at 
evw@ucla.edu. 
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Two Memories of Fawn 
 

Betty Glad 
University of South Carolina 

 

 Brodie was raised a Mormon, as was I.  We 
talked about the reasons we had left the Church at 
one time.  She told me that after No Man Knows My 
History was published, she was excommunicated 
from the Church.  Her father and her uncle, David O. 
McKay, were both high-level Mormon officials.  So 
she had family ties to break that were very strong.  
But she laughed and told me of a transference prob-
lem she had with the book.  When it first came out, 
she either wrote in the book or said something to a 
friend about Joseph Smith’s “thin ascetic lips.”  Her 
friend got back to her shortly thereafter, noting that 
the photograph of Smith in her book showed a man 
with full, voluptuous lips.  “Oh, my,” she said.  “It is 
my father who has thin ascetic lips!” 
 

 I also recall her presentation of her evidence 
at an OAH meeting that Jefferson had had an affair 
with Sally Hemings.  She talked of how when Jeffer-
son was in Paris, he talked about the “mulatto” coun-
tryside.  Dumas Malone, who was a commentator on 
her work, exclaimed, when it came his time to talk, 
“How dare you soil the alabaster pure reputation of 
this man!”  She responded that she was only showing 
Jefferson to be a man of some warmth, some passion.  
She was probably right, as subsequent DNA tests in-
dicated. 
 

 Betty Glad, PhD, is the Olin D. Johnston Pro-
fessor of Political Science at the University of South 
Carolina. She has served as president of the Interna-


