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For Paul, with thanks

Preface

When I began writing this book several months ago, I had just finished teaching a lively graduate seminar on Freud. It dawned on me that my recent survey of the history and politics of psychoanalysis still owed much to the efforts of my friend and former teacher,

Paul Roazen


(1936–2005). Though we lost touch for two years before his death, the news of his passing stunned me. When Paul and I became friends twenty years previously, he was considered a gadfly in psychoanalytic circles. Given how prolific he was, right up to the end, I fully expected him to continue disconcerting the “authorities” and making mischief well into his seventies. Unfortunately, he died at age sixty-nine, and news of his death only reached me as I was preparing to assume the chair of my department, so instead of giving him the tribute he deserved, I wrote a brief memoir which was published inAmerican Imago
(Burston 2006). In the years that followed, I was simply too busy with administrative and other commitments to celebrate his contributions to scholarship in a more robust and comprehensive fashion.
1

As a result, perhaps, Paul’s pioneering work has suffered from considerable neglect lately, and it dawned on me that a series of essays on Freud’s impact on America and its universities—topics very dear to Paul’s heart—might furnish a welcome opportunity to pay my respects, and remind future scholars of the pivotal role Paul played in creating (or at least deepening and enlivening) their own fields on inquiry. Though a political scientist by training, Paul was a pioneer in the history of psychoanalysis, a field that still has considerable relevance for clinicians, on the one hand, and for social scientists, on the other. Why? Because psychoanalysis is not only a method of treatment for disturbed individuals. Like Marxism, it was a mass movement and a philosophy of history, which spawned all kinds of fruitful developments (and quite a few blind alleys) in the social sciences during the twentieth century.

Paul began his career as a political scientist, so in that spirit, I devote Chap.
1
to enumerating and describing the dominanttypes
of

authority


(religious, secular, and scientific), and the ways in which they clash and converge in the history of the West. These reflections on the nature and function of authority set the stage for much of what follows in subsequent chapters on Freud and

Nietzsche


. I then address what

Erich Fromm


described as differentmodes
of

authority


, or the ways in which authority is wielded and expressed within each of these three domains. Rational authority, irrational authority, and anonymous authority do not denote spheres of competence or power, but modes of relatedness between those who possess authority and those subject to them.


It may seem like an odd place to begin, but this preliminary discussion on the problem of authority enables us to explore the role that different types and

modes of authority


play in the history of psychoanalysis and

psychoanalytic training


, and the ways in which religious, scientific, and secular authority are implicated in structure of university life, and in the current crisis in the

Liberal Arts


, in the penultimate chapter on

Jordan Peterson


and the postmodern university.


Chapter
2
focuses on the reception of Freud and his followers in the United States. Among other things, I note the prevalence of irrational authority in

psychoanalytic training


institutes during the Golden Age of psychoanalysis in America and address the deep ambiguities in Freud’s stance toward science and the humanities, and the goals and techniques of psychoanalysis. These unresolved issues—holdovers from the early twentieth century—set the stage for the bitter divorce between American

psychiatry


and psychoanalysis, the hostile overreach of many protagonists in the “

Freud Wars


,” and the gradual replacement of an “American” reading of Freud with a “French Freud” during the last quarter of the twentieth century.


Taking my cue from one of Paul

Roazen’s


reflections, in Chap.
3
I explore Jacques

Lacan’s


curious relationship to

Catholicism


and Judaism, and to Freud and his followers; a project that Paul began, but never finished, due to his untimely death. My rationale for doing this is that, in the wake of the

Freud wars


, Freud’s reputation has declined precipitously, although a strange fascination with

Lacan


keeps scholarly interest in psychoanalysis alive in the humanities and social sciences, where

Lacan’s


influence is ubiquitous. Unfortunately, however, reading Freud through a Lacanian prism, as many scholars do nowadays, can be deeply misleading. Why? Because on close inspection, his “return to Freud” was really nothing of the kind, and his repeated avowals of fidelity to Freud really mask a revisionist agenda. To be fair, of course, when it comes to their clinical applications,

Lacan’s


ideas must stand or fall on their own merits, irrespective of whether they tally with Freud’s ideas or not. Either way, the fact remains that, like Freud,

Lacan’s


style of leadership was authoritarian, though, unlike Freud, his polemics with the Freudian faithful were subtly infused with

anti-Semitism


, a topic most scholars have diplomatically tiptoed around, till now.


Chapter
4
addresses the relationship between the poetic and scientific modes of knowledge, the relationship between language and unconscious mental processes, and some reflections on the roots of religious belief in a way that circumvents the narrow and parochial perspectives embedded in

Lacan’s


Catholic triumphalism. Moreover, and more importantly, perhaps, it includes a summary and critique of Freud’s theory of the ego, and a corrective to some of the distortions of Freud’s concept of the unconscious entailed in the Lacanian reading of Freud.


Chapter
5
is a slightly different story. In the days preceding and immediately following the 2016 presidential election, email list-serves that link psychotherapists of various persuasions online were abuzz with cries of perplexity and outrage. I subscribe to three such list-serves, which supply windows into the hearts and minds of psychoanalytic, Jungian, and humanistic psychologists, psychiatrists, and psychotherapists, many of whom were struggling to come to grips with emerging social realities. What impressed me most about their soulful lamentations was that despite their disparate clinical orientations, the questions and comments posted by the clinicians were strikingly similar. One recurrent theme, of course, was: “What role does the clinician play in times of social and political crisis? How can we facilitate a psychological understanding of the patient’s (conscious and unconscious) response to events?” A similar, but often more urgent and personal, question was: “How do I address my patients’ (pre- or post-) election anxiety and/or depression, when I myself am terrified about the outcome?” Another was: “How do we address the anxiety of patients who belong to (racial, religious or sexual) minorities that feel menaced by

Trump’s


rhetoric?” And of course, another common concern (across orientations) was: “How can we bring our therapeutic orientation’s unique perspective to bear on the more widespread social malaise that spawned the Trump Presidency?” And “What, if anything, are our responsibilities as citizens and therapists and how do we disentangle and/or reconcile the two?”


On reflection, of course, the overarching similarities between the comments and questions that appeared on these list-serves, though striking, are not that surprising. After all, these areprecisely
the kinds of questions we would expect psychotherapists to ask themselves at times like these. Equally expectable were the spirited online squabbles about which factor(s) “really” thrust

Trump


into power. Misogyny? White rage? The Democrats abandonment of the working class? All three? (And so on.)


One thing that surprised me about this angry and despairing online chatter was the lack of serious reflection among clinicians about

authoritarianism


, or “the authoritarian personality.” Evidently, clinicians prefer to leave this matter to social psychologists and political scientists to discuss. As I pondered this phenomenon at greater length, it occurred to me that the history of the “authoritarian personality” and its reception in the United States are a little known chapter in the history of psychoanalysis, one which has considerable relevance to contemporary political realities, and the unraveling of

democracies


around the world. That being so, I have attempted to describe the development of the concept of “the authoritarian personality” from its inception to the present, to address the various lacunae and omissions that crop up in the literature to date, and to underscore the unfortunate divergence and parting of ways between the clinical and social psychological research traditions that grapple with this issue, which is partly attributable to lingering controversies over the (non)existence of Left-wing

authoritarianism


.


Chapter
6
takes up a different but closely related subject. Up until very recently, people believed that the hallmark of a good education—be it a religious, scientific, or humanistic education—was a truth-loving disposition. The idea that a truth-loving disposition is a product—or alternatively, perhaps, a prerequisite—to a deep and sound education begins with Socrates and

Plato


, and is closely linked to a belief in the emancipatory power of truth, or the idea that “The truth shall make you free.” During the twentieth century, Mahatma Gandhi and the Reverend

Martin Luther King


, Jr., stressed another closely related theme that is integral to the Western tradition, namely, that a truth-loving disposition and a loving disposition are closely aligned, and that hatred flourishes among lies and is greatly diminished by the power of truth. Is this a testable hypothesis?


Probably not. But consider the following. On June 10, 2019, Glenn Kessler, Salvador Rizzo, and Meg Kelly fromThe Washington Post
reported that President

Trump


made 10,796 false or misleading statements during his first 869 days of his presidency.
2
Do the math, and you discover that this astonishing output amounts to more than a dozen blatantly false or misleading statements a day. Even if we allow that some of these falsehoods were inadvertent, the product of wishful thinking and an overactive imagination, the fact remains that this torrent of untruths helped unleash a wave of hatred and violence in the United States unlike anything we’ve seen since the 1930s. Considering the damage wrought to our

democracy


in the process, it is incumbent on us to consider carefully whether we still value a truth-loving disposition, and if so, how do we justify it philosophically.


That being so, it is instructive to note that

Friedrich Nietzsche


, who has admirers on the Left and the Right, had a very ambivalent relationship to truth. Don’t get me wrong! Like many of

Nietzsche’s


fans, I am enthralled by the freshness and ferocity of his prose and was duly impressed by his defiance of conventional pieties and willingness to challenge authority of all kinds. For a time, I even considered

Nietzsche


to be a kind of tormented Teutonic truth teller. But as

Paul Roazen


often pointed out to me, inBeyond Good and Evil,

Nietzsche


said that

slavery


(“in some form”) is indispensable for culture to flourish. And as I read him more carefully, it dawned on me that

Nietzsche


’s relationship to “truth” is actually riddled with ambiguity. This raises problems, because

Paul Ricoeur


famously described

Nietzsche


,

Marx


, and Freud as practitioners of “the hermeneutics of suspicion.” This was a convenient and rather popular way of describing their intellectual kinship for a time. But on closer examination, the habit of lumping them together in this category is potentially quite misleading and prompts us to ignore or overlook the deep and fundamentaldissimilarities
in their epistemological commitments and beliefs about the world. The triumph of

Trump


and the resurgence of Left-wing irrationalism in our “post-truth” and “post-factual” age obligate us to reconsider

Nietzsche


’s “subversive” attitude toward truth and self-deception and to

slavery


anew.


Chapter
7
is a brief overview of the current crisis in the

Liberal Arts


, followed by a critique of

Jordan Peterson


.

Peterson


is Professor of Psychology at the University of Toronto, a wayward

Nietzsche


fan, and a fierce critic of contemporary trends in university education, especially in the social sciences and the humanities. He rose to prominence by inserting himself vigorously into debates about the postmodern university, but his polemics focus relentlessly on merelyone
dimension of the current crisis of the

Liberal Arts


—the campus culture wars. Nevertheless, Camille Paglia describes him as the most important Canadian intellectual since Marshall McLuhan. Unlike Paglia, I grew up in Canada, and such comparisons make me cringe. When I came of age, Canada had already produced more than its share of public intellectuals, considering the modest size of its population. Northrop

Frye


, Marshall McLuhan, and Charles Taylor were probably the best-known figures, though

Karl Stern


, Karl Polanyi, Michael Polanyi, and Michael Ignatieff also enjoyed a measure of fame and were widely read and respected in their respective fields (and beyond). But these public intellectuals thrived in an age of print media—an age that, as McLuhan predicted, would soon be superseded. Though he sells his share of books, no doubt,

Peterson


really thrives in a digital ecology/economy. With millions of online subscribers, and more than 100 million YouTube viewings from his vast (mostly young, mostly male) online following,

Peterson’s


Web-savvy approach to marketing his message have already enabled him to influence more people than

Frye


, McLuhan, and all the rest of them combined.


So, with that said, is

Peterson


really a “public intellectual,” as Paglia (and others) claim? Or is he really just a Right-wing celebrity and culture warrior? Judged by old-fashioned standards of intellectual probity,

Peterson


would only be described as a “public intellectual” if his scholarship was up to scratch. And in this respect, I fear,

Peterson


does not compare to Canada’s best and brightest. Nevertheless,

Peterson


’s public appearances, YouTube lectures, and rants (on and offline) have had a massive impact on the public’s view of contemporary university life, and on universities themselves, especially in the

Liberal


Arts.

Peterson


is a forceful advocate for de-funding

Liberal Arts


programs because of their Left-wing biases and is positioning himself as a radical reformer who would purge our universities of noxious political influences (e.g., “cultural Marxism,” “political correctness.”), replacing them, presumably, with his own traditionalist platitudes—and perhaps, indeed, his own online university. (God help us if he succeeds!)


Chapter
8
was inspired by ongoing debates in the United States, Canada, and Britain on

psychiatry


and “

anti-psychiatry


.” My interest in this subject dates back to the 1970s, when I attended talks by R.D.

Laing


and

David Cooper


in Toronto, and to the 1980s, when I was an activist in the mental health field there. Having studied the history of

psychiatry


and

anti-psychiatry


for several decades since, I’ve grown tired of the fuzzy thinking and partisan polemics that confound the issues on both sides. When it came into common usage in the late 1960s, the term “anti-psychiatry” referred to a movement of people committed to the complete abolition of the psychiatric profession and, as often as not, to the abolition of the nuclear family and capitalism as well, a usage which, ironically enough, actuallyexcluded
many of the movement’s leading theorists, including R.D.

Laing


,

Thomas Szasz


, and Michel Foucault. Moreover, though they all saw the psychiatric profession as an instrument of social control, these three men had extremely different political attitudes and orientations. With rare exceptions (e.g., Farber 2012), people who embrace the “

anti-psychiatry


” label nowadays—or its derivative offshoots, such as “Mad Liberation” or “Mad Pride”—are seldom aware of the term’s history and implications. Meanwhile,

psychiatry


has turned “

anti-psychiatry


” into a term of dismissal or abuse, one that its practitioners and surrogates hurl indiscriminately at many of

psychiatry’s


most cogent and incisive critics, whose real objective is to reform and improve the profession, not to abolish it. Will

psychiatry


reform itself any time soon? Not bloody likely. But partisan polemics that generate contentious exchanges based on partial or erroneous understandings won’t advance the debate in a productive fashion, either. Meanwhile, it is high time

psychiatry


started heeding its well-intentioned critics and stopped hiding from its shameful record of human rights abuses and collusion with Big Pharma.


Daniel Burston
Pittsburgh, PA, USA
November 1, 2019
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Types of Authority and the Limits of Trust
Over the course of human history, human

 societies have evolved several different types of authority. Religious (or spiritual) authority, secular (or governmental) authority, and scientific authority are the three main types, because they claim our allegiance and shape our daily lives more than any others do. Of these three, scientific authority is the most recent, of course. Secular and spiritual authority were present at the dawn of human society in the form of tribal councils and chiefs, on the one hand, and shamans, on the other. Scientists arrived on the scene much later. Granted, we see faint glimmerings of scientific authority among priests who studied the heavens, the seasons, mathematics, and architecture in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, China, and Mesoamerica. But their scientific knowledge, such as it was, was deeply co-mingled with religious lore, and not really independent or free standing. Scientific authority was on somewhat steadier ground in the Greek, Roman, and Arab civilizations, but still of little consequence, being mostly confined to their elites. Scientific authority only comes into its own as a major social force in the modern era, with Francis Bacon (1561–1626), Galileo (1564–1642), and René Descartes (1596–1650) leading the charge.
While their domains of expertise differ widely, we generally like to suppose that religious, secular, and scientific authority are all exercised in the public interest. That being so, in optimal circumstances, one might expect them to co-exist harmoniously. However, religious, secular, and scientific authority clash frequently, especially in times of rapid social and political change. But much as they clash on a variety of fronts, religious and scientific authority have one crucial thing in common. As Freud’s friend, the Reverend Oskar Pfister (1873–1956) observed, religion and science converge impressively in their conviction that “the truth shall make you free” (Pfister

 1928). Indeed, historically speaking, religious and scientific authority are both predicated (to a large extent) on their ability to discern and disseminate the truth. Contrast this state of affairs with the role of secular authority, which is wielded by (and embodied in) all branches of government, law enforcement, the judiciary, and the military. Rather than discerning and disseminating the truth, the primary function of secular authority is to enable the population to thrive, to maintain civic order, and to defend society against (internal or external) threats and enemies—preferably with the consent of the governed, of course.
However, much as science and religion share a belief in the emancipatory power of truth, they clash often because their concepts of truth differ greatly, and because they have developed different criteria and methods for ascertaining it. Religious and secular authority also clash frequently, sometimes with unexpected results. Consider Pope John Paul II’s successful campaign to end communist rule in Poland or the Reverend Martin Luther King’s campaign to end segregation and racial inequality in the United States. And if, as sometimes happens, secular authorities declare a “war on science,” as the Bush administration and now the Trump administration have done in the United States, erstwhile adversaries may reappear as unexpected allies. Witness the papal encyclical Laudato si’ (May, 2015), which affirmed the reality of climate change, despite the Trump administration’s bizarre and hollow disclaimers.
Even when they clash, however, these three types of authority always have one thing in common. They invariably entail differences in status and power that grant a person of higher status the right to evaluate, address, and if need be, punish transgressive behavior. As a result of this fact, perhaps, theories of authority are usually rooted in a mood of skepticism, suspicion, or outright mistrust. So, for example, some theories of authority stress the necessity of religious and secular authorities to constrain, punish, and perhaps pardon our sinful natures, or our allegedly instinctive tendencies to selfishness, lust, and violence (e.g., Plato, Augustine, Hobbes, Freud). These theories are rooted in a deep mistrust of human nature. By contrast, theories that stress the arbitrary, irrational, repressive, and power-seeking aspects of authority (e.g., among utopian, libertarian, and anarchist thinkers) are rooted in mistrust of authority itself. Enlightenment critiques of religious authority were rooted in mistrust of tradition and “revealed truth.” Postmodern critiques of scientific authority—like Nietzsche’s—are rooted in mistrust of scientific “objectivity,” and so on.
Nevertheless, we are apt to forget that until very recently, it was quite common for people to trust at least one type of authority while mistrusting others. (I refer to people’s trust in institutions, not the individuals who compose them.) Even during the first half of the twentieth century, the type of authority you trusted—or trusted most, at any rate—was often deeply aligned with your sense of personal identity. You might consider yourself to be a man of God or a man of science. Or you might be a civil servant, a lawyer, a soldier, or a law enforcement officer. Sometimes, if you were extremely fortunate, you might combine these disparate identities to varying degrees, for example, by being a “man of science” and a “man of faith.” And one benefit conferred by these identity coordinates, and the institutions that spawned them, was that they provided people with shared templates for discerning meaning in their personal lives, and participating in communities with a shared frame of reference and a larger sense of purpose.
While authority was typically depicted as a “masculine” attribute in the West, the twentieth century produced a historic shift when it opened up most of these vocations—and the authority that comes with them—to women. But on reflection, opportunities for women only arose as trust in these institutions began to wane. Trust in organized religion has been declining steadily since the eighteenth century, and female ordination is only a twentieth century phenomenon, and still not accepted in some religions and denominations. Trust in secular authority—government, the judiciary, and the police—has never been particularly robust in most parts of the world, and has been eroding steadily since the “Reagan revolution” in the United States, where we have yet to elect a female President, and where the number of anti-government organizations (including armed militias!) sky-rocketed in the Obama years. Meanwhile, trust in scientific authority has been crumbling in many quarters due to the abject failure of public education, the sleazy corporate takeover of science and medicine, and last but not least, the advent of postmodernism.
So, what happens when people lose all trust in authority? For that seems to be our present, postmodern predicament. One consequence of our culture’s growing distrust of authority is that shared ways of making meaning of personal experience become more tenuous and polarized. The experience of having a shared frame of reference and deeply cherished values diminishes, splintering into a multiplicity of individual perspectives and personal agendas. In circumstances like these, people are prone to what Erich Fromm termed “irrational doubt” (Fromm

 1947)—a tendency to miss the bigger picture, and to see their enveloping social reality through a kind of distorting prism or ideological lens that makes them feel less isolated. In such circumstances, people become highly suggestible and drawn toward (Right- and Left-wing) identity politics and/or to conspiracy theorists, who fill the vacuum left by the trust that evaporated with collective delusions, offering adherents a refuge from loneliness, and providing them with shared templates for interpreting reality. In this toxic atmosphere, demagogues derive their supposed “authority” from the fact that they tell their followers what they want to hear, or whatever flatters and confirms their irrational fears and prejudices. Urban myths abound, leaving many people without a moral compass and with a deeply distorted understanding of their actual situation. This alarming state of affairs—which has been deeply intensified by the internet and social media (Mounk 2018; Weisman

 2018)—fosters the decline of democratic norms and institutions and promotes the growth of ultra-nationalist and racist movements on the right and the veiled authoritarianism of the Left.
Organized religion seldom remains aloof from these alarming trends. On the contrary, when collective delusions flourish, organized religion may enter the fray as an ally of (or an alibi for) the angry mob, or as a beacon of sanity and tolerance, a bulwark against the prevailing tides of hatred and paranoia. By way of illustration, just consider the disparate attitudes taken by different religious denominations toward the current refugee crisis at our Southern border. Alternatively, consider the deep divisions that sometimes occur within religious denominations, such as Father Aidan Nicols’ open letter (April 30, 2019) to the College of Bishops accusing Pope Francis of heresy because of his leniency toward gay and divorced Catholics, and for dismissing clergymen who were credibly accused of sexual abuse.1
Modes of Authority and Critical Theory
Almost from the moment of its inception, critical theory was deeply concerned with the nature, limits, and abuses of authority. It focused, in particular, on the critique of irrational authority, which demands unquestioning obedience of its subjects, and blunts the development of the individual’s conscience and critical faculties. The ways in which irrational authority stunts human development and (de)forms human subjectivity were explicitly thematized by Horkheimer, Fromm, and Marcuse in 1936, but they remained an implicit dimension of their (individual and collective) undertakings for some time thereafter (Horkheimer 1936). As witnesses to the galloping Nazification of Germany after 1926, in the late 1920s and 1930s, Horkheimer sought to elucidate how prevailing structures of authority undermine the individual’s ability to think and act in a rational and sociable manner. They sought to synthesize Marx and Freud’s hermeneutics of suspicion to critique the illusions and ideological distortions that precluded the emergence of truly autonomous individuals and prevented the emergence of a just and rational social order.2
However, in most accounts of the Frankfurt School’s history, it is often forgotten that Erich Fromm was an active participant in these early undertakings. Why? Horkheimer and associates valued Fromm’s early contributions, but disparaged or ignored his theoretical contributions after his break with the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research in 1938. There were various reasons for this sad state of affairs, among them the fact that in the wake of World War II, in the midst of the Cold War, Fromm’s increasingly popular and highly accessible writings exuded an almost absurd optimism about the human prospect, one completely at variance with the tragic pessimism of Freud and his followers—a pessimism mirrored in many ways, in the Frankfurt School’s philosophy of history, summarized in Dialectic of Enlightenment (Horkheimer

 and Adorno 1944). By contrast, Fromm’s oft-repeated belief in the “perfectibility” of the human species echoed the faith of Condorcet from two centuries before, and was no doubt touching and sincere. But it seemed weirdly remote from the brutal social realities of the twentieth century and the pervasive alienation that he himself described so vividly in post-World War II America.
Another reason Fromm’s early contributions to the Frankfurt School have been minimized or ignored by several generations of scholars—one seldom acknowledged by most of its representatives—is that Fromm turned his critique of irrational authority on the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, himself. Fromm’s critique of Freud’s patriarchal and authoritarian biases—which were always qualified by generous acknowledgments of Freud’s courage, insights, and accomplishments—commenced as early as 1935, and spanned the remainder of his long career. Fromm’s candor and outspokenness on this score alienated most of his erstwhile colleagues in the Frankfurt School, who clung to a curiously blinkered and sectarian kind of Freud piety (Burston 1991).
Nevertheless, the fact remains that Fromm was the only member of the Frankfurt School who was a fully trained and credentialed psychoanalyst, and to protect Freud—and themselves—from Fromm’s criticism, his erstwhile colleagues sought to justify their rejection of his later work by embracing what they termed “the autonomy of theory.” Adorno and Marcuse were particularly insistent on this point (e.g., Marcuse

 1955; Jay 1973; Jacoby

 1975). They maintained that Freud’s metapsychology could be adapted for purposes of social critique without having to address or incorporate contemporaneous developments in psychoanalytic treatment or technique. On the contrary, they regarded new developments and new directions in psychoanalytic treatment warily, as merely (or primarily) instrumental in adapting patients more effectively to a sick society, and therefore complicit in perpetuating the status quo (Jacoby

 1975). Fromm took issue with this anti-therapeutic stance. In 1970, he wrote:

Marcuse

 … offers a good example of the particular distortion which “the philosophy of psychoanalysis” can inflict on psychoanalytic theory. He claims that his work “moves exclusively in the field of theory, and keeps outside of the technical discipline which psychoanalysis has become.” This is a bewildering statement. It implies that psychoanalysis started as a theoretical system and later became a “technical system”; the fact is, of course, that Freud’s metapsychology was based on his clinical investigations.
What does Marcuse mean by “technical discipline”? Sometimes it sounds as if he is referring to problems of therapy; but at other times, the word “technical” is used to refer to clinical, empirical data. To make a separation between philosophy and psychoanalytic theory, on one hand, and psychoanalytical clinical data on the other, is untenable in a science whose concepts and theories cannot be understood without reference to the clinical phenomena from which they were developed… I am not implying that one must be a psychoanalyst or even that one must have been psychoanalyzed in order to discuss problems of psychoanalysis. But in order to make sense of psychoanalytic concepts, a person must have some interest in and capacity to deal with empirical data, individual or social. (Fromm

 1970 pp. 25–26)



Nowadays, clinicians with an interest in critical theory are usually in agreement, or in partial agreement, with Fromm on this score. They recognize that the autonomy of theory is untenable in the long run, because it dooms critical theory to irrelevance as social and political conditions and prevailing authority relations change, depriving critical theorists of new and potentially transformative insights that could be gleaned from familiarity with new methods and models of treatment3 (e.g., Whitebook 1995; Mills 2019).
Sadly, however, with a few notable exceptions (e.g., Philipson 2017; Carveth

 2018, chapter 10), most psychoanalysts’ efforts to revive the dialogue between critical theory and contemporary clinical practice still refuse to engage with Fromm, and deliberately or inadvertently side-step Fromm’s many contributions to the field (e.g., Benjamin

 1988; Whitebook 1995; Mills 2019). A good example is Marsha Hewitt’s illuminating article “Dangerous Amnesia: Restoration and Renewal of the Connections between Psychoanalysis and Critical Social Theory.” Hewitt offers a lucid overview of Adorno’s approach to psychoanalysis and social theory and supplements it with insights gleaned from Hans Loewald, Joel Whitebook, Cornelius Castoriadis, and Stephen Mitchell, among others. She even adds a perceptive case history of a patient whose internal conflicts and defenses are expressed in her intense anti-Semitism—something Adorno would never have done. Nevertheless, she writesAlthough it would appear logical at first blush to use Fromm as the key psychoanalyst to bridge psychoanalysis and critical theory, this would require covering the contentious relationship between him and the Frankfurt School (certainly an issue worthy of discussion), which would lead us astray from the central task of this article-the forgotten links between critical theory and psychoanalysis. Loewald and Whitebook, psychoanalysts who overlap in many ways with Fromm, are not burdened with this contentious history. The nature of the break that erupted between Fromm and the other members is still the subject of controversy. For example, there were many significant disagreements between Fromm’s interpretation of Freud and that of his Frankfurt colleagues, some of the sharpest of which were with Marcuse (1962), who, perhaps unfairly, accused Fromm (as did Adorno) of “neo-Freudian revisionism” (pp. 217–251). Adorno and Horkheimer also took issue with what they viewed as Fromm’s rejection of key elements of Freudian theory and his “optimistic” philosophical anthropology. Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse incorporated Freudian concepts that Fromm either criticized or abandoned, such as libido theory. It is far beyond the focus and scope of this article to review or evaluate the theoretical disagreements between Fromm and his former Frankfurt School colleagues (he left the Institute for Social Research in the late 1930s). Nevertheless, Fromm’s importance in the efforts of critical theory to bring about an integration of Marx and Freud must be acknowledged and evaluated in its own right. (Hewitt 2012, p. 75)


In fairness to Hewitt, her unwillingness to engage with Fromm’s ideas is freely acknowledged and is qualified by a reminder of Fromm’s pivotal role in the Frankfurt School’s history. Moreover, she frames the controversies between Fromm and his former colleagues in a balanced and tactful way—a welcome reprieve from the nasty polemics of yesteryear (e.g., Jacoby

 1975; McLaughlin

 2017.) Nevertheless, Fromm’s contributions are not factored into her discussion, or in those of most psychoanalytic clinicians who engage or update critical theory.
Does this mean that Fromm’s time has passed, or that his contributions to critical social theory have been completely ignored of late? By no means. But the vast majority of those engaged in critical reflection and the contemporary applications of Fromm’s ideas are not clinicians, but sociologists and political scientists (e.g., Chancer

 1992; Bronner 2002; Brunner

 1994; McLaughlin

 1996; McLaughlin

 1998; McLaughlin 2008; Durkin

 2014; Durkin

 2019; Langman and Lundskow 2016; Afary and Friedland 2018; Morelock 2018; Lamont 2019). And on the face of it, at least, there is very little intellectual commerce between psychoanalytic clinicians and these social scientists, though the latter read and cite the former more often than vice versa.4
That being so, in the pages that follow, I attempt to bridge the gap between clinicians and social scientists interested in applying critical theory to contemporary social realities. To that end, I delve into the history of psychoanalysis, with special emphasis on the culture of psychoanalytic training institutes during the Golden Age of American psychoanalysis, the bitter divorce between psychiatry and psychoanalysis (circa 1975), the Freud wars that followed, and the evolving role of Freud scholarship in American universities during the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. These are areas where the interests of clinicians and social scientists converge strongly, and the likelihood of kindling reflection and dialogue between them is greatest. Before I do so, however, I must briefly summarize some of Fromm’s ideas about authority, which pertain directly to problems and controversies within the psychoanalytic movement (and its various offshoots) and the current crisis in the liberal arts. Rather than calling them types of authority, that is, religious, secular, scientific, and so on, we will refer to Fromm’s categories as modes of authority, because they do not denote specific domains of competence, but specific modes of relatedness between those in positions of authority and those who are subject to them that occur within each particular domain. Or, put differently, they describe different modus operandi that are possible for those who wield authority, regardless of the kind of competence they claim to possess.
Fromm

 distinguished between the rational, irrational, and anonymous modes of authority (Fromm

 1941, 1947, 1955). According to Fromm, if I may paraphrase, rational authority is a relationship between two (or more) people of unequal experience, knowledge, or status, where the person in authority, usually a teacher or parent, seeks to abolish those differences eventually, by bringing the student or child up to his (or her) own level (Fromm

 1941, p. 186.). Or as Northrop Frye, Canada’s pre-eminent literary critic, once said: “All personal authority comes from teachers who want to stop being teachers.” (Frye

 2014, p. 42.)
Ideally, rational authority is a relationship based on competence and mutual respect and is completely voluntary. While the achievement of equality is the ultimate goal, the process of reaching that goal requires discipline. In order to master a skill or a body of knowledge, the less experienced or accomplished party must follow the master’s instructions, practicing diligently. The teacher, meanwhile, derives satisfaction from her student’s progress, because it confirms her own knowledge and ability. In the event that the student matches or exceeds the master’s level of knowledge and proficiency, the friction of competing egos is presumably contained and diffused by a disinterested love of the craft that they both share. Or again, in Frye’s words: “Authority is of the subject; this is what equalizes teacher and student.” (Frye

 2014, p. 41.)
By contrast with rational authority, which is based on competence, consent, and mutual respect and entails the possibility of equality, irrational authority is based on fear and is designed to perpetuate or intensify existing inequalities. It does so through the use of force, or the threat of force, deception, secretiveness, and the manipulation of interpersonal relationships. George Orwell saw this clearly. For example, in “Looking Back on the Spanish War,” he wrote:

When one thinks of all the people who support or have supported Fascism, one stands amazed at their diversity. What a crew! Think of a programme which at any rate for a while could bring Hitler, Petain, Montagu Norman, Pavelitch, William Randolph Hearst, Streicher, Buchman, Ezra Pound, Juan March, Cocteau, Thyssen, Father Coughlin, the Mufti of Jerusalem, Arnold Lunn, Antonescu, Spengler, Beverley Nichols, Lady Houston, and Marinetti all into the same boat! But the clue is really very simple. They are all people with something to lose, or people who long for a hierarchical society and dread the prospect of a world of free and equal human beings. Behind all the ballyhoo that is talked about ‘godless’ Russia and the ‘materialism’ of the working class lies the simple intention of those with money or privileges to cling to them. (Orwell 1942, section 7)



Of course, fascism was not the only form of irrational authority in twentieth-century politics. Marxism-Leninism and Stalinism, which promised to abolish privilege and create a world of “free and equal people,” were also rooted in irrational authority. Though egalitarian ideologies may disguise it as a liberating social force, in truth, irrational authority is always motivated by greed, fear, and a sadistic desire to dominate and humiliate others. Instead of promoting justice and equality, it stifles dissent and the rights of those who do not obey. Those who embrace and embody irrational authority are threatened by the prospect of genuine equality, though they often enjoy a kind of sordid intimacy with others—which Fromm called “symbiosis”—to alleviate their loneliness or to consolidate their hold on power. In the process, of course, irrational authority stifles intellectual independence and sound ethical judgment. Instead of promoting autonomous human beings, it promotes stupidity or cunningness—a facile intelligence that is result oriented but utterly ruthless and conscience free. Alternatively, in some instances, it promotes a weird mixture of stupidity and cunningness, as in the case of Donald J. Trump, for example.
But despite their obvious differences, rational and irrational authority do share an important similarity. They engage those affected by them in a highly personal manner. As Fromm noted in Escape From Freedom:In external authority is clear that there is an order and who gives it; one can fight against the authority, and in this fight personal independence and moral courage develop. But … in anonymous authority both command and commander have become invisible. It is like being fired at by an invisible enemy. There is nobody and nothing to fight back against. (Fromm

 1941, p.190)

So, unlike commonsense conceptions of authority, where differences in power, knowledge, or status are freely acknowledged, or rigidly insisted upon, anonymous authority manifests as timidity and group-think in groups of nominal equals—people who, at least in theory, are not beholden to anyone but themselves and their peers. Anonymous authority is not backed by overt demands, or by threats and coercion, but by participants’ fears of isolation, of being “different” and a pervasive lack (and fear) of personal accountability. As a result, it produces bureaucratic “red-tape” and an attitude of slack conformity in groups whose members may share a diffuse identity, but lack any sense of meaningful connection to each other. Here the fear of being isolated, or merely “different,” tends to lower standards and expectations. The consequent reliance on convention and public opinion, rather than on truth or genuine principle, renders those enmeshed in anonymous authority prone to apathy and opportunism (Fromm

 1941, chapter 7). And unlike rational authority, which promotes equality, and irrational authority, which intensifies inequality, anonymous authority promotes a proverbial race to the bottom, expressing and reinforcing the lowest common denominator.
The following examples illustrate how these different modes of authority function in different domains. Needless to say, this list is not intended to be exhaustive, and the examples furnished here are drawn in broad strokes. Our goal here is to elucidate some general principles to facilitate our forthcoming discussion on the role of authority in the postmodern university and the history of the psychoanalytic movement.
With respect to secular authority, when politicians seek to disenfranchise or marginalize a certain population, and render them second-class citizens, it is because they feel threatened by the prospect of genuine equality, and will use deception, force, or both, in the exercise of irrational authority. Similarly, in any given society, the “rules of the road” or the laws which regulate the flow of vehicular traffic on our roadways function in the public interest by minimizing the incidence of death, injury, and property loss for all citizens. When police officers enforce these laws impartially, treating everyone as equal citizens, they are exercising rational authority. When they enforce them selectively, or use these laws as an excuse to selectively harass or intimidate members of racial or ethnic minorities, they are exercising irrational authority.
To shift domains, when scientists deploy a well-established scientific method in a rigorous and methodical way and share their findings with other scientists, they are exercising rational authority. However, when they permit corporate interests to shape their research agendas, when they suppress or distort their findings to serve a corporate agenda, or stubbornly refuse to investigate certain subjects that threaten those same interests, they are exercising irrational authority.
Finally, when members of the clergy use religious teachings to instill a thirst for justice and a truth-loving disposition in the community they serve, they contribute to human flourishing and are exercising rational authority. But they weild religions doctrines in ways that stifle independent thought and inquiry; incite fear, mistrust, and hatred, creating a climate for conflict; and close ranks to cover up flagrant and widespread abuses of vulnerable members of their own religious communities, they are exercising irrational authority.
And what of anonymous authority? Unfortunately, a very good example of anonymous authority in contemporary life are the Title IX tribunals on many college campuses. These pseudo-judicial proceedings are convened to adjudicate allegations of sexual harassment or sexual assault, but often result in a grotesque mockery of justice. Why? Because of a complete lack of due process! In many (if not most) instances, these tribunals deny students who are accused of wrongdoing access to the complaint, to the evidence presented against them, to the identity of their accusers, and the opportunity to question their accusers or any witnesses questioned by the tribunal. In some instances, they are even denied the opportunity to read and respond to the tribunal’s final report! Needless to say, regardless of their outcomes, these Kafkaesque proceedings lack integrity and are more reminiscent of Stalinist show trials than they are of a properly conducted legal inquiry (Gersen et al. 2019; Yang 2019). Or, to quote Fromm again: “It is like being fired at by an invisible enemy. There is nobody and nothing to fight back against.”
When reflecting on rational, irrational, and anonymous authority and their relevance to contemporary trends, bear in mind that these categories and their accompanying descriptions are useful heuristic schemata, or in Weberian language, ideal types. Like all such schemata, they seldom capture the full complexity of facts on the ground. Authority as we encounter it in the real world is always situated in specific secular, religious, or scientific contexts, and the vocations and professional roles these give rise to may require a blend or a combination of different modalities, even in clinical and university settings. Besides, the nature and limits of authority have been the subject of heated debates for many centuries. Given how prolonged and multi-faceted this evolving conversation has been, no one should really expect to have the last word. The most one can hope for in factoring Fromm into this discussion is to raise the level of discussion somewhat, or redirect it in a more fruitful direction than it was heading previously.
And in that spirit, I argue that although they may not be the last word, Fromm’s modes of authority are quite instructive when considering the history of psychoanalysis, and the crises currently engulfing American universities. For whether we regard them as bastions of elitism and “ivory tower” detachment, remote from the realities of everyday life, or as microcosms of society at large, universities are implicated in the different types and modes of authority I have just described from their inception. How so? Historically speaking, schools of divinity and departments of theology and philosophy pursued spiritual truths, while the natural sciences pursued scientific ones. In order to make their efforts possible, administrators oversaw the finances, management, staffing, and maintenance of the university, and punished or expelled transgressors. The arts, humanities, and social sciences—which suffer from a steadily dwindling proportion of university enrollments and resources, nowadays—played a special role in this arrangement, but they were also indirectly animated and informed by a search for truth. Why and how, precisely?
Well, whereas the natural sciences sought to discern and disseminate the truth about the forces and laws of nature, history and the human sciences sought to discover the truth about human society and culture, past and present. Psychology, a discipline that straddles the natural and social sciences, sought the truth about human nature, human development, and the manifold deformations and disturbances of the human psyche. Like psychology, the other human sciences (anthropology, sociology, political science) borrowed models and methods from the natural sciences in their pursuit of truth. But they also sought instruction from the arts and humanities, because they hold up a mirror to our souls, and to cultural trends and problems that often go unnoticed or unaddressed in collective discourse under normal circumstances. Novels, biographies, plays, music, and the visual arts all capture and express emotional, experiential, and societal “truths” that only intrude obliquely, if at all, on our consciousness at most times, and are therefore invaluable as “data” for the human sciences.
Sadly, without intending to, perhaps, the advent of postmodernism did a great deal to undermine the authority of the social sciences and humanities, contributing mightily to our present malaise. Why? As sociologist/psychoanalyst Don Carveth points out:the emerging anti-foundationalism of post-structural and postmodern theory … had a sweeping cross-disciplinary impact that undermined efforts to offer critique of inadequate, one-sided or erroneous approaches … When the existence of truth is in doubt, its continued pursuit seems quixotic or presumptuous, and critique begins to seem intolerant, impolite and even rude. (Carveth

 2018, p. 2)

Carveth

 continuesWhereas widespread perversion of the original ideals and goals of the university as a community of scholars has become evident in recent decades due to its increasing corporatization … under the hegemony of neoliberalism, the displacement of truth values in psychoanalysis in favor of established ideologies and the interests of psychoanalytic societies, institutes and associations has been a factor almost from the beginning. Genuine critique has not often been welcomed in psychoanalytic circles where deference to founding fathers and mothers is de rigueur, criticism must be carefully muted, and departures from orthodoxy must be ingeniously disguised. (Carveth

 2018, p. 3–4)

And the end result? According to Carveth, himself a training analyst, “psychoanalytic training … has mostly taken a patriarchal, hierarchical and authoritarian form, dominated by a committee of largely self-selected training and supervising analysts” (Carveth

 2018, p. 5).
Carveth

 does not stress this point specifically, but the fact remains that the authoritarianism that blighted so much of psychoanalytic education in the twentieth century was never addressed by Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse. On the contrary, their emphasis on “the autonomy of theory” absolved them of any desire or responsibility to address such quotidian concerns, which we deem to be pivotal, or to acknowledge Freud’s own role in setting these processes in motion. As a practicing clinician who was expelled from the International Psychoanalytic Association for calling attention to these very same issues, Fromm felt differently, of course (Roazen

 2001b). The irony here is that, though deeply problematic, in some respects, Freud’s own contributions to the study of authority triggered a whole series of responses in the twentieth century, responses that will further complicate our understanding of authority, of Freud himself, and of American culture considerably in the chapters that follow.
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Footnotes
1Organized religion plays an ambiguous role, historically, in fostering or fighting bigotry, hatred and scapegoating. The role played by a religious denomination or organization depends in part on whether it embraces an authoritarian or a humanistic interpretation of its sacred scriptures. For more on the distinction between humanistic and authoritarian religion, see Erich Fromm’s book Psychoanalysis and Religion (Fromm 1950.)

 

2Studies on Authority and the Family, edited by Max Horkheimer, and published in 1936, was a landmark volume, containing notable contributions on the subject of authority from Horkheimer, Fromm, and Marcuse, among others. In addition to being highly interdisciplinary, it set the tone for many of the institute’s subsequent efforts. See Horkheimer, M. (Ed.). 1936. Studien über Autorität und Familie. Schriften des Instituts für Sozialforschung, 5, 947. For an incisive summary of the volume’s main features, see Martin Jay’s masterful study The Dialectical Imagination, Boston: Beacon Press, 1973.

 

3Despite its immense popularity among students, radicals, and certain sectors of the intelligentsia during the 1960s, Marcuse’s book Eros and Civilization was fundamentally flawed because of his inability—(or refusal?)—to grasp many elementary features of the clinical dimensions of psychoanalysis. This shortcoming engendered massive distortions and untenable constructions in his interpretation of Freud and his critique of Fromm’s admittedly unorthodox approach to treatment. (For a fuller discussion of this point, see my book The Legacy of Erich Fromm, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991, chapter 9.) Adorno’s rendering of Freud (e.g., Adorno 1951) was far more faithful to the spirit and letter of the original, not least because he worked closely with clinicians in his study of authoritarianism, and because he never tried to extract (or in a manner of speaking, extort) a utopian or revolutionary message from Freud’s pessimistic philosophy of history.

 

4These remarks pertain primarily to recent trends in psychoanalytic social psychology in the Anglo-sphere. Developments in the German-speaking world have followed a somewhat different path. See, for example, “Critical Psychoanalytic Social Psychology in the German Speaking Countries” by Marcus Brunner, Nicole Burgermeister, Jan Lohl, Marc Schwietring, and Sebastian Winter, translated by Nora Ruck, in Critical Psychology in a Changing World: Building Brides and Expanding Dialogue, in the Annual Review of Critical Psychology, 2013.
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In many ways, Freud was a typical child of the Enlightenment

 who equated scientific authority with rational authority per se. Since faith cannot be justified on purely rational grounds, Freud equated religious authority with irrational authority. But by contrast with his straightforward attitude toward science and religion, Freud’s attitude toward secular and governmental authority was profoundly ambiguous. On the one hand, his theory of the cultural superego entailed a version of social contract theory, which legitimates governmental authority because it is based on reason, presumably, and because it is designed to avert chaos, or a return to “a state of nature.” On the other hand, Freud often wrote as if secular authority, like religious authority, really derives its underlying power from unconscious phantasies at work in the depths of the psyche, rather than from reason or necessity—as if the presence of rational authority in civil society was merely a mirage, or a cover, for more primitive and irrational processes that shape the interplay between leaders and their followers. He carried on in this fashion in Totem and Taboo (1913) and even more emphatically in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921), where he described the dynamics of group cohesion in the Church and the Army as being remarkably similar. In both of these instances, he attributed the forces that promote group cohesion and the consent of the governed to sublimated homoerotic impulses, and the existence of a group transference of (mostly positive, idealizing) feelings toward the father onto the group leader, who functions as a kind of collective ego-ideal.
Furthermore, in Freud’s account of group formation and cultural cohesion, women lack agency and seldom exercise authority outside the domestic sphere. When they do stray outside of it, said Freud, they show up chiefly as objects of love or lust, and therefore as a disruptive force, one that challenges or diminishes group cohesion. Needless to say, the patriarchal assumptions underlying Freud’s social psychology are quite striking in retrospect1 (Burston 1989). Perhaps the most charitable thing one can say in Freud’s defense here is that female scientists, clergy, politicians, administrators, and educators were practically non-existent in his day, and that they would have been a disruptive force had women entered these fields—not because of their erotic appeal, but because they demanded equal treatment, and had hopes of achieving some measure of authority on their own. But even this extremely generous defense does not explain or excuse the elitist character of many of Freud’s pronouncements. For example, toward the end of Chapter 9 of Group Psychology, Freud traces the thirst for justice and the striving for equality to collective reaction formations against repressed feelings of sibling rivalry, as follows.The elder child would certainly like to put his successor jealously aside … and to rob it of all its privileges; but … this younger child (like all that come later) is loved by the parents as much as he himself is, and in consequence of the impossibility of his maintaining his hostile attitude without damaging himself, he is forced into identifying himself with the other children. So there grows up in the troop of children a communal or group feeling, which is then further developed at school. The first demand made by this reaction formation is for justice. If one cannot be the favorite himself, at all events no one else will be the favorite. (Freud 1921, p. 53)

Further below, Freud continues
What appears later … in the shape of Gemeingeist, esprit de corps, ‘group spirit’, etc., does not belie its derivation from what was originally envy.… Social justice means that we deny ourselves many things so that others may have to do without them as well …. This demand for equality is at the root of social conscience and the sense of duty.

Freud concludes

social feeling is based upon the reversal of what was first a hostile feeling into a positively toned tie … this reversal seems to occur under the influence of a common affectionate tie with a person outside the group … Do not let us forget, however, that the demand for equality in a group applies only to its members, not to the leader. (Freud 1921, p. 54)



These passages warrant careful scrutiny and reflection. First, please note their overarching historical context. In 1909, Freud’s erstwhile follower and rival, Alfred Adler (1870–1937), vigorously disputed Freud’s contention that the Oedipus complex is “the nuclear complex” at the root of all neuroses. Instead, he argued that an inferiority complex was at the root of most mental disorders. Adler was a socialist and feminist, who saw women’s strivings for equality with men as a healthy protest against injustice, and deemed the cultivation of Gemeinschaftsgefühl, or social feeling, to be one of the hallmarks of mental health (Roazen

 1975). So, among other things, perhaps, these passages in Group Psychology were probably intended as an oblique rebuke to Adler, and to the growing number of analysts who were sympathetic to socialism and feminism in the ranks of the International Psychoanalytic Association. Moreover, Freud’s disparaging assessment of equality as a normative ideal in political life was entirely in keeping with his view of feminism as an expression of collective penis-envy—a theory which, if true, condemned one half of humanity to a congenital inferiority complex, anyway.
Leaving socialism and feminism aside, for the moment, Freud’s absurdly reductionist logic could be used to trivialize or dismiss the suffering and demands of any oppressed minority that demands justice, dignity, and respect. Indeed, Freud’s “analysis” of the motives that drive the search for justice and equality sounds suspiciously like Nietzsche’s aristocratic theory of réssentiment, and Gustav Le Bon’s “crowd psychology”2 (Burston and Olfman 1996; Carveth 2018

). According to these nineteenth-century observers, strivings for justice and human dignity, and feelings of sympathy, kinship, or solidarity with the oppressed are never to be taken at face value, and must be rooted in some infantile or anti-social impulse. Indeed, as befits his hermeneutics of suspicion, Freud even claimed that human kindness and compassion are the result of sublimation and reaction formations that transform our instinctive cruelty into nobler and more elevated passions. For example, in “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death,” he writes thatthe existence of strong ‘bad’ impulses in infancy is often the actual condition for an unmistakable inclination towards ‘good’ in the adult person. Those who as children have been the most pronounced egoists may well become the most helpful and self-sacrificing members of the community; most of our sentimentalists, friends of humanity, champions of animals, have been evolved from little sadists and animal tormentors. (Freud 1915, p. 296)


So, take note, all you good Samaritans, philanthropists, and community-volunteers! And take that, all you pacifists, vegans, and animal rights activists! Psychoanalysis demonstrates conclusively that your pro-social feelings and inclinations are really the result of sublimated sadism, and that despite your adult attitudes and convictions, you probably started life as little monsters who reveled in spreading misery and suffering, not alleviating it!
Theodor Adorno said famously of Freud that “only the exaggerations are true.” One can only hope he was wrong in this case, because Freud’s “exaggerations” here suggest that collective reaction formations against sadism and sibling rivalry are the primary—indeed, perhaps the only—motives that animate struggles for social equality. For those who enjoy an occasional laugh at Freud’s expense, the staggering condescension entailed in this assessment is parodied to perfection in Glen Ellenbogen’s satirical essay “Oral Sadism and the Vegetarian Personality” (Ellenbogen 1981). But satire aside, this trait of Freud may also help explain his soft spot for authoritarian leaders. After all, he inscribed a copy of Why War? to Mussolini as follows: “To Benito Mussolini, with the respectful greetings of an old man who recognizes in the ruler the cultural hero” (cited in Roazen

 1975, p. 534).
Mussolini

, a cultural hero? Really? If we wanted to excuse this apparent lapse of judgment, we might point out that Mussolini was skeptical—and privately, quite dismissive—of Hitler’s antisemitic views and only adopted the Nazi’s racial laws reluctantly in 1938, when it became clear that he needed the Nazis’ military muscle to support his collapsing regime. If we can credit him with that much foresight, perhaps Freud hoped that flattering the Italian tyrant might deter him from turning against Italy’s Jewish community—as he did—eventually. But that is hardly the whole story. As political scientist José Brunner points outFreud argued that throughout history breakthroughs to a higher and more rational cultural system had been initiated by outstanding individuals who devoted themselves to a higher purpose and managed to mesmerize the masses to do the same. Therefore he reserved a place for “great men” in the chain, or rather the network of [historical] causes…. (Brunner

 2001, p. 168)

However, Brunner then goes on to say that

In Freud’s discourse rebellions inevitably appear as the deed of people who refuse obedience to leaders because they cannot suffer the restrictions on satisfaction which such father figures impose on them. However, while Totem and Taboo represents the restrictions which the primal father on his sons as exaggerated and serving his selfish pleasure seeking aims, later father figures and their laws are said to encounter opposition because they represent the demands of reason. Nowhere in Freud’s writings can one find an instance where people rebel against despots because their lives or property, rights and interests have been threatened or violated by despotic leaders. Even Thomas Hobbes, whose writings represent a classic defense of absolutism, was aware that concentration of power in the hands of an autocratic sovereign could also be dangerous to those subject to the latter’s government, though less dangerous than a state of nature. (Brunner

 2001, p. 169, emphasis added)



Put differently, then, Freud believed that both rational and irrational authority are “fatherly” in origin, but turned a blind eye to instances where the imposition of fatherly authority—and by extension, presumably, all political authority—concealed a threat to the autonomy and well-being of the sovereign power’s “sons” or citizens, all in the name of reason. This kind of blind spot is characteristic of someone accustomed to wielding irrational authority while disguising it as benevolent paternalism.
Among the first to call attention to the authoritarian and anti-feminist features of Freud’s life and work was Erich Fromm, whose book Sigmund Freud’s Mission: An Analysis of His Mission and Influence appeared in 1959. Among other things, Fromm noted Freud’s disparaging appraisal of John Stuart Mill’s spirited defense of sexual equality, and Freud’s coldness and contempt toward his devoted friend and follower Sandor Ferençzi, who deviated from classical technique, attempting to put the doctor-patient relationship on a more equal footing. Freud dismissed Ferençzi’s efforts in this direction as evidence of latent psychopathology. Fromm was also severely critical of Ernest Jones, whose authorized biography of Freud echoed Freud’s assessment of Ferenczi, attributing Ferenczi’s ideas about treatment, and his criticisms of Freud’s technique, to a latent psychosis that erupted late in life (Jones

 1967). Long before Ferençzi’s recent champions took the field, Fromm characterized Jones’ biography as a hagiographic exercise that maintained an idealizing attitude and turned a blind eye to Freud’s faults. Furthermore, Fromm called attention to the worrisome number of exaggerations, distortions, and omissions that riddled mainstream psychoanalytic historiography, which Fromm (quite rightly) said reach Stalinist proportions, sometimes3 (Fromm

 1963, 1970).
Fromm

’s critique of Freud’s leadership, his attitudes toward women and feminism, and of orthodox Freudian historiography, displeased his erstwhile colleagues in the Frankfurt School. They preferred to ignore these features of Freud’s legacy. Indeed, their vehement critiques of Fromm’s “revisionism” almost seem calculated to avert attention from these issues completely and to put Fromm on the defensive for abandoning Freud’s supposedly “radical” side (e.g., Jacoby 1975).
Needless to say, Fromm’s critique of Freud’s “bourgeois patriarchal” attitudes were also ignored or ridiculed by the Freudian faithful (Roazen

 2000, part 3). And in retrospect, that is scarcely surprising. Why? Because by the 1950s, the “halcyon days” of psychoanalysis in America, a climate of anxious compliance and consciously cultivated docility had replaced the creative exuberance that suffused European training institutes in the late 1920s and early 1930s. In this stultifying atmosphere, a training analysis was often little more than an intensive, expensive, and lengthy course of indoctrination. As a result, many qualified analysts lost the longed-for opportunity to explore their own inner conflicts and unmet needs in a deep and open way. The requirement of fitting their conflicts and experiences onto the Procrustean bed of extant theory, or their analyst’s pet prejudices, robbed the whole process of authenticity. Mindful of this shortcoming, many sought a second analysis, freed from the strictures of their particular institute. Hence the once popular saying that an analyst’s first analysis is “for the institute,” while the second one is “for the analyst” (Kirsner

 2000).
Another authoritarian feature of psychoanalytic training during the Cold War era is that it was largely confined to psychiatrists. Freud himself had vigorously opposed the efforts of most American (and some European) analysts to restrict the clinical practice of psychoanalysis to MDs (Roazen

 1975). Nevertheless, in North America, restrictions on non-medical analysis were pervasive and severe from the early 1930s to the late 1970s. Psychiatry sought—and for quite some time, succeeded in acquiring—a near monopoly over the practice of psychoanalysis. People who possessed doctoral degrees in non-medical disciplines, even psychologists, weren’t welcome in International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA) training programs, as a rule. And when they were admitted, psychologists and social scientists were typically obliged to sign agreements promising that when their training was complete, they would not practice clinical psychoanalysis, but only use it in “applied,” that is, academic contexts, for purposes of research.
Psychoanalysis American Style: The Golden Age
Fortunately for posterity, these developments did not stifle the intellectual independence and creativity of the movement completely. Karen Horney, an analysand of Karl Abraham’s, and a founding member of the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute in 1920, moved to Chicago in 1932, where she assisted Franz Alexander for two years, before moving to Brooklyn. Then she left the IPA, and founded the Association for the Advancement of Psychoanalysis and The American Institute of Psychoanalysis, which trained psychiatrists in her own evolving brand of feminist psychoanalysis, challenging the orthodox Freudian monopoly on psychoanalytic training. But as it transpired, much of the impetus for applying, revising, and developing Freud’s ideas in America actually came from lay analysts who had trained in Europe, or from outsiders who were dismissed from the ranks altogether. So, for example, in 1943, Erich Fromm joined Harry Stack Sullivan, Clara Thompson, and their friends and colleagues to found the William Alanson White Institute, located in New York city. The White Institute was not affiliated with the IPA, and was among the first, if not the first American psychoanalytic institute, to train non-medical analysts. Somewhat latter, in 1948, Fromm’s former analyst, Theodor Reik, himself a lay analyst, founded the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis, in New York City.
By the mid-1970s, non-IPA-affiliated training institutes had mushroomed, spreading across the United States. Moreover, lay analysts like Erich Fromm and Erik Erikson, who had a broad humanistic education and were deeply conversant with the social sciences, wrote best-selling books read by specialists and students across a wide range of disciplines, not just by clinicians. Thanks to their efforts, psychoanalysis exerted a considerable influence in the academy in the late 1950s and 1960s. Another famous author who infused Freudian ideas into our cultural conversation was Bruno Bettelheim, whose legacy is now deeply contested (see, e.g., Pollack 1997; Roazen

 2001a, part 6; Fisher 2008).
Much as they and their writing benefited from the clinical training they received, lay analysts like Fromm, Erikson, and Bettelheim were not alone. Academics who were not clinically trained now started to read Freud and apply his ideas to a wide range of disciplines including anthropology, sociology, political theory, history, literary criticism, philosophy, and art history. They included philosophers like Herbert Marcuse, Richard Wollheim, and Jonathan Lear (who actually is a trained psychoanalyst), classicist Norman O. Brown, literary critics like Lionel Trilling and W.H. Auden, historians Frank Manuel and Peter Gay, sociologists Talcott Parsons, Philip Rieff, C. Wright Mills, and many, many others. Theologians, rabbis, and pastoral counselors, including Joshua Liebman, Will Hertzberg, Smiley Blanton, Reinhold Niebuhr, Karl Stern, Don Browning, and many, many others also joined this lively cultural conversation. Though they did not endorse Freud’s views on religion, of course, the efforts of religious thinkers to engage with Freud in a sustained and sympathetic fashion demonstrated that whether you agreed with him or not, Freud’s ideas were now central to the conversation America was having about itself and the whole human condition—a conversation that lasted for at least four decades, from 1946 until the early 1980s.
Having kept his followers on a tight leash during his lifetime, Freud would probably not have welcomed all the new training programs that were now popping up in the United States, or the various interpretations and applications his ideas were now subject to outside of the profession proper. Nevertheless, there is a curious parallel between Freud’s reception in America and Marx’s reception in Russia. Freud disliked America intensely, and made no secret of that fact. Indeed, he once described it as “a mistake; a gigantic mistake, but still a mistake” (Jones

 1965, p. 67). Similarly, Marx loathed Russia. But it was there, more than anywhere else, that his reputation flourished (Roazen

 2002).
Meanwhile, thanks to the exuberant outpourings of philosophers, sociologists, historians, and religious authors like these, the period spanning the late 1940s to the late 1970s was the Golden Age for Freud and his followers—a time when Freud was studied both in and outside of the academy, and often regarded as a wise preceptor to all humanity, as he had so intensely longed to be thought of during his entire adult life (Fromm

 1959).
In the midst of this Golden Age, Paul Roazen (1936–2005), a political science student at Harvard, began studying Freud and the psychoanalytic movement. Roazen had a deep and abiding appreciation for Freud’s courage, creativity, and insights into the human condition. But he was also the first psychoanalytic historian to acknowledge the accuracy and importance of Fromm’s critique of mainstream psychoanalytic historiography (Roazen

 2000, part 3, 2001b). Indeed, Roazen found evidence of similar silences, distortions, and omissions in popular and influential treatments of Freud and his followers well into the final quarter of the twentieth century, including Richard Wollheim’s book Sigmund Freud (1973), Janet Malcolm’s book In The Freud Archives (1984), and Peter Gay’s biography Freud: A Life for Our Time (1988) (Roazen

 2000, 2002). How did he arrive at this conclusion?
In 1965, Roazen began interviewing Freud’s remaining children, friends, trainees, and patients. With the help of Helene Deutsch (1884–1982), one of the first female psychoanalysts, he became the first non-analyst to be granted access to the Freud Archives, which were jealously guarded by Anna Freud (1895–1982). The vast amount of data acquired through this diligent research effort enabled Roazen to publish an impressive series of books and journal articles spanning more than three decades—from 1968 to 2005. His first book, entitled Freud: Political and Social Thought (Roazen

 1968), was followed closely by Brother Animal: The Story of Freud and Tausk (Roazen

 1969), a book that caused considerable consternation among the Freudian faithful (see, e.g., Eissler

 1983; Roazen

 2003, part 5). Roazen used the hitherto unpublished correspondence between Freud and Helene Deutsch, who was Tausk’s analyst, to illuminate the circumstances surrounding Tausk’s tragic suicide. Tausk (1879–1919) was among the most gifted and original of Freud’s early followers, whom Freud had deliberately kept at an arm’s length. Judging from his correspondence with Deutsch, Freud felt quite threatened by Tausk’s exuberant originality, and his uncanny ability to anticipate and articulate many of Freud’s own ideas before Freud himself could publish them. That being so, it was disturbing to learn that Freud’s response to Tausk’s suicide was as cold and unfeeling as his response to the news of Adler’s death much later, in 1937. Clearly, Freud regarded Tausk as his competitor, like Adler, despite Tausk’s unwavering Freud piety, that is, his intense admiration and unwavering loyalty to “the Master” (Burston 1997).
Roazen

’s third book, Freud and His Followers, is a landmark study in the history and politics of psychoanalysis (Roazen

 1975). With the notable exception of Henri Ellenberger’s book The Discovery of the Unconscious (Ellenberger

 1970), Freud and His Followers was the first full-length history of the psychoanalytic movement to treat “dissidents” and “deviants” like Adler, Jung, Rank, and Ferenczi with the respect they deserved, and not to dismiss their theoretical differences with Freud as the result of unresolved Oedipal conflicts, latent homosexuality, or other forms of grievous psychopathology. He also gave Erich Fromm and Erik Erikson their due here, later publishing a provocative book on Erikson (Roazen

 1975), and several illuminating essays honoring Fromm (Roazen

 1990, 2000, part 3, 2001b).
Though Freud himself aligned psychoanalysis with the “scientific Weltanschauung”—and by implication, with rational authority, as he understood that term—the cumulative impression one gets reading Roazen is that Freud feared being eclipsed by his more gifted students, with Adler being merely the first to declare his independence and step out of line. To avoid being overshadowed by his younger competitors, Freud resorted to the use of secrecy, deception, manipulation, and intellectual intimidation to reward, reproach, and control IPA members. In short, despite his efforts to align psychoanalysis with the natural sciences, his own leadership style was a vivid mix of rational and irrational authority (Burston 1997).
Evidently, Freud’s approach to the recruitment, training, and retention of Freudian analysts rubbed off on his followers, who often adopted the same methods in turn. So, it is interesting to note that the prevalence of irrational authority in IPA training institutes was freely acknowledged by many veterans and insiders among themselves, but seldom acknowledged or addressed in public until recently, when Australian philosopher Douglas Kirsner published an illuminating book, entitled Unfree Associations: Inside Psychoanalytic Institutes, in 2000 (Kirsner

 2000). Kirsner chronicled the vicissitudes of four major American training institutes and points out that in the 1930s, the (first and second generation) European psychoanalysts who fled the Nazis and settled in America tended to look down on their American hosts. In this, they followed Freud, who said in a letter to Sandor Rado that:The Americans transfer the democratic principle from politics into science. Everyone has to be president once, no one may distinguish himself from the others, and thus they all learn and produce nothing, one and all. (cited in Roazen 2001a, b, p. 85)


So, with notable exceptions like Fromm and Erikson, who warmed to their new cultural surroundings, Freud’s contempt for America (and Americans) was shared by most of the émigré analysts who left Germany and Austria to settle in the United States. As Kirsner puts it, they saw themselves as “the keepers of the flame,” as “the anointed,” or more concretely, as an epistemic elite of people who are uniquely in the know about the vagaries of the unconscious and the whole human condition, who were therefore authorized to preserve “the truth” from foreign, that is, American, encroachments. But while they claimed to be uniquely qualified, having trained with Freud or members of his circle, the new analytic mandarins lacked clearly articulated, publicly shared criteria of merit, or indeed, any fair and impartial protocol to assess genuine competence in the clinical setting. As Kirsner points out, a training analyst who took a dislike to a particular candidate—for whatever reason—could ensure that they were disqualified in summary fashion, without recourse to any external arbitration or review process. The result was the emergence of a “courtier culture,” in which what you knew was utterly inconsequential in comparison with whom you knew, and whether or not you made the correct impression on the “right” people (Kirsner

 2000; Burston 2002).
However, the European émigrés were not the only culprits. After all, they were obliged to share power with native American psychoanalysts, many of whom, as it turned out, were former Communists (Richards 2016). And as Don Carveth points out, this fact is significant becausepeople with a Leninist mind-set could feel quite comfortable in the psychoanalytic organizations founded by Sigmund Freud and his epigones. Freud founded his “Secret Committee” … around the same time that Lenin was developing his approach to political organization along very similar hierarchical and undemocratic lines. The subtitle of the article in which Richards describes the erstwhile Marxism-Leninism of a number of prominent analysts is “psychoanalysis as a subversive discipline.” But the substance of his story paper is the story of how whatever subversive elements psychoanalysis may contain came to be utterly displaced by the bourgeois aspiration and authoritarian inclinations of both the European emigres and the younger Americans who sought to wrest power from them, only to wield it in equally authoritarian ways. (Carveth

 2018, p. 5)


And what was the upshot to this lamentable state of affairs? The result was that intelligent and outspoken analytic candidates who openly admitted their perplexities or misgivings about Freudian dogma were often silenced or rejected before they qualified, ostensibly because of their psychopathology or lack of “insight.” Or, if they did qualify, eventually, gifted mavericks like these were not given referrals, to discourage them from practicing or affiliating closely with their accrediting body. Some, like Erik Erikson’s young friend Robert Jay Lifton, who became a best-selling author in his own right, simply dropped out of analytic training, comparing it to Communist Chinese “thought reform,” or more colloquially, to brain-washing (Burston 2007). Meanwhile, as free and inquiring minds left the fold, many flaming mediocrities advanced steadily through the ranks.
Needless to say, power struggles among the European mandarins, and between them and their American counterparts, were inevitable, and as a result, the number of the schisms that wracked American psychoanalysis from the 1940s through the 1990s is really quite remarkable. Even more remarkable, from an outsider’s perspective, is the fact that despite these internecine squabbles, so many intelligent people continued to embrace psychoanalysis—a testament to the quasi-messianic quality of the movement Freud inspired.
Nevertheless, in the midst of all the intrigue and behind-the-scenes power struggles within psychoanalytic institutes, psychoanalysis made significant inroads in the academy, provoking and inspiring theorists across a wide range of disciplines, as Freud had originally hoped it would. And that fact proved vital to its survival in twentieth-century America, because in 1975, psychiatry finally turned its back on psychoanalysis, and sought to topple and to marginalize psychoanalytically oriented psychiatrists from positions of power within the psychiatric profession. The displacement, demotion, and exile of analytically oriented psychiatrists began in the mid-1970s and continued apace through the 1980s and 1990s. The slow but thorough process whereby psychiatry purged itself of psychoanalytic habits of thought and practice was skillfully described by Stanford anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann in her book Of Two Minds: The Growing Disorder in American Psychiatry (Luhrmann 2000). And needless to say, the wholesale repudiation of psychoanalytic habits of thought and practice in psychiatric training was accelerated by the introduction of Prozac in 1988, and by Americans’ increasing reliance on short-term pharmacological fixes instead of more effortful, long-term psychotherapeutic practices that require patience, reflection, and a willingness to embark on a prolonged journey of self-discovery.4
The Freud Wars
While psychiatry was distancing itself from psychoanalysis, Freud’s legacy was being hotly contested in a series of highly publicized journal articles, TV interviews, and public exchanges of various kinds that were often referred to as “the Freud wars.” Some have suggested that the opening salvo in these heated exchanges was Frank Sulloway’s book Freud, Biologist of the Mind (1979). Sulloway’s impressive and meticulously documented study of Freud’s death instinct theory was followed by many spirited (and some very mean-spirited) attacks from the likes of Jeffrey Masson (1984), Adolph Gruenbaum (1984), Frederick Crewes (1986), Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (1988), Malcom MacMillan (1997), and Todd Dufresne (2007), among others. Their books and articles sold extremely well, while rejoinders from the psychoanalytic community were often feeble, unfocused, or simply unintelligible to non-psychoanalysts. With rare exceptions, those who challenged Freud’s militant detractors—or the “Freud bashers,” as they were sometimes called—were not making a case that the culture at large found credible. They were simply preaching to the choir. Freud’s reputation plummeted, at least for a time.
Who was responsible for this sorry spectacle? Many blame Freud’s critics, of course. But on reflection, it is quite pointless to blame any of them individually. Clearly, they were part of an anti-Freudian backlash that had gripped the entire English-speaking world. Besides, some “Freud bashers” made valuable contributions to Freud scholarship. And they were not alone! Many of their complaints about the shaky or crumbling epistemological foundations of psychoanalysis echoed the concerns of psychoanalytic insiders like Robert Holt. Holt was a member of David Rappaport’s circle at Austen Riggs, and a friend and follower of George S. Klein. He was never a “Freud basher.” But his book Freud Reappraised, published in 1983, forcefully called attention to many frightful omissions, inconsistencies, and blind spots in Freud’s metapsychology, and predicted dire consequences for the field as a whole if these were not recognized and remedied in a candid and consequential fashion (Holt

 1983.)
So, in the end, if any single person was responsible for the Freud wars, it was probably Freud himself. Why so? Because on close inspection, Freud’s body of work and his efforts to legitimate psychoanalysis were riddled with contradictions that invite careful scrutiny, and render him vulnerable to criticism. First, consider Freud’s contradictory modus operandi. Though he made a noteworthy exception in the case of Jung’s word association experiments, Freud scorned the suggestion that experimental psychology or indeed any quantitative research strategy had anything useful to contribute to psychoanalysis (Roazen

 2000). Yet as Holt and others point out, the mechanistic materialism espoused by Ernst Brücke and Theodor Meynert, which Freud adhered to throughout his life, was legitimated entirely through a series of ingenious and groundbreaking experiments in physics and biology conducted by Hermann Helmholtz (Holt

 1983).
Despite this fact, and his background as a neurologist, Freud illustrated many of his fundamental ideas with examples drawn from language and literature. Nevertheless, in his own estimation, at least, Freud was also an unwavering positivist, who never doubted that one day, a new generation of scientists would vindicate his ideas, providing a kind of Rossetta stone, or a demonstrably correct and reliable method for translating his major discoveries back into the language of physics and chemistry.
Clearly then, Freud wanted to have it both ways. He wanted to possess the aura, authority, and prestige of the natural sciences while theorizing in a way that deified or circumvented all their customary rules of evidence. He wanted to recruit and credential people from the humanities and social sciences, while stubbornly insisting that they were really doing “natural science.” And the intriguing oddity of the situation is that he actually got away with it for so long. Freud’s stubborn insistence on depicting psychoanalysis as a branch of the natural sciences, while rejecting all experimental and quantitative research methods in favor of the case-history method, was bound to invite considerable skepticism and hostile scrutiny sooner or later, and led to intractable problems in the way analytic theory and technique were articulated—sometimes as a hermeneutic enterprise, sometimes as a kind of pseudo-experimental procedure, and often, improbably, as a mixture of both (Brunner

 2001). This fusion (and confusion) of methodological perspectives is sometimes very fertile and fruitful, and sometimes completely fatal to the cogency and credibility of Freud’s efforts. The only credible response to this state of affairs was to de-literalize Freud’s ideas and treat them merely as heuristics. For example, in a prescient passage from The Third Revolution, published in 1954, Karl Stern pointed out that:The originator of psychoanalysis was a child of the nineteenth century. He had been educated in the laboratory and the neurological ward … Therefore it was most logical for him and his early followers to use the language of the natural sciences. As we have seen, there are certain aspects of physics (particularly thermodynamics) and biology (particularly ontogenesis) which lend themselves splendidly to conveying basic psychoanalytic concepts by way of approximate analogy. When we speak of an “amount of libidinal energy” which is “split off” or “channeled into” something or “sublimated” or “displaced”, we use the language of physicists or of chemists to make concepts out of something essentially preconceptual. The preconceptual, archaic world of imagery, which forms the key to the world of neurosis, reminds us of Edgar Allan Poe’s “unthought-like thoughts that are the thoughts of thought.” Technical terminology for such things at best partakes of the nature of a parable. As Karl Jaspers has pointed out, we fool ourselves if we think that the terminology of psychoanalysis really proves that it is something of the same order as physics or chemistry. Actually, there is no such thing as an “amount of libidinal energy” which would fit into a system of references comparable to that of the sciences. Late and hate, joy and mourning cannot be quantified. (Stern

 1954, pp. 154–155)


It is hard to overstate the importance of this passage. Unlike orthodox Freudians of that era, Stern understood that Freud’s topographical, hydraulic, energetic, and embryological metaphors were just that—“approximate analogies” that “partake of the nature of a parable.” Granted, Freud furnished us with some splendid analogies, here and there, so it is perfectly alright for a clinician to speak about a libidinal “cathexis,” a “counter-cathexis,” or of “the economics of the libido” in connection with a specific symptom. But when all is said and done, all such talk is merely conjuring with hypothetical quantities of a purely hypothetical energy, which Freud himself referred to (in unguarded moments) as “our mythology.” And the same holds true of the id, ego, and superego. At best, these are hypothetical entities or heuristic fictions that enable us to describe more precisely how people harness or deflect their fears and desires in the process of adaptation to reality. But we’re deluding ourselves if we think that they actually exist in the same fashion as the entities and processes described by chemistry and physics. So, it was only a matter of time before this state of affairs came to his critics’ attention, and Freud was held accountable to the rigorous standards of proof in the natural sciences by the likes of Frank Sulloway, Malcolm MacMillan, and Adolf Grünbaum.
Another contradiction that complicated Freud’s reception in America concerns Freud’s rules for the conduct of an analysis. As Roazen frequently remarked, Freud seldom adhered to his own rules for technique, and honored them as often in the breach as in the practice (Roazen

 1995). This “do as I say, not as I do” approach encouraged Freud’s followers to be inconsistent in turn; sometimes following Freud’s rules, sometimes following his actual example (Burston 1997). In some instances, no doubt, these inconsistencies between theory and practice worked to the benefit of patients. But many American analysts who deviated from the prescribed clinical posture became abusive, seductive, or manipulative with their patients. Obviously, this problem was tied to the absence of clearly articulated criteria for assessing clinical competence, and the emergence of a “courtier culture” among Freud and his followers on both sides of the Atlantic.
Finally, leaving Freud’s metapsychology and issues of “technique” to one side, let us ask ourselves, what are the goals of analytic therapy? After all, technique, however, subtle or refined, is merely a means to an end. And what is it really in aid of, finally? Early in his career, Freud said that the goal of psychoanalytic treatment was to replace neurotic misery with everyday unhappiness. Arguably, he said this to curb or contain extravagant expectations for therapeutic transformation among future practitioners and their patients. And yet toward the end of his life, in an aside to Smiley Blanton, Freud also remarked thatthe psychiatrist who takes up psychoanalysis is interested in the therapeutic needs chiefly. And this aim is not to be disparaged, but it is not the main or even the essential aim of psychoanalysis. The chief aim of psychoanalysis is to contribute to the science of psychology and to the world of literature and life in general. (Freud, cited in Blanton 1971)


So, though Freud never addressed this issue explicitly, there is actually a profound tension between what I term the “philosophic” and the “instrumental” (or pragmatic) approaches to psychoanalytic therapy. The philosophic view is premised on the idea that self-knowledge (and the search for truth) is valuable for its own sake, irrespective of whether (or to what extent) it fosters greater happiness, self-mastery, or interpersonal harmony and satisfaction. This approach tends to dwell on the “disillusioning” function of the analytic dialogue—the idea that until they give up their most cherished illusions, people remain allergic or indifferent to the truth about themselves and the world at large (see, e.g., Fromm 1961; Carveth 2018).
By contrast with the philosophic approach, the pragmatic orientation stresses that the goals of treatment are symptom alleviation and/or improved adaptation to the surrounding culture. For therapeutic pragmatists, whether they acknowledge this or not, self-knowledge is actually not the main goal of treatment, but merely a bonus or by-product achieved—often reluctantly—along the path to greater happiness or inner harmony. Perhaps Freud was unaware of the potentially disparate goals and priorities embedded in his therapeutic project. For if he was aware of them, he did not publicize this fact, perhaps for fear of sowing dissension in the ranks and/or discrediting his new discipline in the eyes of critics.
In any case, the only sizable constituency in the psychoanalytic world who try to justify their approach to psychoanalysis primarily on the basis of increments in self-knowledge nowadays are followers of Jacques Lacan (Schneiderman 1983), who scoff at the therapeutic pragmatism of the mainstream, or what they sometimes term the “Americanization” of psychoanalysis (Burston 2002). Similarly, Adorno, Marcuse, and their followers—who were philosophers, not clinicians—argued for what they called “the autonomy of theory,” saying that all therapy is really geared toward promoting conformity—not unlike Michel Foucault’s position, some years later (Foucault 1978).
So, despite (and because of) his massive cultural impact in the Anglo-American world, Freud’s legacy was deeply equivocal in crucial ways. Just consider his efforts to depict psychoanalysis as a branch of the natural sciences while circumventing all their customary rules and procedures, and practicing a kind of hermeneutics. Consider the numerous inconsistencies between theory and practice in the realm of analytic technique, and the lack of clarity about the actual goals of psychoanalytic “treatment.” Initially, perhaps, all these murky areas afforded Freud and his followers rhetorical “wiggle room,” or space to argue among themselves, and to explain or justify their personal theories and practices to non-analysts. But in time, these contradictions invited careful scrutiny, and the kind of cogent criticism often leveled at Freud by many of his critics, including some movement insiders, who sought to redeem Freud (and themselves), from Freud’s militant detractors.
Either way, Freud’s authority was destined to wane, sooner or later, and from one point of view, the “Freud wars” could be viewed as a kind of collective compensation for the credulous and exaggerated tendency to idealize Freud during the Golden Age of American psychoanalysis. The most balanced and incisive commentary on the Freud wars appears in José Brunner’s introduction to the 2001 edition of Freud and the Politics of Psychoanalysis, where he wrote:There are many reasons why the Freud wars managed to embarrass psychoanalysts as well as scholars sympathetic to Freud’s work. First … Freud’s detractors stressed the literary quality of psychoanalytic theory. This is highly problematic for all those who wish to see psychoanalysis as an empiricist, natural science type enterprise. Second, Freud’s radical critics rightly pointed to some rather reprehensible politics that were typical of the Freudian camp. For many years, the psychoanalytic community had accepted hero worship, secrecy and censorship, the slander of opponents, critics and dissenters, as well as unsubstantiated claims concerning therapeutic efficacy. Third … much of what they said about Freud as a person was right; he was not a caring human being or a flawless scientist, but an autocratic, self-centered patriarch who expelled from the movement those who dared to think too much on their own. (Brunner

 2000, p. xxvi)

Nevertheless, Brunner goes on to note that the “Freud bashers”

used these facts as building blocks for a series of unwarranted and overstated causal claims and unsubstantiated warnings about the dire consequences of psychoanalysis. In my view, the lack of proportion of their rhetoric was a further reason for the strong impact of Freud’s detractors. It created a dilemma for their interlocutors. How were they supposed to respond to an overwrought belligerent discourse? War leaves little room for detachment and differentiation; one is either friend or foe. Since this was an intellectual war, one had to choose not only to which side one belonged, but also what tone one spoke in. (Brunner

 2000, p. xxvi)



As the battle lines were forming, no one felt this dilemma more acutely than Paul Roazen did. All through the 1990s, he found himself defending Freud against the onslaughts of newly prominent detractors, including many scholars whose anti-Freudian polemics built on (or borrowed from) his own earlier scholarship. To be sure, his decision to defend Freud against their onslaughts paid some unexpected dividends, because the Freudian establishment, which was still riddled with exaggerated and misplaced Freud piety, had shunned Roazen, deeming him to be either a dilettante or an adversary (or both) for most of his career. But now, unexpectedly, times had changed, and for the last decade or so of his life, Roazen was greeted by many mainstream Freudians as a friend, or at least as a judicious critic, rather than a “Freud basher.”
In truth, despite the insults hurled his way, Roazen, though something of a gadfly, never was a “Freud basher” and suffered greatly from the mean-spirited dismissals he received from the Freudian faithful in the preceding years. Now, as fate would have it, he basked briefly in the belated recognition he received from grateful Freudians, who were suddenly inviting him to appear at their conferences and publish in their journals quite frequently.
Another gifted Freud scholar forced to choose sides in the Freud wars was Canadian philosopher Todd Dufresne, who was a former student of Roazen at York University in Toronto. Dufresne’s first book, published while he was still a doctoral student, was an edited volume entitled Freud Under Analysis: Essays in Honor of Paul Roazen (see Dufresne

 1997a). This volume contained contributions from Freud scholars who were sympathetic critics of Freud, like Roazen, and a few who were sharply critical. Dufresne’s second edited volume, published later that same year, was called Returns of the French Freud: Freud, Lacan and Beyond (Dufresne

 1997b) and contained a brief contribution from Dufresne himself, entitled “Freud and His Followers, or How Psychoanalysis Brings Out the Worst in Everyone.”
Dufresne’s

 two anthologies from 1997 were followed by a series of books, including Tales From The Freudian Crypt: The Death Drive in Text and Context (Dufresne

 2000), Killing Freud: 20th Century Culture and the Death of Psychoanalysis (Dufresne

 2003), Against Freud: Critics Talk Back (Dufresne 2007), and The Late Sigmund Freud, or the Last Word on Psychoanalysis, Society and All the Riddles of Life (Dufresne

 2017). Leaving their content aside, the titles of these books alone speak volumes, capturing the underlying pathos that animated many of Freud’s militant detractors. Though they were seldom as candid as Dufresne was on this score, many, if not most, of them wished to be known to posterity as intellectual giant killers, or as the intrepid hero who finally slew the tyrant, and woke the world from mental slavery and complacency. It being an increasingly crowded field, they had to compete with one another for the limelight, each hoping that they would be the one to deliver the final, fatal blow. Inasmuch as many of them were former Freudians themselves, or at least admirers of Freud, like Crewes, it was all weirdly reminiscent of a scene from Totem and Taboo, with the “sons” ganging up on the “primal father.”
Needless to say, as the 1990s wore on, it dawned on Roazen that he might very well be on the losing side of the Freud wars. Much as he appreciated the belated recognition they bestowed on him, he felt that the American Freudian establishment was in decline and disarray, and that the Freud wars, which showed no signs of abetting, were loosening Freud’s grip on posterity. That being so, in late the 1990s, Paul began to hope that the man most likely to keep Freud’s legacy alive in America was actually the sworn enemy of the American Freudian establishment, or more precisely, that man’s followers. That someone was the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who had been expelled from the IPA in 1954, the same year as Erich Fromm, and then gone on to found his own school.
Lacan

 first traveled to the United States in 1966 to lecture on his evolving approach to psychoanalytic theory and technique. Curiously enough, Lacan did not like America any more than Freud did, and said so emphatically. This may help explain why he did not gain much traction in academic circles until his second visit in 1975, when neo-Kraepelinian psychiatry commenced its campaign against the mainstream Freudian establishment. While his first American tour was a fairly quiet affair, Lacan’s lectures at Yale, Columbia, and MIT in 1975 were much more eventful and had a much greater impact on academia—though many prominent American intellectuals, like Noam Chomsky, still considered him to be a complete charlatan.
In addition to his dislike of America, Lacan was a scathing critic of American ego-psychology. He even admonished his followers not to read books by Fromm or Erikson, who according to Lacan, were complicit in “the Americanization of psychoanalysis” and therefore too trivial to warrant serious discussion. These claims were utter nonsense, of course. Fromm discerned that capitalism, as a social system, obligates people to fulfill their material needs in ways that frequently violate, or at the very least, ignore and suppress their basic human (or existential) needs. According to Fromm, the resulting alienation produces a “pathology of normalcy” characterized by a weak and shriveled conscience and impaired critical faculties; the transformation of active citizens into passive consumers who, at the end of the day, are strangers to themselves, to one another, and are incapable of living or loving deeply and authentically. Far from preaching adaptation or conformity, he tasked psychoanalysis with digging beneath the prevailing “pathology of normalcy” to reveal the alienation that lay beneath (Fromm

 1955, 1970), to enable patients to come to their senses and “live soundly against the stream.”
By contrast with Fromm, Erikson was far less critical of capitalism per se. But far from being a tool for adaptation to prevailing norms, in Young Man Luther, Erikson claimed that psychoanalysis is akin to a contemplative or ascetic discipline that chiefly benefits those who are already “well enough to tolerate it, and intelligent enough to gain by it over and above the cure of symptoms.” He even went on to say thatWhen such a responsible invention for the disciplined increase of inner freedom becomes widely used as a therapy and as a method of professional training, it is bound to become standardized so that many will be able to benefit from it who of their own accord would never have thought of such strenuous self-inspection, and who are not especially endowed for it. (Erikson

 1957, p. 164)

The tacit implication of Erikson’s remarks was unmistakable. In his estimation, the spectacular success of psychoanalysis came at considerable cost. Why? Because it had redesigned psychoanalytic training for the benefit of many analysts-in-training who “are not especially endowed for it,” but were nevertheless destined to graduate and start treating patients of their own. Though the tone was subdued and understated, the subtext of these remarks was clear. American psychoanalytic training was fostering mediocrity.
Though Lacan mischaracterized Fromm’s and Erikson’s attitudes to psychoanalysis, his remarks possessed a small kernel of truth, because of one crucial difference between them and Freud. Freud was wedded to the tragic view of life and was a profoundly anti-utopian thinker (Burston and Frie 2006). His tragic vision was embedded in the intractable conflicts he claimed to discern in the “economics of the libido” and between the life and death instincts—conflicts which he said are operative at all times and in the best of circumstances. As Dufresne rightly points out, the depth of Freud’s pessimism about the human condition was very much in evidence in Civilization and Its Discontents (Freud 1930; Dufresne

 2017). Most Americans could not warm to a thinker whose view of human nature and human history is so grim. By contrast, most of Fromm and Erikson’s books exuded a strong sense of optimism and hope for the future, a trait that appealed greatly to American audiences.
Like Freud, however, Lacan was a tragic thinker, and in this sense his claim of making a “return to Freud” rings true perhaps, but only up to a point. After all, he shared Freud’s therapeutic pessimism—indeed, exceeded Freud in this respect, and by a considerable margin at that. After all, in 1979, two years before his death, Lacan stunned his followers with the following confession:Now that I think about it, psychoanalysis is untransmittable. What a nuisance that each analyst is forced – since it is really necessary that he be forced – to reinvent psychoanalysis … I must say that in the “pass” nothing attests to the subject’s (that is, the analytic candidate’s) knowing how to cure a neurosis. I am still waiting for someone to enlighten me on this. I would really love to know, from someone who would testify in the “pass”, that a subject … is capable of doing more than what I would call plain old chattering.… How does it happen that, through the workings of the signifier, there are people who can cure? Despite everything I have said on the topic, I know nothing about it. It is a question of trickery.5 (cited in Borch-Jacobsen 1991, p. 158)


Despite his own misgivings about the organized transmission of analytic knowledge and skill, Freud’s faith in the therapeutic dimension of psychoanalysis never sank this low. Nor would he have agreed with Lacan’s declarations that the analytic dialogue is “plain old chattering” or mere “trickery.” Moreover, even as his therapeutic pessimism deepened over the years, Freud’s writing style always remained admirably clear. By contrast, Lacan’s books, papers, and seminars were opaque and densely convoluted. Indeed, and by his own admission, Lacan reveled in willful obscurity (Lacan

 2013). So, whereas the “American Freud” was often quite accessible to the average reader, the “French Freud,” who was steadily gaining adherents in the academy, was so recondite that he was only intelligible to highly trained specialists (if then). The silver lining in this state of affairs was that as they wrestled with Lacan’s impenetrable prose and attempted to outdo one another in making the meanings of their master’s texts manifest, most of Lacan’s followers were utterly oblivious to the Freud wars. Animated by the conviction that the Freud that others were arguing about was a counterfeit, and that they, finally, were in possession of the genuine article or the “real thing,” most Lacanians carried on cheerfully, as if the fierce debates about Freud were of absolutely no consequence, or had never even taken place.
So, here then was another important resemblance. Like Freud, Lacan created a cadre of devoted followers who prided themselves on belonging to an epistemic elite, a group that is uniquely “in the know” about the mysteries of the psyche and the whole human condition—a group that found clever ways to insulate itself from criticism by the uninitiated, just as Freud and his followers had done in the first quarter of the twentieth century. The difference now was that in addition to Freud’s customary critics, any analyst who was not Lacanian, or at least deeply versed in Lacanian lore, was now considered among “the uninitiated.” But this striking isomorphism in movement dynamics should not be construed as an actual “return to Freud” in any substantive sense. It was merely an (unconscious?) replication of some of the less-attractive features of the early psychoanalytic movement at the organizational level, but one that was animated by an entirely different intellectual outlook, shaped in no small part by Lacan’s Catholic upbringing, as we shall see in the following chapter.
Meanwhile, despite the elitist and obscurantist tone of his seminars and papers, Lacan’s major works started to appear in English translation after his second visit to the United States. As a result, many American academics discovered Lacan just as they started to tune out Fromm and Erikson. Of course, this discovery of the “French Freud” was part of a much larger trend. Postmodernism, post-structuralism, and deconstructionism were sweeping the American academy, and the anti-humanist rhetoric they spawned was at its apex (Soper 1986). This was both a blessing and a curse for Freud’s “authority,” that is, his hold on posterity in the United States. It was a blessing because many clinicians and academics who might have otherwise had lost interest or turned away from psychoanalysis during the Freud wars kept a curious kind of conversation about Freud alive—though the culture at large, including much of the intelligentsia, had lost interest in him. It was a curse because on reflection, Lacan’s peculiar brand of Freud piety and his ostensible return to Freud were quite problematic on a number of levels, and because nowadays, people who still read Freud in our universities often do so through a Lacanian prism, transferring the kind of idealizing attitude that orthodox Freudians had reserved for Freud onto a new “Master,” ignoring the authoritarian features of his life and work.
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Footnotes
1For a fuller discussion of Freud’s patriarchal biases, see Burston, D., 1989, “Freud, the Father & The Philosophy of History,” in Sigmund Freud: Critical Assessments, Spurling, L., ed., vol. 3, London, Routledge.

 

2For a fuller discussion of Nietzsche’s theory of réssentiment and its relevance to social psychology, please see Chap. 6, below.

 

3Fromm

 criticized Freud’s attitude toward Ferenczi, leaping to his defense in 1935, 1959, and 1970, long before Jeffrey Masson’s sensational book The Assault on Truth (Masson

 1984) brought their differences to a wider audience. For a sympathetic summary of Fromm’s various attempts to set the record straight, see The Legacy of Erich Fromm (Burston 1991) chapter 8.

 

4For an analysis of the cultural, economic, and political trends that propelled psychiatry’s abandonment of Freud and his followers, and fostered the adoption of a more medicalized, pharmacological, and short-term approach to treatment, please see Burston, D. 2012. “Psychoanalysis and Psychiatry in the 21st Century: Historical Perspectives.” The Psychoanalytic Review. 99:1, pp. 63–80.

 

5The “pass” is a Lacanian term that refers to the process whereby Lacanian analysts-in-training “graduate” are credentialed or become full-fledged members of a Lacanian community.
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Lacan and Family
On September 24, 1992, Paul Roazen journeyed to a Benedictine

 monastery near Marseilles to interview Jacques Lacan’s younger brother, Marc-François Lacan. Father Lacan had been a Benedictine monk for over six decades when Roazen met up with him. But despite his otherworldly vocation, he had followed brother Jacque’s evolving body of work with considerable interest and enthusiasm, right up until the latter’s death in 1981.
Roazen

 knew quite little about Jacques Lacan when this interview took place. Nevertheless, as a seasoned professional who had already interviewed many of Freud’s surviving family members, as well as many of Freud’s former friends, patients, and supporters, he was confident that this talk would be illuminating. He also knew that Lacan’s pre-eminent biographer, Elizabeth Roudinesco, said that Lacan had abandoned Catholicism, becoming an atheist at the age of sixteen, and that Jacques Lacan’s PhD dissertation (1932) was nevertheless dedicated to Marc-François, whom he referred to as “my brother in religion.” So naturally, Roazen was quite interested in Lacan’s relationship to Christianity, and to Catholicism in particular.
Roudinesco

 notwithstanding, Father Lacan assured Roazen that his brother Jacques believed in God and was a man of “deep Christian culture” who carefully read and commented on all of his younger brother’s religious writings, of which there are many. While Roazen was a bit surprised by this, he was even more astonished to discover that Father Lacan shared his older brother’s withering appraisal of Anna Freud, Heinz Hartmann, and the International Psychoanalytic Association

 (IPA), but praised two Jesuit authors, Father Denis Vasse and Father Louis Beirnaert, for their faithful renderings of his brother’s thought. Father Lacan also communicated his muted (but unmistakable) disapproval of Lacan’s son-in-law, Jacques-Alain Miller. Miller and his wife Judith, Lacan’s daughter by his second marriage, did not attend the lavish funeral Mass that Marc-François Lacan had convened in his late brother’s honor. Roazen interviewed Judith Miller before meeting Lacan’s brother, and in light of these exchanges, was struck by the thinly veiled antagonism between Jacques Lacan’s brother and his daughter and son-in-law, a leading figure in the Lacanian worlds, who had helped Lacan found L’École de la Cause freudienne,
In retrospect, Father Lacan’s disapproval of Jacques-Alain Miller is not hard to fathom. Unlike the Jesuit authors Marc-François Lacan praised so highly, the Lacanian analysts Miller trained were seldom conversant with or even interested in Lacan’s religious background or preoccupations. Indeed, for most Lacanians, regardless of their pedigree, Lacan’s Catholic background remains completely incidental or even irrelevant to his approach. Nonetheless, Lacan’s writings are filled with references to St. Paul, St. Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas, and he had all his children baptized (Roudinesco

 1999). Few Lacanians know—and perhaps fewer even care—that Lacan requested an audience with Pope Pius XXII in 1953 to discuss the future of psychoanalysis in the Church. Though he never got the Papal audience he sought, the mere fact that Lacan requested one speaks volumes. And one year later, in 1954, when the International

 Psychoanalytic Association revoked his status as a training analyst, Lacan complained bitterly that he was “excommunicated.”
Of course, the tacit implication of Jacques Lacan’s charge that he was excommunicated—rather than expelled—from the International Psychoanalytic Organization is that the organization Freud founded to promote and defend psychoanalysis is really a Church, and not a scientific or professional organization. At the very least, it implies that Lacan himself experienced it as one.
In 1964, ten years after his “excommunication,” Lacan formed his own school, called L’École freudienne de Paris, joining forces with three Jesuit Fathers, Louis Beirnaert, Michel de Certeau, and Francois Roustang. And ten years after that, in a lecture called The Triumph of Religion (1974), Lacan declared publicly that Catholicism is the “one true religion” (Lacan 2013, p. 66)—implying that others are false, or defective by comparison.
Given all this background, it is also instructive to note that on November 16, 2011, Judith Miller sued Elizabeth Roudinesco, who recalled that Lacan had not merely received, but had actually asked for a proper Catholic burial shortly before his death. Miller alleged that Roudinesco’s remark implied that his second family (who did not attend the Mass that Marc-François Lacan had convened in his late brother’s honor) had disrespected his last wishes, and therefore sought to suppress or delete this passage from her latest book, Lacan: In Spite of Everything (Roudinesco

 2014). The court ruled in Miller’s favor initially, but its verdict was overturned on appeal, ostensibly because this matter was not really a conflict between Roudinesco and Miller, but reflected a conflict “between Lacan and himself.”
Even assuming that the court ruled correctly, Lacan’s attitude toward Catholicism need not be framed in terms of an “internal conflict.” As Don Carveth has argued recently, Lacan could be construed as a “Christian atheist,” that is, culturally Christian, but a non-believer (Carveth

 2018). A far more likely scenario (in my opinion) is that he simply reveled in ambiguity because he wanted to have it both ways—to be, or at least be perceived as a loyal Catholic, and to be an atheist, at one and the same time. But whatever Lacan believed in his heart of hearts, there is no doubt that he gave his family, friends, and followers very mixed messages about his religious convictions (or lack thereof) all through his adult life, and that he felt no obligation to really clarify or dispel the confusion he caused in the process. But whether he was an atheist, a believer, or wavered back and forth between these positions, as Ian Parker observes “the Lacanian break with the IPA … gave voice to a Catholic current inside French psychoanalysis” (Parker

 2011, p. 156). No surprise then, that as he concluded his interview with Lacan’s Benedictine brother, it suddenly dawned on Roazen that:It is one thing to try to imagine what it might have meant for a Jew like Freud to have founded a Church; it is a different and altogether more complex matter to follow what it might have meant for Catholic like Lacan to break with a Jewish Church. (Roazen

 2002, p. 156)


Lacan Interprets Freud: Crypto-Revisionism
So then, let us ask ourselves

, what did it mean for Lacan to break with “a Jewish Church”? Lacanian exegesis, or his way of reading and interpreting Freud’s texts, provides us with some preliminary clues. John Forrester observed that Lacan approached Freud’s texts with an attitude bordering on religious veneration, adding, however, that Lacan honored the spirit, not the letter of Freud’s texts, which he seldom actually cited at length. Roudinesco went much farther, noting that Lacan also embellished freely at times, attributing ideas and intentions to Freud that he never actually uttered or possessed. Roazen furnished us with one example of this tendency in Lacan’s first seminar, where he chastised Jung for confounding the realms of the imaginary and the symbolic, and commended Freud for enabling us to reliably discriminate between the two. In truth, however, Freud did no such thing. He never differentiated the imaginary and the symbolic in connection with the psychoses—or in connection with anything else, for that matter. Clearly, Lacan was interpreting Freud through a theoretical prism that was utterly foreign to Freud’s own frame of reference.
Other examples of this problematic approach spring readily to mind. For example, on December 8, 1954 (Lecture II), Lacan declared to his audience:There’s no doubt that the real I is not the ego. But that isn’t enough, for one can always fall into thinking that the ego is only a mistake of the I, a partial point of view, the mere becoming aware of which would be sufficient to broaden the perspective, sufficient for the reality which has to be reached in the analytic experience itself. What’s important is the reverse, which must always be borne in mind – the ego isn’t the I, isn’t a mistake, in the sense in which classical doctrine makes of it a partial truth. It is something else – a particular object within the experience of the subject. Literally, the ego is an object – an object which fills a certain function which we here call the imaginary function. (Lacan, cited in Dufresne 2011, p. 163)


Serious students of Freud will be scratching their heads, wondering what Freudian texts (if any) Lacan had in mind here. After all, Lacan alleged that “classical doctrine,” that is, orthodox Freudianism, claims that the ego is a “mistake,” perhaps born of a misidentification of the ego with the self, but also a “partial truth.” By contrast, Lacan says that the ego is something entirely different, an “object” that “fills a certain function” and manifests itself within the experience of the subject.
What proof does Lacan offer in support of these assertions? None whatsoever. Why? Because no textual supports were available to him here. Despite Lacan’s bold assertions, orthodox Freudians never described the ego as a “mistake” but as a system or structure within the psyche, one that serves multiple functions and is vital to the very survival of the organism. The primary function of the ego, according to Freud and his followers, is to differentiate between reality and hallucinations or false beliefs born of wish-fulfillment phantasies, something that Lacan effectively ruled out a priori, since reality, by his account, cannot actually be known. Moreover, Lacan described the ego as a particular kind of object in the subject’s field of experience, whereas Freud insisted—repeatedly, both early and late in his career—that the ego’s operations are for the most part entirely unconscious, a fact that Lacan (and Lacanians generally) glibly ignore, because they frequently conflate the ego with consciousness—a very Cartesian proposition, to say the least. The clash of perspectives could not be clearer. Lacan said that the ego is an “object” that lies within the field of the subject’s experience, while Freud maintained consistently that the “object” in question is mostly unconscious.1
In a similar vein, on May 18, 1955, Lacan informed his seminar that in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud told us:
Don’t believe that life is an exalting goddess who has arisen to culminate in that most beautiful of all forms, that there is the slightest power of achievement and progress in life. Life is a blister, a mould, characterized … by nothing beyond its aptitude for death. (Lacan, quoted in Dufresne 2011, appendix)

Freud never said any such thing. Even in his most misanthropic moods, Freud never likened human life to a blister or a mold; said that it is void of “achievements” or “progress.” Both the utterance and the sentiments that Lacan attribute to Freud here are completely unsubstantiated by evidence because—once again—none is available.
Pondering Lacan’s dubious interpretation of the death instinct, Todd Dufresne pointed out thatLacan at times proceeds by way of hermeneutic interpretation, finding in a thread or two of Freudian text (or allusion) a rope upon which to hang the truth of an entire corpus. And so his conclusions are rationalized by this procedure, according to which “the full significance of meaning far surpasses the signs manipulated by the individual. Man is always cultivating a great many more signs than he thinks. That is what the Freudian discovery is all about – a new attitude to man. That is what man after Freud is.” For Lacan, the full significance of Freud’s own work surpassed his finite understanding. To the extent that Freud invariably wrote an unthought into his corpus, he was all along waiting for some other, some Lacan, to read the signs of his text and reveal the hidden meaning that surpassed his partial understanding and perspective. (Dufresne

 2000, p. 218)

Dufresne

 continues
Lacan’s view of the death drive is a case in point. He mentions, only to dismiss, those who equate Freud’s principle of constancy with the actual death of the organism… Lacan, in short, refuses to take Freud at his word – for Freud does … very clearly equate constancy with organic death. Instead … Lacan’s Freud is “obliged” to think the great thought of the death drive because the detour called “human experience, human interchanges, intersubjectivity” is what truly interests him. (Dufresne

 2000, pp. 218–219)

Dufresne

 then goes on to note—quite rightly—that for Lacan, Freud’s death instinct is really just a mask for Lacan’s symbolic order “insofar as it hasn’t been realized.” Indeed, he quotes Lacan as follows:The symbolic order is simultaneously non-being and insisting to be, this is what Freud had in mind when he talks about the death instinct as being most fundamental – a symbolic order is in travail, in the process of coming, insisting on being realized. (Dufresne

 2000, p. 219)


So, here we have it. Lacan purports to know what Freud really means, though he steadfastly refuses to take Freud at his word. And instead of providing a cogent justification for suddenly putting words in Freud’s mouth, he hangs an extremely tenuous interpretation on an slender thread that directly contradicts the clear and explicit meaning of Freud’s own utterances. This is not rigorous or responsible scholarship, but a kind of flimsy hermeneutic incontinence that borders on outright confabulation. This prompts the reflection that the tone of religious veneration Lacan attempted to endow on Freud’s texts is oddly fetishistic, because it belies his persistent unfaithfulness to Freud, which is probably rooted in an unresolved ambivalence toward him.2
How did Lacan get away with this for so long? Roudinesco supplies us with half of the answer. She observed that Lacan’s tendency to embellish and invent freely when discussing Freud was rooted in his admiration for Alexandre Kojève. Long before he became famous in his own right, Lacan attended Kojève’s celebrated seminars on Hegel, and evidently witnessed Kojève running roughshod over the texts he claimed to venerate and interpret authoritatively, misattributing his own ideas and attitudes to his “Master,” Hegel, routinely (Roudinesco

 1999). And, as Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen pointed out, this state of affairs is not unusual, because the French often give license to “master thinkers” to make far-fetched and unfounded claims that would be counted as serious scholarly gaffes or missteps among intellectuals of supposedly lesser stature (Borch-Jacobsen 1991).
So, let us grant that the French give “master thinkers” a very wide berth when it comes to interpreting texts. While true, this is not the whole story. The other thing that should be noted here is that Lacan’s fanciful (and occasionally quite bizarre) assertions about what Freud “really” meant constitute a kind of plagiarism in reverse. Instead of claiming someone else’s intellectual “property”—in this case, Freud’s—as his own, Lacan claimed that his own ideas originate with Freud; though he seldom backs these claims up with more than sheer bravado! In adopting this rhetorical strategy, Lacan resembled other prominent psychoanalytic theorists who asserted their unwavering fidelity to Freud, even as they altered or deviated from his theories of human development. This is a very heterogenous group, found chiefly among second- and third-generation psychoanalysts, whom I call “crypto-revisionists,” a group that includes Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, Erik Erikson, and the neo-Marxist philosopher Herbert Marcuse.
Crypto-revisionists resemble religious reformers from premodern or early modern times. Reformers like these sought to legitimate new and potentially heretical ideas by attributing them to the movement’s founder (e.g., Moses, Jesus, and Mohammad) or to a more recent (but still historical) source. This strategy of (conscious or unconscious) obfuscation often entailed a measure of self-deception and conscious dissimulation. But when it succeeded, this rhetorical strategy was usually interpreted as evidence of genuine piety, enabling an author to ensure that his ideas won gradual acceptance or assimilation into the mainstream, something that is necessary if the community of believers are resistant to change, or are wary or suspicious of claims to personal originality, which are often frowned upon as expressions of pride and impiety.
Needless to say, the attempt to assimilate new ideas into communal discourse opens up new interpretive possibilities, new ways of reading sacred scriptures, but will likely generate confusion and schisms as well. And as is well known, the Lacanian world is full of both! And the parallels I am drawing between religious reformers and crypto-revisionists are apt because for many people, psychoanalysis really did become a kind of secular religion. Why?
Freud and his followers founded the International Psychoanalytic Association

 at a conference in Nuremburg in 1910. The main purpose of the organization was to train and credential Freudian analysts and to disseminate Freud’s ideas. And though never stated openly, perhaps, another goal of the organization’s founders was to quell or discredit Freud’s critics and competitors, whenever possible, with this task being the special function of the “secret committee” that Freud founded in 1913. In order to ensure a measure of cohesion and continuity in the ranks, the first “generation” of the Freudian faithful was thoroughly imbued with a trait that I call “Freud piety,” which deemed loyalty to the master a prerequisite of membership, and treated fidelity to Freud—in theory and practice—as evidence of intellectual probity or worth. Moreover, training analysts were expected to faithfully transmit this trait to their students, and to interpret deviations from (or criticisms of) Freudian theory as evidence of unconscious “resistances” to the truth of Freud’s message, if not of frank psychopathology.
Among those who received the most scathing dismissals for their “defections” were C.G. Jung and Otto Rank, the IPA’s first President and first Secretary, respectively. They were drummed out of the psychoanalytic movement because they dared to question crucial features of Freudian theory—Jung in 1913, in a book entitled Symbols and Transformations of the Libido, Rank in 1924, in a volume called The Trauma of Birth.
Though he received similar treatment from the IPA, Lacan never expressed any sympathy for Jung and Rank, possibly because they were “first-generation” analysts, while he was a trainee of Freud’s student, Rudolph Lowenstein, and therefore “second generation.” More importantly, however, Jung and Rank divested themselves of the Freud piety that Freudian stalwarts deemed essential to membership in the IPA and openly acknowledged their differences with Freud. Lacan, by contrast, tried hard to impress the Freudian faithful prior to his expulsion, and even afterwards, made fidelity to Freud a cardinal virtue, though he claimed that he, and he alone, and not first-generation Freudians—who were mostly Jewish—really understood Freud’s deeper meaning. Indeed, he turned the tables on the older Freud loyalists and claimed to be effecting a “return to Freud,” rendered necessary by their secret “defections” from his noble cause.
So, to summarize, the difference between Freud’s wayward disciples who left or were expelled from the IPA, and crypto-revisionists who stayed within the fold is that the former made a candid avowal of their revisionist intentions, and their changed attitude toward Freud, while crypto-revisions tried to outdo themselves (and one another) in declaring their fidelity to Freud, in order to minimize or obscure their revisionist intentions. Moreover, one suspects that the farther from Freud they wandered, the greater the need they felt to convince others that they were merely deepening or extending Freud’s thought, rather than rejecting and revising substantial portions of it. After all, Klein and Erikson, who managed to stay within the fold, were both attacked as “heretics” by the guardians of orthodoxy, though they each gained a respectable following within the psychoanalytic word with the passage of time. Lacan protested loudest of all and developed a devoted following, too. But he was expelled from the ranks, like Wilhelm Reich and Erich Fromm, who also left under protest.
While he tolerated comparisons to Klein grudgingly during his lifetime, Lacan would not have relished comparisons between himself and Erik Erikson. After all, Erikson attempted to deepen and extend Freud’s theory of psychosexual stages all through the human life cycle, arguing that each phase of human development has its own distinctive “virtue.” In striking contrast to Erikson, Lacan had no interest in deepening or extending Freud’s theories of psychosexual development. Indeed, as Derek Hook points out, Lacanian psychoanalysis is basically anti-developmental; this is in stark contrast to Erikson and Klein (Hook 2018). That being so, it is no surprise to find Lacan arguing that Freud’s whole theory of character and object relations is misbegotten—a moralistic intrusion on the real business of psychoanalysis. In Discourse to Catholics, he deploredthe famous Freudian definition of sexuality, from which people wanted to deduce a supposed “object relation” said to be oral, anal or genital. This notion of object relations harbors within itself a profound ambiguity, if not a pure and simple confusion, for it gives a natural correlate a characteristic of value that is camouflaged behind reference to a developmental norm.It is with such confusions that (Christ’s) malediction regarding those who “bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders” (Matthew 23: 4) will strike those who authorize in man the presupposition of some personal shortcoming at the core of dissatisfaction. (Lacan 2013, p. 42)


One is struck by both the vehemence and the explicitly religious tone of this denunciation. Lacan blamed Freud’s disciples for fashioning these “heavy burdens” out of “bits and pieces” of Freud’s work, absolving Freud himself of any responsibility for his own ideas. At other times, however, he reproached Freud himself with complicity in the gospel of normalization that his followers embraced. For example, in “Discourse to Catholics” (1960), Lacan speculated thatwhereas a woman may be secretly content deep down with the person who satisfies both her need and her lack, a man, seeking his want to be beyond his need, which is nevertheless so much better assured than a woman’s … is inclined to inconstancy. (Lacan 2013, p. 46)


Or, in the immortal words of Dorothy Parker: “Hogmus higgamus, men are polygamous; higgamus hoggamus, women monogamous.” And judged by this standard, Lacan said, Freud’s characterwas more feminine than anything else. I see a trace of this in the extraordinary monogamistic requirement that led him so far as to submit to a kind of dependency (on Martha Freud) that one of his disciples, the author of his biography (Ernest Jones), calls “uxorious.” (Lacan 2013, pp. 22–23)

As it turns out, however, Ernest Jones’ characterization of Freud as a uxorious husband is open to considerable doubt. After all, there is now considerable evidence to suggest that Freud actually had an affair with his sister-in-law, Minna Bernays (Burston 2008). But whether Freud had an affair or not is really quite beside the point. Judging from this passage, Lacan construed traits like dependence and submission as “feminine” and regarded the requirement of monogamy within marriage as “extraordinary.” This tallies with Roudinesco’s observation that Lacan kept numerous mistresses, both before and during his marriages, among them, the ex-wives of several of his disciples (Roudinesco

 1999).
But though Lacan invented freely when attributing specific ideas or utterances to Freud, and characterized his character as curiously “feminine,” the quasi-religious character of his veneration for Freud still registers obliquely in his frequent invocation of scripture to chastise other analysts. So, for example, in his seminar of December 1, 1954, Lacan delivered a blistering broadside against orthodox Freudians, saying thateven when one does show willingness to follow Freud, mouthing the death instinct
, one doesn’t understand it any more than the Dominicans, so prettily ridiculed by Pascal in Les Provinciales, had a clue about the principle of sufficient grace. (p. 162)


To put these remarks in context, Lacan was suggesting here that Freud wrote Beyond the Pleasure Principle to recapture his original ground, and disabuse readers of ideas like character structure and object relations, which are not really relevant to what Freud was trying to do. Is that so? No, of course not. But let us bracket that issue, which is tangential to our main line of inquiry. The important thing to note here is the tacit implication that psychoanalytic theory is analogous to religious doctrine; that the leaders of the IPA delude themselves in thinking that they follow Freud, but do not grasp his real meaning, which is known only to a higher authority—namely, Jacques Lacan.
Lacan, Freud, and Christianity: Anti-Semitism
This interpretation of Lacan’s invocation of Pascal tallies with Lacan’s peculiar interpretation of the myth of Acteon at the end of “La chose freudienne.” One the one hand, notes Jeffrey Mehlmann, according to Lacanthe myth is a parable of psychoanalysis properly construed: The analyst, upon confronting the truth of castration (Diana in her nudity) is called upon to play Acteon, bearing witness to the violation of the integrity of his ego by his “own” unconscious drives (allegorically, the hounds.) On the other hand, the myth is a somewhat paranoid allegory of the historical tragedy of psychoanalysis – the work of Freud-Acteon, having encountered truth, is torn to shreds by his inferior followers. Now those followers are referred to as a “diaspora” of “emigrants.” Lacan’s villains, in this case, are less Americans than Jews. Freud – Acteon, on the other hand, is said to be inspired by a “properly Christian concern for the soul’s movements.” In … this reading of the myth, moreover, the role of Diana in her bath falls to none other than the Statue of Liberty. All of which – the castigation of ego-psychology as a Jewish cultural formation, the outlandish identification of Freud with Christianity – join to revive a Christian typological reading of the myth – Acteon/Freud the hounds/the Jews …. (Roudinesco

 1999, p. xiv)


Mehlman’s gloss on Lacan’s reworking of the myth of Acteon rings true, on the whole, but is accompanied by the emphatic disclaimer that Lacan was not an anti-Semite. And, in fairness to Mehlmann, Lacan was never a racist anti-Semite in the Nazi mold. Still, one cannot dispel the suspicion that Lacan’s grandiose imagination was deeply infused with imagery and attitudes of the older, clerical/Catholic anti-Semitism that enveloped France during the Dreyfus era (Brown 2010). In his essay Kant With Sade, originally published in 1963, Lacan quotes the Catholic historian Ernest Renan (1823–1892), an older contemporary of Captain Dreyfus, as follows.
“Let us be thankful,” [Renan

] writes, “that Jesus encountered no law against insulting a whole class of citizens. For the Pharisees would have been inviolable.” Renan continues:

“His exquisite mockery and magic provocations always hit home. The Nessus tunic of ridicule that the Jew, the son of the Pharisees, had been dragging in tatters behind him for eighteen centuries was woven by Jesus with divine skill. A masterpiece of high-level mockery, his scathing remarks have become burned into the flesh of the hypocrite and of the falsely devout. Incomparable remarks, worthy of a Son of God!”. (cited in Lacan 2006, pp. 665–666)



Renan

 claimed that Jesus deliberately “wove” the tattered “Nessus tunic of ridicule” that Jews have borne for eighteen centuries, thereby implying that Jesus himself was the source of contemporary anti-Semitism. This is a rhetorical trope favored by Christian anti-Semites, which competent Biblical scholars nowadays know is complete and utter nonsense (e.g., Crossan 1996; O’Hare 1997). Renan’s anti-Semitism was well known to his contemporaries, and never seriously in doubt. So why invoke this passage here? No doubt, some would say that Lacan simply shared Renan’s belief that scathing ridicule is an art form associated with moral, intellectual, or spiritual superiority. But this defense is extremely flimsy. The claim that a talent for ridicule springs from moral superiority is dubious at best. And even if it were true, this would not explain why Lacan chose these transparently anti-Semitic remarks to hammer this point home.
In any case, there is no doubt that Lacan thought of the guardians of Freudian orthodoxy, who had “excommunicated” him, as “Pharisees,” and imagined himself as a true apostle of Freud’s, a kind of secular version of St. Paul, who understood the teachings of Freud/Jesus, unlike his Jewish followers, who supposedly “tore him to shreds.” (See also Hackett 1982). Though intended as a compliment, perhaps, that statement would have struck Freud as profoundly insulting, if not completely obtuse. Why? Because in Moses and Monotheism, Freud reiterated a claim he first made in Totem and Taboo; that Christianity gained converts and surpassed Judaism in antiquity because it made deep concessions to paganism and to mother worship, effecting a cultural and historical regression to a lower developmental level than Judaism had already achieved (Burston 2014). Thus, to ascribe a “properly Christian concern for the soul” to Freud, and to contrast it with the (allegedly) Pharisaic attitudes of his followers is actually quite bizarre.
Needless to say, Freud’s theories about the origins of Christianity are probably as offensive to most Christian readers as Lacan’s rhetoric is to many Jewish ones. But that is just the point, isn’t it? From childhood onward, Freud was enveloped in a predominantly Catholic culture that was awash in anti-Semitic attitudes and stereotypes. Among other things, perhaps, Freud’s appraisal of Christianity’s ascendance as a product of a massive cultural regression—in Totem and Taboo, and later in Moses and Monotheism—was a polemical retort to just the sort of mythological nonsense Lacan was peddling in his polemics with Freud’s followers (Burston 2014). Once this fact registers fully, it dawns on you that when all is said and done, Lacan utterly failed to grasp the cultural–historical context in which Freud was operating (Billig 1999, chapter 5: Sharvit 2016), and to reflect critically on his own cultural biases.3
So, had he lived long enough to react to Lacan’s turgid comparisons between himself and Jesus, and Lacan and St. Paul, Freud would have rejected them fiercely, not least because Lacan’s characterization of Freud as a kind of secularized Talmudic scholar is utterly disjunctive with his depiction of Freud as a Christ-like figure who does not share the beliefs and practices, the faith and the failings of his Jewish followers. At this point even the most generous reader, if he has his wits about him, may be thinking: “For God’s sake, Jacques, make up your mind! Was Freud a Christ-like figure, or a latter day Talmudist? And while we’re at it, was Jesus a Jew or an anti-Semite?”
In light of all this, one can only applaud Ian Parker, who noted thatDespite the generous defences of Lacan against the charge of anti-Semitism, for example in terms of the argument that he was nasty about everyone and did not single out the Jews in particular for contempt, there are some unpleasant eruptions of spite against the IPA that are then condensed into complaints about Judaism … Lacan’s ‘Proposition of 9 October, 1967’, for example, includes the appalling factually incorrect claim that ‘the IPA of Mittel Europa has demonstrated its preadaptation … in not losing a single member in the said [concentration camps] …. (Parker

 2011, p. 165)


In truth, of course, nine IPA members perished in the camps, as did four of Freud’s sisters. And as Paul Roazen pointed out long ago, Freud, Martha, and their children only escaped Vienna by the skin of their teeth, after an international outcry and generous bribes to Nazi officials (Roazen

 1975). Calling this tragic state of affairs a “preadaptation” to the Nazi menace implies that the IPA had some sort of cozy, collusive relationship with the Nazis that got them all off the hook. This assertion is not merely wrong. It has the unmistakable scent of slander. Along similar lines, Parker notes that Gérard Haddad, a close associate of Lacan’s, confessed that Lacan’s argument in the first version of the 1967 proposition—that “the religion of the Jews must be questioned in our hearts”—was a call for searching inquiry, but “came to be understood as an unbearable hostility toward Judaism” (Parker

 2011, p. 1965).
In Lacan’s defense, some still argue that his rupture with the IPA was what really provoked all these bad-tempered tirades and innuendo. But if he had not already harbored “an unbearable hostility toward Judaism”—a product, perhaps, of his early religious education—his vehemence would have found others targets and other forms of expression.
A Return to Freud?
In conclusion, Lacan proclaimed that he was spearheading “a return to Freud” (Schneidermann 1983). But on sober reflection, he actually did nothing of the kind. Though he approached Freud’s texts with an attitude bordering on religious veneration, his polemics with the Freudian faithful channeled the anti-Semitic sensibilities of Renan and Vichy France, and were designed to obscure his revisionist intentions. Lacan’s latent anti-Semitism—which Freud would have spotted swiftly, had he lived long enough—seldom surfaces for critical scrutiny in the secondary literature. Indeed, surveying the work of Lacan’s more theologically minded critics and expositors (Hackett 1982; Kotsko 2008; Pound 2007), one wonders if the Second Vatican Council, in which the Church dramatically revised its stance toward Judaism, ever touched Lacan and his circle in a meaningful way, and if so, where—if anywhere—this registers in their texts.
On reflection then, Roazen was right; the Freud whom Lacan invoked in his seminars was radically decontextualized and de-historicized. In truth, the “French Freud” was mostly a product of Lacan’s lively imagination, not a real, flesh and blood human being. Here I am reminded of another famous Catholic psychiatrist’s reflection on the roots of Christian anti-Semitism. In an essay entitled “Some Religious Aspects of Anti-Semitism,” Karl Stern observed that:The psychology of the cradle Christian is such that the Christ of the icon is not a truly incarnated being. Now, Christian faith is full only if there exists a living awareness of the historical Jesus, of that almost anonymous “heretical” rabbi – obscure and utterly peripheral in the secular history of the Roman Empire of his time. The latter image comes “naturally” to every Jew, and I could quote innumerable examples. But for the Christian, in order to “see” this fully, something like a conversion is necessary. (Stern

 1975, p. 260)


Why is “something like a conversion” necessary to enable the average “cradle Christian” to grasp the full-blooded humanity of Jesus? Obviously, an etherealized, disembodied notion of Jesus as pure “spirit” renders the horror of his crucifixion—and of crucifixion in general—far less distressing to contemplate. But Stern offers, another, even more compelling reason. He wrote:The Christian child who, in the course of his education, is early imbued with a love for Jesus, frequently hears the word “Jews” for the first time in the context of the crucifixion. The fact that the mother of Jesus was a Jewess, that his friends and followers were Jews, that he himself in the flesh was a Jew, is kept from the child’s consciousness with what at times seems like a bad intention. (Stern

 1975, p. 259)


In all likelihood, this is precisely the kind of religious education Jacques Lacan received as a child. That would account for what Gérard Haddad described as Lacan’s “unbearable hostility” toward Judaism.4 Lacan transferred the same kind of etherealizing and de-historicizing tendency that he bestowed on an idealized figure, Jesus, onto Freud as an adult. Admittedly, the process I am describing here is not “transference” in the classical or orthodox Freudian sense, but rather, the transfer of habits of thought and feeling acquired in one domain in childhood (religion) onto a different domain as an adult (psychoanalysis). But the net result—in terms of unconscious phantasy—is quite similar.
So, if truth be told, Lacan’s “return to Freud” was always only partial or approximate, little more than a convenient slogan or rallying cry. It was never a serious or scholarly endeavor. Lacan was not deeply acquainted with (or even really interested in) Freud’s enveloping social context and the way it shaped his views on religion. Instead, Lacan viewed Freud and his followers through a kind of distorting prism that he evidently acquired in childhood, which prompted the narcissistic fantasy of himself as a latter day St. Paul. This fantasy, in turn, authorized him (in his own imagination) to invent and embellish freely, and to dismiss certain texts of Freud’s altogether, even forbidding his own followers from becoming familiar with much of the later Freud’s work. And this, in turn, enabled him to take psychoanalysis in a completely different direction than the one Freud had intended, while accusing others—who were mostly Jewish, including some of his own former teachers—of doing precisely the same thing, a perfect example of projection, and Sartrean mauvaise foi.
Louis Althusser
Nevertheless, despite these drawbacks, Lacan had an ardent supporter in the celebrated Marxist theorist, Louis Althusser (1918–1990). Like Lacan, Althusser received an intense Catholic education as a child. Before World War II, for a brief period of time, he seriously considered becoming a Trappist monk—much like Lacan’s brother, Marc-François. But unlike Jacques Lacan, who declared himself an atheist in his youth, Althusser never really left the Catholic Church. Instead, he sought to blend Catholicism and Marxism, joining the “worker priests” movement and then the Communist Party in 1948. For the remainder of his life, Althusser tried to reconcile his faith with his Marxist politics—a difficult undertaking, because the Vatican had banned the “worker priest” movement, and because Althusser’s relationship to the French Communist Party (PCF) became more complex and contentious with the passage of time.
Meanwhile, in 1948, Althusser became a tutorial leader at the École Normale Supérieure (ENS), where he organized seminars featuring Jacques Lacan and Gilles Deleuze. He continued teaching there for the following 35 years, during which time he exerted a major influence on the school’s curriculum. Among his students there were Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jacques-Alain Miller, and other future luminaries of the post-structuralist and deconstructionist movements.
In 1963, Althusser commenced a correspondence with Lacan and, in 1964, published his first psychoanalytically oriented paper, entitled “Freud and Lacan,” in a journal called La Nouvelle Critique. He also invited Lacan to lecture at the ENS, where he started his own seminar on Freud and psychoanalysis, and several other seminars that promised students a “return to Marx.”
Althusser rose to international prominence on the strength of two books that first appeared in 1965, entitled For Marx (Althusser 1969) and Reading Capital (Althusser 1970). In many ways, Althusser’s “return to Marx” resembled Lacan’s crypto-revisionist “return to Freud.” It promoted structuralism and a “theoretical anti-humanism,” offering readers a selective, tendentious, and frequently decontextualized reading of Marx’s original texts, introducing a bowdlerized version of the Freudian concept of “overdetermination” and Althusser’s own idea of “interpellation” into Marx’s theory of ideology. Despite considerable evidence to the contrary, Althusser also insisted that there is a radical rupture between the early, humanistic Marx, who was palpably influenced by Hegel, and the “scientific” (i.e., structuralist) Marx, whose arrival was foreshadowed in his “Theses on Feuerbach,” which appeared in 1845.
Of course, “discovering” the existence a hitherto unknown or overlooked “epistemological break” in the work of an influential theorist is one way to ride on someone else’s coattails to a derivative stardom of one’s own. And in fairness to Althusser, by 1965, this was already a time-honored practice. For example, it was often alleged (by some) that Descartes’ philosophy marked a radical break from the ideas of his predecessors, or that Freud, in turn, “decentered” the Cartesian subject, and so on, and so on. But peer more closely beneath the surface, and it turns out, more often than not, that these sweeping assertions are greatly exaggerated; convenient soundbites that conceal the deeper threads of continuity which persist unseen, despite all the hoopla, beneath the appearance of novelty or radical innovation.
And so it is entirely to Althusser’s credit that despite the ravages of mental illness and multiple hospitalizations, as the seventies wore on, he acquired sufficient realism and generosity to concede that the “epistemological rupture” he had dogmatically insisted on in 1965 was a construction, at best; that “traces” of Marx’s Hegelian and humanist leanings could still be found in Capital. But he did not actually recant his earlier position. Instead, he qualified his earlier remarks on the alleged “rupture” between the early and the late Marx by describing them as a process, rather than an “event,” even as he acknowledged that the process was not complete until volume 3 of Capital—though even that claim is debatable, as it turns out. In any case, by then it hardly mattered, because his earlier, more “radical” assessment of “scientific” Marxism had already become a climate of opinion in Left-wing circles, one that persisted for a considerable period of time (Johnston

 2015).
However, problematic as it was, Althusser’s reading of Marx is not what concerns us here. It is his relationship to Freud. His first article on Freud, entitled “Freud and Lacan,” appeared in English translation in the New Left Review in the May/June issue of 1969. Echoing Lacan’s admonitions to students, Althusser vigorously discouraged readers with a genuine interest in Freud from engaging with the work of (unnamed) American analysts who had presumably been compromised and encouraged them to embrace the Lacanian approach as the only legitimate one. The fact that Lacan’s reading of Freud was as profoundly revisionist as any of the American theorists he dismissed was utterly lost on Althusser and his followers.
As Althusser’s influence spread in Liberal Arts circles here in North America, and as departments of English, philosophy, film studies, cultural studies, and so on, embraced him with increasing fervor, Althusser became, for all practical intents and purposes, Lacan’s popularizer and publicity agent, helping to create an increasingly avid market for Lacanian ideas. This is not to say that he was uncritical of Lacan. They had their disagreements. For example, Lacan wasn’t persuaded that psychoanalysis is a science, in the usual sense of that word, and preferred to describe it as distinctive “discipline.” Althusser, by contrast, insisted that it really is a “science,” although his notion of what science is (and does) was idiosyncratic, to say the least.5
Nevertheless, despite their differences, Althusser managed to persuade his followers that any cogent or consequential reading of Freud must begin with Lacan as its fundamental point of departure. All other perspectives or points of entry were ultimately dead ends, or simply off limits—if you wanted to be taken seriously, that is. On July 18, 1966, in a letter to a colleague, Althusser even declared thatThose who make the slightest theoretical concession to biology, to ethology, are lost for any theoretical reflection concerning psychoanalysis: they lapse quite quickly, if they are analysts, into psychology
 (or into culturalism, which is the ‘psychology’ of societies), psychology, that is, the site of the worst ideological confusions and ideological perversions of our time. Understand me well: I do not mean that they cannot furnish interesting elements of a clinical-practical-empirical order—indeed, occasionally of a theoretical order—but these are only elements that must be confiscated (dérober) from them since the logic of their system inevitably leads them to a theoretical impasse, down a path on which those who follow them can only go astray. (Althusser 1993, pp. 35–36)


Needless to say, Althusser’s demotion of the “clinical-practical-empirical” aspects of psychoanalysis contrasts markedly with the approach of soberer philosophers like Roland Dalbiez and Paul Ricoeur, whose philosophical forays into Freudian territory always acknowledged the importance of grappling with the clinical dimension of psychoanalysis (Ricoeur

 1970). And in retrospect, one also wonders why Althusser described psychology specifically as the site of “the worst ideological confusions and … perversions of our time,” leaving the psychiatric profession completely unscathed. Granted, Lacan treated the psychologists whom he cited occasionally with little more than contempt (Billig 2006). But why did Althusser single out psychology in this fashion? Did his selective denunciation reflect the fact that Lacan, his analyst, was a psychiatrist, and always quite proud of his psychiatric pedigree? Or that Althusser was extremely dependent on psychiatric interventions when he was in the throes of depression? We may never know for sure. Nevertheless, there is something peculiar about Althusser’s insistence that any insights (or “elements”) gleaned from clinical work have no theoretical value unless they have been “confiscated” or dislodged from the clinicians’ frame of reference because “the logic of their—[i.e. the clinicians’]–system” inevitably leads us astray. This from a man who underwent multiple hospitalizations; a man who—quite literally—strangled his wife to death. That being so, one cannot help but wonder: Did the logic of the clinician’s system “lead us astray” when it deemed Althusser to be not guilty of homicide by reason of insanity? Or, was it accurate in his case, for some reason, but irrelevant when it comes to understanding Freud’s new “science”? (And how would Freud himself have responded to these dogmatic claims of Althusser?)
In an article entitled “Humanity, That Sickness: Louis Althusser and the Helplessness of Psychoanalysis” (Johnston

 2015), Adrian Johnston recently unpacked the later Althusser’s musings on freedom and “indeterminism.” Johnston demonstrates persuasively that despite his “theoretical anti-humanism,” in later life, Althusser mounted a robust philosophical defense of individual agency and self-determination (or self-authorship); one similar (in some respects) to Sartre’s radical voluntarism, in fact. Johnston acknowledges the intriguing oddity of this situation, but deems it to be indicative of some profound ambiguity underlying or inscribed in the human condition, one that has yet to be fathomed and theorized properly and one that Althusser’s heirs must reckon and wrestle with in years to come. A more straightforward and parsimonious explanation for this curious state of affairs would be that Althusser’s belated foray into “indeterminism” was a logical lapse due to Orwellian doublethink. Why? Because Althusser’s belated musings on freedom and “indeterminism” are completely at odds with the “structuralist” perspective that drove his rise to fame, and indeed, on reflection, with the court verdict that absolved him of killing his wife. And this is noteworthy, because if human beings are truly capable of self-determination, as the later Althusser asserted, then the murder of his wife on a gray November morning in 1980 could easily be construed as a conscious choice, for which he must be held accountable, and not merely as the symptom of an underlying “illness.” But if, to the contrary, we exempt someone suffering from a grievous mental disorder from responsibility for choices like these “by reason of insanity,” then why heed their urgent exhortations about how we ought to read Freud “scientifically”?
Regardless of where you stand on these vexing issues, the fact remains that Althusser’s dismissive attitude toward clinical practice comports very well with Adorno and Marcuse’s insistence on “the autonomy of theory.” And yet on reflection, their joint insistence on “the autonomy of theory” actually is curiously at odds with the Institute’s earlier attempts to bring psychoanalysis into a more fruitful and mutually beneficial dialogue with other social sciences in the 1930s, and in their studies of anti-Semitism and authoritarianism in the 1940s that, as we discover in the following chapter, required intensive collaboration with social scientists, including several psychologists, as well.
Instead of insisting on doctrinal purity, or discouraging “even the slightest theoretical concession” to the life sciences, as Althusser did, Fromm’s ecumenical approach to theory welcomed creative, interdisciplinary involvement from scholars and practitioners in a wide range of disciplines, including neurology and the life sciences, provided that they actually understood the empirical-clinical dimension of psychoanalytic practice, which he deemed to be the fundamental starting point for psychoanalytic theory. But oddly enough, despite the lively cultural conversation kindled during Freud’s Gold Age, it was Marcuse and Althusser who won the day among most Left-leaning academics. In a manner of speaking, Marcuse and Althusser placed a premium on doctrinal purity and “the autonomy of theory” to orchestrate a spirited rejection of open interdisciplinary dialogue and collaboration, though in many ways, this was precisely the opposite of what Freud had wanted. And all this in the name of fidelity to Freud. (Quite an accomplishment, wasn’t it?)
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Footnotes
1For a more comprehensive discussion of Freud’s theory of the ego in relation to the unconscious, please see Chap. 4, below.

 

2Michael Billig, an astute critic of Lacan, discerns the same reckless, cavalier mangling of primary sources that Lacan accorded to Freud in his citations of psychologists Wolfgang Köhler, James Mark Baldwin, Charlotte Bühler and Henri Wallon. See Billig’s article titled “Lacan’s Misuse of Psychology: Evidence, Rhetoric and the Mirror Stage” in Theory Culture Society, 2006, 23, 1. http://​tcs.​sagepub.​com/​cgi/​content/​abstract/​23/​4/​1

 

3Chapter 5 of Michael Billig’s book Freudian Repression (Billig 1999) is an eye-opening gloss on the “Dora” case, which demonstrates how anti-semitism shaped the shared silences, omissions, and unspoken understandings of the life-world Freud shared with his Jewish patients.

 

4For an even more searching discussion of the impact of early religious education on impressionable minds, see Father Padric O’Hare’s book The Enduring Covenant: The Education of Christians and the End of Anti-Semitism, Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1997.

 

5For a scathing (and sometimes hilarious) critique of Althusser’s scientific pretensions, see E. P. Thompson’s book The Poverty of Theory (London: Merlin Press, 1977).
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Two Ways of Knowing
Jacques Lacan famously insisted that “the unconscious is structured like a language,” effectively ignoring the pre-verbal and non-verbal dimensions of unconscious mental functioning. In this, he followed the later Heidegger

, who opined that language “is the House of Being.” How fortunate then that many creative thinkers rejected these logocentric axioms, and sought to deepen our insights into the unconscious by reflecting on the unspoken and pre-verbal dimensions of human life, and the ways they are implicated or folded into in our conscious experience.
For example, in October of 2009, Iain McGilchrist, an eminent psychiatrist and literary scholar, published a remarkable book entitled The Master and His Emissary. Its overarching thesis can be summarized as follows. The right and left cerebral hemispheres of the human brain almost invariably work in unison. But they possess different qualities, competences, and embrace or embody very different values. The right hemisphere processes information in ways that are intuitive, non-verbal, holistic, and context-sensitive, and values empathy and altruism. The left hemisphere favors language, logic, and abstract thinking, and lacks these aforementioned pro-social traits. As a result, the right and left cerebral hemispheres employ fundamentally different ways of knowing reality and represent disparate ways of “being-in-the world.” In optimal circumstances, however, says McGilchrist, this duality at the heart of human existence is not readily apparent. But injury, atrophy, or dysfunction in the right hemisphere lends itself to diverse forms of psychopathology, ranging from autism and Obsessional Compulsive Disorder (OCD) to schizoid and schizophrenic disturbances. Moreover, left-hemispheric dominance, which is now the norm in Western society, tends to create or intensify various forms of alienation from ourselves, from one another, and from the natural world, resulting in widespread social pathologies that now threaten to destroy our planet.
The natural state of affairs, says McGilchrist, is for the right hemisphere to be dominant, or “the master,” and for the left hemisphere to be its servant or “emissary.” Unfortunately, ever since the Protestant Reformation, Western civilization has favored increased reliance on left-hemispheric attitudes and aptitudes, enabling the servant to gain the upper hand, becoming the master, effectively inverting the natural order. This same trend is evident in the postmodern insistence on the primacy of language, which effectively negates or ignores pre-linguistic or non-verbal ways of apprehending reality, and of knowing and communicating with others (McGilchrist 2009.)
Needless to say, I am not a neuroscientist myself, so it is not my purpose to defend McGilchrist’s scientific credentials. Instead, I will explore his contribution to the psychology of the unconscious, by comparing and contrasting his efforts to those of two earlier neurologists of note who ventured into this field, and from there into the social, cultural, and historical domains, namely Sigmund Freud and Karl Stern.
Karl Stern: The Poetic and Scientific Modes of Knowledge
Born to an assimilated Jewish couple in a small town in Bavaria at the turn of the last century, Karl Stern (1906–1975) studied neurology and psychiatry with Kurt Goldstein and Walther Spielmeyer in Frankfurt, Munich, and Berlin between 1929 and 1935. When Spielmeyer died, Stern fled to London to escape the Nazis, where a fellowship from the Rockefeller Foundation enabled him to work at The National Hospital for Nervous Diseases at Queen’s Square. In 1939, he settled in Montreal, where he worked alongside Wilder Penfield for two years, before being hired to lead McGill University’s geriatric psychiatry unit—the first in Canada, I am told. At McGill, he befriended another world-famous neurologist, Miguel Prados, a younger colleague and collaborator of Ramon y Cajal (Burston 2016), who shared Stern’s interest in psychoanalysis and was a major figure in the founding of the Canadian Psychoanalytic Association.
Stern published dozens of papers on neurology and geriatrics in prestigious medical journals. His most famous book was undoubtedly The Pillar of Fire, which chronicled his early life and education, his adolescent identity crises, his medical training, his growing doubts and misgivings about Kraepelinian psychiatry, his flight from Nazi Germany, and his eventual conversion to Roman Catholicism in Montreal in 1943 (Stern 1951). But the books most relevant to our inquiry here were Stern’s second and third non-fiction books, entitled The Third Revolution and The Flight from Woman, published in 1954 and 1965, respectively. In these books, Stern argued that human beings have two fundamentally different ways of thinking and/or engaging with the world. He referred to them as the “poetic” and the “scientific” modes of knowledge (Stern 1954, 1965).
At the risk of oversimplifying somewhat, Stern said that the poetic mode of knowledge is intuitive, pre-logical (rather than illogical), and based on knowledge acquired through empathy, communion, and “participation mystique.” The scientific mode of knowledge, by contrast, leans on language, logic, and “knowledge through disassembly,” or de-contextualizing objects and taking them apart. Stern did not claim priority for this discovery. On the contrary, he devoted an entire chapter to different iterations of this idea present in the writings of Aquinas, Francis Bacon, and Goethe, which feature prominently in the more recent work of philosophers like Wilhelm Dilthey, Henri Bergson, Edmund Husserl, and Karl Jaspers, whom he cites extensively. Like his predecessors, Stern made no attempt to localize or anchor these two different ways of knowing and engaging the world in the anatomy or functioning of the brain, despite his formidable neurological training. Instead, he compared them to Wilhelm Dilthey’s distinction between the verstehende and erklarende modes of knowledge (Stern 1965; Burston 2016).
To illustrate the difference between these two ways of knowing, Stern provides the example of two researchers studying the incidence of psychoses following childbirth—a syndrome often associated with post-partum depression. One investigator is a psychoanalyst, the other, an endocrinologist. Both of them want to know why some mothers with post-partum depression become psychotic, but they approach their research question in fundamentally different ways. Thus, for example,When the psychoanalytical observer finds that the patient suffers from a psychosis following childbirth because she herself had not been wanted by her mother, he comprehends (“takes into”) in the sense of having intellectual sympathy (feel with.) In finding that the patient was deficient in a certain ion in the blood, the other observer explains (“lays outside”, the movement opposite to comprehending), and no act of intellectual sympathy is involved. (Stern 1965, p. 46)


Stern was leaning on etymology to make his point, but it is an intriguing one. Whether in English or in German, the verb “to comprehend” implies an act of (mentally) enclosing, enfolding, encompassing, or internalizing an external object or entity. By contrast, the verb “to explain” implies a movement toward externalization or expulsion. Put differently, describing a depressed mother’s rejection of her infant as the result of her having been rejected by her own mother many years previously interprets her behavior empathically, and in light of her personal history, and not as the result of an anomaly or chemical imbalance in her blood or brain (at least, not in the first instance). Absent this history, her behavior may strike us as profoundly mysterious, if not meaningless, in the circumstances. But Stern did not stop with this isolated example. Instead, he went on to claim that all of Freud’s most significant discoveries were the product of empathic or verstehende thinking dressed up in the language of natural scientific thought. In The Third Revolution, Stern wrote:The fact that psychoanalytic insight is primarily empathic insight, as contrasted with scientific knowledge, is concealed and complicated by several features, particularly by the fact that Freud himself from the beginning presented his discoveries within a framework of terms which were borrowed from the natural sciences. There are several reasons for this. The originator of psychoanalysis was a child of the nineteenth century. He had been educated in the laboratory and the neurological ward . . . Therefore it was most logical for him and his early followers to use the language of the natural sciences. As we have seen, there are certain aspects of physics (particularly thermodynamics) and biology (particularly ontogenesis) which lend themselves splendidly to conveying basic psychoanalytic concepts by way of approximate analogy. When we speak of an “amount of libidinal energy” which is “split off” or “channeled into” something or “sublimated” or “displaced”, we use the language of physicists or chemists to make concepts out of something essentially preconceptual. The preconceptual, archaic world of imagery, which forms the key to the world of neurosis, reminds us of Edgar Allan Poe’s “unthought-like thoughts that are the thoughts of thought.” Technical terminology for such things at best partakes of the nature of a parable. As Karl Jaspers has pointed out, we fool ourselves if we think that the terminology of psychoanalysis really proves that it is something of the same order as physics or chemistry. Actually, there is no such thing as an “amount of libidinal energy” which would fit into a system of references comparable to that of the sciences. Love and hate, joy and mourning cannot be quantified. (Stern 1954, pp. 154–155)


It is hard to overstate the importance of this passage. Why? Because Stern claimed psychoanalysis for the verstehende or human sciences in 1954 over a decade before Ricoeur and Habermas arrived on the scene making similar claims. Would Freud have welcomed Stern’s gloss on his work? Probably not. But that fact doesn’t necessarily invalidate Stern’s perspective. Even so, one wonders why Stern’s reflections on the poetic and scientific modes of knowledge teem with references to eminent philosophers, but are curiously silent on Freud’s own thoughts on this matter. One cannot help but wonder why. After all, like Stern, Freud was a neurologist by training, who had ventured into the realms of psychotherapy, personality theory, and theories of human development.
Primary and Secondary Processes: The Birth of the Ego
In an unpublished manuscript known as “The Project for A Scientific Psychology,” written in 1895, Freud posited the existence of two fundamentally incommensurable modes of thought and representation, namely, primary and secondary processes. According to Freud, our initial or primordial way of “being in the world” is primary process thought, which is presumably driven by the pleasure principle, or by fear and desire, and colored by magical thinking, or phantasy. Primary process thought is pre-linguistic, pre-logical, and poorly adapted to the exigencies of survival because it cannot discriminate between reality and illusions, and cannot tolerate frustration, inhibition, or the delay of gratification. By contrast, secondary process thought, which emerges somewhat later, is governed by the reality principle. While primary process thought conjures up hallucinatory wish-fulfillments in the face of frustration, secondary process thought tolerates the delay of gratification and therefore is capable of veridical perception and purposive inhibition for the sake of adaptation. Henri Ellenberger compared Freud’s primary and secondary processes—later renamed the id and the ego, respectively—to Nietzsche’s Dionysian and Apollonian principles (Ellenberger 1970). And rightly so, considering that the latter is characterized by greater realism, rationality, and restraint (Holt

 1983). For all practical intents and purposes, what Freud called the ego is equivalent to what are usually called our executive functions.
When he proposed these ideas privately, in correspondence with his friend Wilhelm Fliess, Freud attempted to anchor primary and secondary processes in the anatomy and physiology of the brain. But as he later confessed to Fleiss, he abandoned that attempt soon after because he could not solve the problem of qualia—qualitative and subjective factors (Masson

 1985). That wasn’t the only drawback to his model, of course. Freud and his contemporaries knew nothing about the neurological basis of empathy, a factor that does not even register in his initial model of the mind (in fairness to Freud, the discovery of mirror neurons only occurred a century later1).
Having failed to prove that primary and secondary processes are neurophysiological processes, Freud nevertheless found these ideas indispensable to his clinical work and introduced them as purely psychological constructs in his first major book, The Interpretation of Dreams, published in 1899. And a decade or so after The Interpretation of Dreams was published, Freud continued this train of thought in an essay entitled “Two Principles of Mental Functioning” (Freud 1911). Like other clinicians of his era, Freud was apt to speak about impairments to the patient’s sense of reality. The degree of impairment to a patient’s “reality-testing ego,” said Freud, varies considerably depending on the person, the severity of their disturbance, and on whether they suffer from a neurosis or a psychosis.
In describing reality testing (or secondary process thought) here, Freud mentioned several “functions,” or what are more commonly called “faculties,” that are invariably implicated, which he had first addressed in correspondence with Fliess in 1895. One is consciousness and, in particular, the capacity for focal attention. Another crucial element is memory, of course, and the third is judgment, which he defined as the ability to discriminate between true and false “ideas”—a faculty that is utterly dependent on the preceding two faculties, memory and attention, for its very existence and therefore severely compromised if our memory or capacity for focal attention is already somewhat impaired.
However, the ability to discriminate between true and false ideas also depends on another process, the capacity for delayed gratification. And remember, this kind of purposive inhibition, which follows the reality principle, is not to be confused with neurotic inhibition, which frustrates the program of the pleasure principle by robbing the ego of opportunities for pleasure in the real world as a result of repression, regression, fixation, and so on. On the contrary, according to the Freudian model the kind of purposive inhibition required for reality testing operates in the service of the pleasure principle and develops further as the person matures. In his own wordsthe substitution of the reality-principle for the pleasure principle denotes no dethronement of the pleasure-principle, but only a safeguarding of it. A momentary pleasure, uncertain in its results, is given up, but only in order to gain in the new way an assured pleasure coming later. (Freud 1911, p. 15)


When does this process begin? According to Freud, at some point in its development “the mental apparatus had to decide to form a conception of the real circumstances of the outer world and to exert itself to alter them” (Freud 1911, p. 14). Of course, Freud’s notion that a “mental apparatus” could “decide” to “form a conception” of anything at all sounds curious to our ears—or at least, to mine. But what is clear enough from context is that Freud believed in the existence of an “outer world” to which our “mental apparatus” must adapt if we wish to thrive, mature, and in due course, perhaps, reproduce our kind. To that end, the reality principle seeks to determine what is real or what actually is the case. Further along in this same essay, Freud speculates that reality testing develops an increasingly intimate relationship with consciousness as the person matures, but actually begins as an unconscious mental process, which eventually became “endowed with further qualities which were perceptible in consciousness only through its connection with the memory traces of words” or, in other words, with language.
The cumulative impression one gets from “Two Principles of Mental Functioning” is that in the normal ontogenetic sequence, language emerges only after secondary process thought, which germinates in the unconscious before the advent of language. So unlike many, if not most contemporary psychoanalysts, Freud never imagined that reality is just socially constructed or that our notions about the world around us are merely the products of consensual validation, or more basically, perhaps, of language. To be frank, the notion that language or discourse creates reality—which is commonplace in the academy nowadays—was anathema to Freud and his followers.
Moreover, and more to the point, perhaps, Freud believed that primary process thought always remains the “master,” while secondary process remains the servant and guardian of our instinctual core, even as it develops greater structure, scope, and sophistication in each successive phase of human development. And this remained true throughout Freud’s work, even after his reflections on primary and secondary processes were incorporated into his structural theory of the id and the ego, respectively. Freud simply could not imagine a time when the reality-testing ego became “master in its own house” and had subdued the id sufficiently to relegate it to subordinate status. Indeed, Freud declared that the program of psychoanalysis, of education, and of civilization, in general, was “Wo Es war, soll Ich werden”—which translates to “Where the id was, there shall Ego be”—likening the gradual transformation of the id into a culturally benign force to an indefinite and ongoing process “like the taming of the Zuyder See” (Freud 1930).
While it had certain advantages, Freud recognized that his theory of primary and secondary processes had at least one fatal flaw. By his own admission, Freud’s description of primary process thought, and later, of the id, stipulates that our instinctual drives clamor for immediate gratification, but actively resist adaptation to reality. Needless to say, this runs completely counter to all common sense definition of instincts, which are supposed to promote adaptation and enhance our chances of survival. Thus, in a footnote to “Two Principles of Mental Functioning,” Freud wrote:

It will be rightly objected that an organization which . . . neglects the reality principle could not maintain itself for the shortest time, so that it could have come into being at all. The use of a fiction of this kind is, however, vindicated by the consideration that the infant, if one only includes the maternal care, does almost realize such a state of mental life. Probably it hallucinates the fulfillment of its inner needs; it betrays its pain due to an increase in stimulation and delay of satisfaction by crying and struggling, and then experiences the hallucinated satisfaction. (Freud 1911, pp. 14–15)



And so on. So, Freud acknowledged that his theory of drives and the “mental apparatus,” or psyche, is only approximately true, but attempted to curtail potential objections to his two “principles” by noting that mothers provide their infants with the reality testing and motor skills that they lack to care for themselves. They are, in effect, the newborn infant’s ego. This too is true, but only up to a point. In Childhood and Society, Erik Erikson pointed out that the behavior of healthy infants has evolved to evoke precisely the kinds of maternal responses that the infant needs to thrive and develop, and consequently, that Freud’s description of the infantile ego as weak and underdeveloped is adultomorphic and disparaging. In truth, said Erikson, the infantile ego is as active and strong as it needs to be, given the infant’s stage of development. It is a lack of appropriate maternal responsiveness which engenders morbid passivity and helplessness in infants, which looks quite different from the behavior of a normal baby. Nowadays, Erikson’s critique of Freudian theory is amply borne out in the research of psychiatrist Allan Schore, who wrote that:the mother of the securely attached infant psychobiologically attunes her right hemisphere to the output of the infant’s right hemisphere in order to receive and resonate with fluctuations in her child’s internal state. This bond of unconscious emotional communication [. . .] facilitates the experience-dependent maturation of the infant’s right brain. Neuroscientists are now writing that:
Spontaneous communication employs species-specific expressive displays in the sender that, given attention, activate emotional pre-attunements and are directly perceived by the receiver […]. The “meaning” of the display is known directly by the receiver […]. This spontaneous emotional communication constitutes a conversation between limbic systems […]. It is a biologically-based communication system that involves individual organisms directly with one another: the individuals in spontaneous communication constitute literally a biological unit (Buck 1994, p. 266, my italics). (Schore 2003, p. 70)

Having surveyed the growing literature on infancy and right hemispheric functioning, Schore concludes that:Most neuropsychological studies of “the minor hemisphere” have focused solely on motor behaviors, visuospatial functions, and cognition, but only recently have neuroscientists delved into the fundamental activity of the right brain in the recognition of facially-expressed nonverbal affective expressions (Kim et al. 1999; Muller et al. 1999; Nakamura et al. 2000; Narumoto et al. 2000). This research demonstrates that the right hemisphere is specialized for both the receptive processing (Blair et al. 1999) and expressive communication (Borod et al. 1997) of facial information during spontaneous social interactions, such as in “natural conversation” or within “interpersonal family communication” (Blonder et al. 1993). This hemisphere is also dominant for evaluating the trustworthiness of faces (Winston et al. 2002). (Schore 2003, p. 71)


So, if Schore’s research is any indication, Freud was wrong to imagine that the infant’s basic instincts are completely maladapted to survival in the real world. But he was right to surmise that the a-logical, pre-linguistic “primary processes” precede the capacity for logical or abstract thought. As Schore, McGilchrist, and others insist, the right hemisphere develops much faster than the left one, at least initially. Indeed, the left hemisphere doesn’t actually engage the world much until the infant is 12–18 months old—a fact that tallies with Freud’s belief reality testing (and with it, ego functions) precede the advent of language. And this fact in turn has striking implications for any contemporary theory of human development. As McGilchrist points out, the unconscious is more strongly associated with the right hemisphere than with the left. Conversely, says McGilchrist,
conscious processing tends to go on in the left hemisphere. This dichotomy can be seen at play even in a realm, such as emotion, with an admittedly strong right-hemisphere bias; the right hemisphere processes unconscious emotional material, whereas the left hemisphere is involved in the conscious processing of emotional stimuli. Certainly the right hemisphere experiences material that the left-hemisphere cannot be aware of; and according to Allan Schore, Freud’s preconscious lies in the right orbitofrontal cortex. Freud wrote of non-verbal, imagistic thinking that it ‘is therefore, only a very incomplete form of becoming conscious. In some way, too, it stands nearer to unconscious processes than it does to thinking in words, and it is unquestionably older than the latter both ontogenetically and phylogenetically. . . .’ (McGilchrist 2009, pp. 187–188)

And what are the implications of Schore and McGilchrist’s work for Karl Stern’s poetic and scientific modes of knowledge? Unfortunately, neuroscience was not sufficiently advanced in the 1960s for Stern to explain the “conversation between limbic systems” that occurs between securely attached infants and their mothers in robust scientific terms. So he resorted to more descriptive and metaphorical language to describe the unconscious communication that Schore and his colleagues studied so intensively. According to Stern, the act of severing the umbilical cord—the physical connection between mother and child—does not sever the psychic connection between mother and child, which remains strong throughout infancy. Indeed, he said: “There exists a deeply knowing relationship between the child and the mother – a mode of knowledge much stronger than the tie to the father, which only arises somewhat later” (Stern 1965, p. 32).
According to Stern, in optimal circumstances, the relationship between mother and child is so close that the psychic boundaries between them are actually quite diffuse. They form a kind of mother-infant matrix, from which the child extricates itself slowly. Or, as Donald Winnicott famously observed: “There is no such thing as a baby . . .” What Stern called the poetic mode of knowledge grows out of this early, intimate, pre-Oedipal soil. This helps explain Stern’s frequent allusions to the close connection between it and Freud’s oral stage of development. For example, in The Third Revolution, he wrote:All knowledge by union; all knowledge by incorporation (incorporating or being incorporated); and all knowledge through love has its natural fundament in our primary bond with the mother. The skeptic warns the believer not to “swallow” things, not to be “taken in.” And from his point of view he is right. Faith, the most sublime form of non-scientific knowledge, is (if we consider its natural history, independent of all questions of grace) a form of swallowing or being taken in. This is also true about Wisdom. Sapientia is derived from sapere, to taste, and Sophia is the She-soul of Eastern Christendom. (Stern 1954, p. 54)


We’ll return to Stern’s views on faith momentarily. Meanwhile, when does scientific reasoning come into play in Stern’s theory of human development? Following Piaget, Stern suggested that most children are not capable of fully rational thought (or “formal operations”) till the age of 12 or 13. Before formal operations commence, said Piaget, human beings are not yet capable of being fully rational, and the child knows and engages with the world in other, more concrete and immediate ways. But unlike Piaget, who argued that these earlier stages of development are definitively superseded with the advent of formal operations, Stern argued that this more child-like way of knowing and relating to reality continues to function alongside of our rational intellect, and is seldom superseded by abstract or discursive reasoning completely. On the contrary, Stern insisted that the mental health of adults depends on maintaining a harmonious balance between them (Stern 1965).
As noted previously, for some strange reason, Stern did not address Freud’s theory of primary and secondary processes explicitly when he talked about the two ways of knowing and engaging with the world. Instead, he invoked Freud’s conjectures about our innate bisexuality, arguing that the poetic mode of knowledge is essentially feminine, while scientific reasoning is essentially masculine in character. In fact, Stern proposed that the malaise of modernity was a result of the fact that the “masculine” (scientific) mode of knowledge has become dominant in our culture, and therefore devalues, overtakes, or supersedes the “feminine” (poetic) mode of knowledge. When this is not merely an individual phenomenon, but a cultural trend, said Stern, people become anxious and disconnected from their bodies and each other, though science and technology continue to develop apace. In short, as civilization progresses, we grow exponentially in knowledge, while wisdom atrophies, and we become spiritually impoverished.
Needless to say, though suffused with Freudian ideas, the theory of human development that Stern was advancing ran counter to prevailing wisdom in the psychoanalytic world, which insisted that mental health can only be insured by strengthening the ego at the expense of the id (and superego). And articulating this position in the face of certain rejection from most of his peers took some courage. In calling for a balance between the two modes of knowing, and an androgynous model of the mind, rather than a one-sided emphasis on language, rationality, and “ego strength,” Stern was advancing a “deviant” or heterodox position on the meaning of mental health that guaranteed his outlier status and his perceived irrelevance in mainstream psychiatric circles, despite his formidable record as a research neurologist. This may also help explain his rapid decline into obscurity after his death in 1975.
At the same time, the kind of gender essentialism Stern embraced in the 1960s, while commonplace then, has been widely discredited in the past few decades. For while some elderly feminists still refer to “women’s ways of knowing” on occasion (Gilligan 1993; Belenky et al. 1997), McGilchrist rejects the notion of gendered epistemologies, arguing that the right- and left-hemispheric orientations to the world that he describes are neither feminine nor masculine, but generic human attributes. Agreed. Nevertheless, if you discount this critical difference, strong resemblances between Stern and McGilchrist remain. What Stern termed the poetic and scientific modes of knowledge correspond in many ways to what McGilchrist describes as right- and left-hemispheric competences and values. Moreover, like McGilchrist, Stern asserted that modernity is characterized by an increasingly one-sided and ultimately unhealthy reliance on the scientific mode of knowledge, and that the net result is a cultural devaluation of other, more intimate ways of knowing the world, the gradual erosion of our collective mental health, and significantly, of our spiritual lives as well. Stern said these cultural trends began with Descartes (1596–1650), while McGilchrist believes that they started earlier, with Martin Luther (1483–1546) and the Protestant Reformation.2
The Question of Faith and the Crisis of Modernity
In light of the preceding, it is important to point out that Stern and McGilchrist share another important similarity. They have similar views on the nature and meaning of religious experience and belief, and differ dramatically from Freud on this score. In Freud’s estimation, religion is nothing more than a collective symptom of obsessional-compulsive rituals and beliefs, of infantile fears and longings, or thinly disguised psychotic ideation. Just as the reality-testing ego grows and matures with each successive phase of psychosexual development, Freud, like the philosophers of the Enlightenment, believed that the march of reason in history is a slow but inexorable process that will cause religion to atrophy and die at some indefinite point in the future—and the sooner the better, no doubt (Hewitt 2014).
Like Freud’s friend, the Reverend Oskar Pfister, Stern readily conceded that Freud’s critique of religion accurately depicted the inner dynamics of a neurotically distorted Christianity. Nevertheless, like Pfister, he also insisted that Freud completely missed the boat when it came to the real thing and that a keenly developed critical faculty is by no means incompatible with “the metaphysical sense,” an awareness of mystery, and by implication, with religious faith. Indeed, in The Pillar of Fire, Stern declared that there is no intrinsic conflict between science and faith and, therefore, that the effort to embrace the two simultaneously need not occasion any inner conflicts in the believer. As he put itSome time ago I read that Pascal’s early death was caused by the inner tortures he endured resulting from the conflict between Science and Religion. It is quite possible that Pascal suffered inner conflicts, but there is no indication that this was one of them. I presume that de Broglie is a Christian and that Planck was a Christian. Pascal and Newton were Christians. It is possible that they were Christians besides being Scientists or on account of being Scientists, but why should they have been Christians in spite of being Scientists? (Stern 1951, p. 250)


Just as Stern traced religious faith and “the metaphysical sense” to the poetic mode of knowledge, McGilchrist traces the roots of religious convictions to right-hemispheric attitudes, as follows:

Believing is not to be reduced to thinking that such-and-such might be the case. It is not a weaker form of thinking, laced with doubt. Sometimes we speak like this: “I believe the train leaves at 6: 13” where “I believe that” simply means that “I think (but am not certain) that.” Since the left hemisphere is concerned with what is certain, with knowledge of the facts, its version of belief is that it is just the absence of certainty . . .
But belief in terms of the right-hemisphere is different . . . For it, belief is a matter of care . . . Thus, if I say that ‘I believe in you’ it does not mean that I think such- and-such things are the case about you, but can’t be certain that I am right. It means that I stand in a certain sort of relation . . . towards you that entails me in certain kinds of ways of behaving . . . toward you, and entails on you the responsibility of certain ways of acting and being as well. It is an acting as if certain things were true . . . that in the nature of things cannot be certain. . .
This helps illuminate belief in God. This is not reducible to a question of a factual answer to the question “does God exist?” . . . It is having an attitude, holding a disposition towards the world, whereby that world, as it comes into being for me, is one in which God belongs . . . An answer to the question whether God exists could only come from my acting “as if” God is, and in this way being true to God, and experiencing God (or not, as the case may be) as true to me . . . This . . . is not a . . .‘cop-out’, an admission that “really” one does not believe what one pretends to believe. Quite the opposite; as Hans Vaihinger understood, all knowledge, particularly scientific knowledge, is no more than acting “as if” certain models were, for the time being, true. (McGilchrist 2009, pp. 170–171)



Though it may not have been intended that way, McGilchrist’s attempt to root religious faith in a mode of relationship suffused with care, trust, and responsibility is reminiscent of (and probably modeled on) the Biblical concept of covenant. That being so, it is important to note that there is very little room in Freud’s model of the mind for relationships of this kind. In “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death,” as noted earlier, Freud said that human beings are naturally very violent and selfish creatures. Indeed, Freud even claimed that human kindness and compassion are the result of sublimation and reaction formations that transform our instinctive cruelty into nobler and more elevated passions. This insistence on the secondary or derivative character of our pro-social tendencies continued unabated in Civilization and Its Discontents, where Freud stipulated that the ties that bind families and communities together are not instinctive, but the result of “aim-inhibited love” or of sublimation. That does not make them any less important for Freud, of course, for without them, human existence would be unbearable. Granted, they are a product of civilization and therefore “unnatural,” in Freud’s estimation, but they are vitally necessary to communal life, because they contain and deflect the relentless aggression that nature inscribed in our basic biological programming. Given his unshakeable belief in our innate depravity, and the deathless character of the “death instinct,” it is no wonder that Freud felt that, in the final analysis, the id was always the master (whether we know it or not).
So on reflection, there are several striking parallels in the way Stern and McGilchrist take up Freud. Both men reject Freud’s attempt to reduce religious faith to the level of a symptom, and both derive the constitutive dualism that presumably underlies human existence from a distinctive reading of (or in McGilchrist’s case, a rejoinder to) Freud. For Stern and McGilchrist alike, our capacity for empathy and our pro-social strivings are not “second nature,” nor are we all “enemies of civilization” in the depths of our unconscious. On the contrary, our pro-social strivings are instinctive or primary, and not secondary (or acquired) characteristics. That being so, their perspectives on the malaise of modernity are quite different from Freud’s. They acknowledge the possibility, indeed the likelihood, that the erosion and devaluation of “the poetic mode of knowledge,” or of right-hemispheric competences and values, has already reversed the “natural” state of affairs and that if we want to live fully human lives, we need to re-evaluate our cultural priorities and practices.
Like Freud, Stern and McGilchrist have their critics and may indeed be wrong on various specifics. But can we afford to ignore the overarching perspective they bring to bear on contemporary culture? I fear not. At the height of the Cold War, another Scottish psychiatrist, R.D. Laing, expressed the opinion that before we lay waste to the planet, we will have to lay waste to our own sanity. That utterance seems prophetic, and even more broadly applicable now than it was a half century ago. With mounting climate disasters and mass extinctions on our doorstep, the threat of nuclear annihilation still looming on the horizon, and authoritarian regimes dismantling democracies all over the planet, we need to reflect carefully on our next steps.
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Footnotes
1According to many of Freud’s contemporaries, like Wilhelm Dilthey, Edmund Husserl, Karl Jaspers, and Max Scheler, empathy is a trait (or ability) that plays a central role in psychic formation and all intimate interpersonal relationships. By contrast, empathy seldom (if ever) appears in Freud’s discussions of the latter. However, many of Freud’s ideas about unconscious identification and “thought transference” (or telepathy) attest to Freud’s awareness of its role in human affairs. For an excellent discussion of unconscious identification in Freud, see Ricoeur (1970). For an illuminating discussion of Freud’s ideas about telepathy, see chapter 4 of Marsha Hewitt’s recent book Freud on Religion (Hewitt 2014).

 

2In light of these overarching similarities, it is also instructive to note that in Erich Fromm’s estimation, alienation (in Marx’s sense) has intensified steadily since the decline of feudalism as a result of increasing tendencies toward the quantification and abstraction of experience under capitalism—tendencies that are entirely consistent with a culturally induced hypertrophy of Stern’s scientific mode of knowledge and McGilchrist’s depiction of left-hemispheric values (see, e.g., Fromm 1955, chapter 5, section 2a). Though a detailed discussion of this issue exceeds the scope of this chapter, Stern’s poetic and scientific modes of knowledge and McGilchrist’s account of right- and left-hemispheric attitudes and competences also bear a certain family resemblance to the Being and Having modes of existence discussed by Erich Fromm (see, e.g., Fromm 1976).
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Once Upon a Time in America
“It can’t happen . . . here. It can’t happen . . . here.” I was merely fifteen when I heard Frank Zappa intoning

 this phrase repeatedly against a background of cacophonous noise on a Mothers of Invention album entitled We’re Only in It for the Money. Though it was half a century ago, I still remember the album’s vibrant cover, an irreverent parody of the Beatles’ classic album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, redolent with hidden allusions and secret references. But what did Zappa’s cryptic utterance mean? No clues or context were provided in the notes that accompanied this remarkable recording, yet to my adolescent imagination, his dull mantra, wedged into an equally puzzling and disconcerting piece of music, seemed to be saying: “Hey stupid, stop pretending. It can happen here!” Or worse yet, perhaps: “You may not believe it yet Buster, but it will happen here. Just you wait and see!”
Though I did not know it at the time, It Can’t Happen Here was also the name of a satirical novel written by Sinclair Lewis, published in 1935, which tells the story of a fictional politician, “Buzz” Windrip, whose campaign slogans eerily presage those of Donald Trump. Windrip’s character was loosely modeled on Hitler and Louisiana Governor Huey Long, who was pondering a run for the presidency at the time. In the novel, Windrip wins a presidential election and, once in office, relies on paramilitary organizations to circumvent the law and impose his will on the American people, trashing the constitution and freedom of the press (Lewis

 1935).
Fortunately for all of us, Long died before he could run for president, and henceforth, the phrase “It Can’t happen here . . .” poked fun at a widespread delusion, born of American exceptionalism, that democracy is perfectly safe in America, and that it is only those crazy Europeans—Italians, Germans, Spaniards, and so on—who succumb to the threat of fascism. Right? No, no, no. It simply can’t happen here.
Sinclair Lewis wasn’t the only American novelist to explore the theme of fascism in America. Jack London took a crack at it a full decade before fascism was really a “thing” in Martin Eden (London

 1909). And in 1962, Philip K. Dick tried to imagine what a Nazi victory in World War II might have portended for the United States in The Man in the High Castle (Dick

 2011). In a similar spirit, Philip Roth speculated what America would be like if Charles Lindbergh, a White Supremacist and supporter of the America First Committee, had won the Presidential election in 1940 in The Plot Against America (Roth 2004).
When they first appeared, these novels alarmed or disconcerted their readers somewhat, but nothing really prepared us for the sickening spectacle of Donald Trump’s victory on November 8, 2016. What propelled Trump to victory? Among the many factors cited by pollsters, pundits, and public intellectuals were misogyny, White rage, the abject failure of neo-liberal policies and the continuing fallout from globalization, the Democratic party’s abandonment (or betrayal) of the working class, the gradual decline of the middle class, the revolt of rural and small-town America against the big cities (and their elites), the failure of the American educational system, and the culture of celebrity. Last but not least, there were renewed lamentations that we live in a “post-truth,” “post-factual,” or “fact free” age, where a flagrant disregard for truth and a collective craving for sensational entertainment, conspiracy theories, and “spin” have completely supplanted serious political discourse (Singer 2016; Harrari 2018).
But one thing lacking in this angry online chatter was serious reflection among clinicians about authoritarianism, or “the authoritarian personality.” Evidently, clinicians prefer to leave this matter to social psychologists and political scientists to discuss. And that is a pity, because without a doubt, widespread authoritarianism contributed mightily to Trump’s election. But what is authoritarianism? Writing in Politico, Matthew MacWilliams saidAuthoritarianism is not a new, untested concept in the American electorate. Since the rise of Nazi Germany, it has been one of the most widely studied ideas in social science. While its causes are still debated, the political behavior of authoritarians is not. Authoritarians obey. They rally to and follow strong leaders. And they respond aggressively to outsiders, especially when they feel threatened. From pledging to “make America great again” by building a wall on the border to promising to close mosques and ban Muslims from visiting the United States, Trump is playing directly to authoritarian inclinations. (MacWilliams 2016, paras. 5, 6)

And in The Atlantic magazine, Dan McAdams, wrote

During and after World War II, psychologists conceived of the authoritarian personality as a pattern of attitudes and values revolving around adherence to society’s traditional norms, submission to authorities who personify or reinforce those norms, and antipathy – to the point of hatred and aggression – toward those who either challenge in-group norms or lie outside their orbit. Among white Americans, high scores on measures of authoritarianism today tend to be associated with prejudice against a wide range of “out-groups,” including homosexuals, African Americans, immigrants, and Muslims. Authoritarianism is also associated with suspiciousness of the humanities and the arts, and with cognitive rigidity, militaristic sentiments, and Christian fundamentalism. (McAdams 2016, “I. His Disposition”)



Though McAdams referred to unspecified psychologists working “during and after World War II” in truth, research on authoritarianism began in the late 1920s among Left-leaning psychoanalysts in Berlin, Frankfurt, and Vienna (Morelock 2018). They were motivated by the fact that Hitler’s National Socialist party, which many had dismissed as a fringe phenomenon that was destined to disappear, started to make significant gains in 1927. This prompted many Left-leaning analysts to wonder about the psychological basis of Hitler’s appeal, which soon destroyed what little was left of the Weimar Republic, prompting many of them to flee to the United States in 1933 (and subsequently). The literature they produced before the War is fascinating, but seldom cited nowadays, partly because these men were competing with one another to produce a cogent, persuasive, and “correct” synthesis between Marxism and psychoanalysis (Burston 1991; Whitebook 1995), an intellectual project that many contemporary theorists influenced by postmodernism consider inexpressibly passé.
Wilhelm Reich and Erich Fromm
The oldest of these analysts was Wilhelm

 Reich (1897–1957), a gifted training analyst at the Berlin Psychoanalytic Institute who authored an influential text entitled The Mass Psychology of Fascism (1933). Reich was summarily dismissed from the International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA) at the Lucerne Conference in 1934, because his membership in the German Communist Party made him a political liability to Freud and his followers (Reich 1976). Shortly after his ejection from Freudian circles, the German Communist Party disavowed Reich as well, on the grounds that he was too preoccupied with sex to be a genuine revolutionary. Destitute, vulnerable, and deeply disillusioned with the two movements that had defined his young life and career, Reich fled to Denmark, which refused to let him stay, and from there to the United States one year later.
Like many of his contemporaries, Reich was struck by the quasi-religious character of the Nazi movement, and interpreted the religious and mystical dimensions of Nazi propaganda and ritual—which were steeped in neo-pagan and occult symbolism—as expressions of pronounced masochistic tendencies in the collective psyche. And the flip side of this masochism, Reich maintained, is the sadism of the movement’s leaders. But what is sadomasochism, and how does it express itself in social behavior?
According to Reich, when used to describe a sexual orientation or preference among patients, the word “sadomasochism” denotes a kind of emotional numbness, or an inability to experience full sexual arousal and release without first inflicting pain on others, or having pain inflicted on oneself. But this narrow definition of sadomasochism was abandoned, or more accurately, expanded by Freud and his followers early on (Freud 1905). Following the famous forensic psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing (Krafft-Ebing 1903), Freud noted that sadism and masochism seldom appear in pure form, and that sadistic and masochistic tendencies are always found together in the same person. As a result, a person who prefers the sadistic role, as a rule, harbors masochistic tendencies in their unconscious, because a great deal of the pleasure sadists experience comes from a process of unconscious identification with their victim. Conversely, the masochist identifies with the sadist and derives pleasure from this identification in the midst of his pain (Freud 1905). (This also explains why sadomasochists often exchange roles, presumably).
Taking his cue from Freud (Freud 1924), Reich remarked that our concept of sadism and masochism must be expanded beyond overt sexual behavior to include sadistic and masochistic character traits, which may or may not take on an overtly sexual form. People with a predominantly sadistic character may not engage in kinky sex. Indeed, their sex lives may be dull and conventional. But they take great pleasure in dominating and humiliating people, robbing them of their dignity and their powers of autonomous action. They love power and control. Masochists, by contrast, take comfort in submission. They feel anxious unless they are neurotically attached to a more powerful person who tells them what to do. They love power and control too, but typically seek it out in others, rather than trying to seize it for themselves. According to Reich, most of Hitler’s followers fit the masochistic profile, who offered der Führer unquestioning obedience while directing their latent sadism onto scapegoats and outsiders—Jews, Roma, Masons, gays, and so on.
A younger contemporary of Reich named Erich Fromm (1900–1980) lived and practiced in Frankfurt, where in 1928, he became the Director for Social Psychological Research at the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research—a post he held till 1938, when he was replaced by Theodor Adorno (1903–1969). Fromm left Germany for America shortly before Reich, in 1933, but prior to his departure, conducted an illuminating inquiry into the prevalence of authoritarianism and pro-fascist tendencies among blue-collar workers in the Weimar Republic. This study was administered and scored with the help of a team of talented collaborators, including Ernest Schactel, Hilde Weiss, and Paul Lazarsfeld. In many ways, it was the pilot for Adorno et al.’s more famous and influential study, The Authoritarian Personality, which appeared in 1950 (Jay 1973; Burston 1991; Brunner

 1994; Morelock 2018).
As it turned out, however, Fromm’s pioneering study of blue-collar workers in Weimar was only published posthumously, because several of his Frankfurt School colleagues objected strenuously to his methods and conclusions, particularly his finding that authoritarian tendencies were quite prevalent on the Left as well as on the Right in Weimar (Fromm 1984; Burston 1991; Brunner

 1994). Indeed, Fromm’s research convinced him that many nominally Left-leaning workers in the Communist and Social Democratic parties would likely swap their allegiance to Left-wing leaders and parties to Hitler’s and his minions in the not too distant future—which they did, of course, and in fairly short order, too (Brunner

 1994; Morelock 2018, introduction).
Meanwhile, before departing for America, Reich attacked Fromm for abandoning his emphasis on the primacy of sexual factors in the formation of “the patriarchal authoritarian character” (Reich 1929). And those vitriolic attacks continued in the United States after the publication of Fromm’s first book, Escape from Freedom, a study in the psychology of authoritarianism (Fromm 1941). Perhaps one reason for Reich’s vehemence was that Escape Fromm Freedom was a runaway best-seller, unlike Reich’s own books, which reached a smaller (though utterly devoted) audience1 (Reich 1975).
As I’ve noted elsewhere, the ferocity of Reich’s polemics against Fromm were astonishing when you consider how much they had in common. After all, like Reich, Fromm thought that people with a pronounced and open preference for sadomasochistic sex were relatively rare, but that sadistic and masochistic character traits are quite prevalent in the general population. And like Reich, Fromm said that when authoritarian character traits proliferate beyond a certain point, authoritarian and anti-democratic regimes flourish. In such circumstances, people whose sexual habits are relatively normal, by conventional standards, often support narcissistic leaders whose sanity is quite precarious, and whose grandiose fantasies of omnipotence and/or racial superiority beguile the imaginations of their (relatively powerless) followers (Burston 1991).
Another striking similarity between Reich and Fromm, which is seldom acknowledged in the literature, is that both of them were convinced that sadomasochism and authoritarianism are not confined to the extreme Right. On the contrary, they warned that the far Left displays plenty of authoritarian attitudes and practices, which are frequently rationalized in the name of party “discipline.” In a memorable passage from a book entitled Psychoanalysis and Religion, Fromm describes having a conversation withan intelligent Stalinist who exhibits a great capacity to make use of his reason in many areas of thought. When we come to discuss Stalinism with him, however, we are suddenly confronted with a closed system of thought . . . He will deny certain obvious facts, distort others, or, inasmuch as he agrees with certain facts or statements, he will explain his attitude as logical and consistent. He will at the same time declare that the fascist cult of the leader is one of the most obnoxious features of authoritarianism and claim that the Stalinist cult of the leader is something entirely different, that it is the genuine expression of the people’s love for Stalin. When you tell him that is what the Nazis claimed too, he will smile tolerantly about your want of perception or accuse you of being a lackey of capitalism. He will find a thousand and one reasons why Russian nationalism is not nationalism, why authoritarianism is democracy, why slave labor is designed to educate and improve anti-social elements. The arguments which are used to defend or explain the deeds of the Inquisition or those used to explain racial or sexual prejudices are illustrations of the same rationalizing capacity. (Fromm 1950, p. 56)

Despite his abiding anger toward Fromm, Reich could only have agreed with this portrait of a Stalinist apparatchik. (Reich’s favorite term for the devious and self-deluding mind-set Fromm was describing here was “Red Fascism”.)
Despite substantial areas of agreement, however, Reich insisted (contra Fromm) that sadomasochistic character traits are invariably sexual in origin, owing to childhood traumas and/or “sexual stasis” among adults, who unwittingly regress to the oral and/or anal stage of development when they lack opportunities for “genital orgasm.” Fromm originally shared this appraisal, but gradually grew skeptical about Reich’s claim that sadomasochistic character traits are rooted in thwarted sexuality. Instead, he came to think of authoritarianism as an alienated mode of relatedness to others that compromises the patient’s ability to function in an autonomous fashion—one that is acquired in an attempt to adapt to the hegemonic grip of irrational authority and to overcome one’s fear of freedom and “existential aloneness.” By Fromm’s account, then, sadomasochism is not a sexual phenomenon in the first instance. On the contrary, it is a modus operandi that becomes sexualized—if at all—only after the person has despaired (consciously or otherwise) of achieving genuine intimacy with others, one that is culturally congruent and perfectly acceptable in the absence of genuine “core to core” relationships among human beings. Why? Because authoritarians may become attached or be passionately attracted to others. But they cannot genuinely love other human beings. The most they can manage is a kind of sordid intimacy with others that he called “symbiotic attachment.” (Fromm 1941)
By a curious coincidence, Jean Paul Sartre had some similar ideas about sadism and masochism in Being and Nothingness, which also appeared in 1941. Unlike Fromm, Sartre knew nothing of Reich’s work, and was not addressing the roots of fascism, living as he was in Nazi-occupied Paris. Instead, Sartre was discussing the nature of “the look,” or in contemporary terminology, of intersubjectivity generally. Nevertheless, Sartre resembled Fromm in not treating sadism and masochism as specifically sexual disorders, but as more encompassing modes of relatedness that may or may not take on sexual form. However, Sartre differed from Fromm in one respect; he believed that all intimate relationships oscillate, in principle, between the tendency to objectify the other (which he termed sadism) or to be objectified by others (which he termed masochism). And by Sartre’s account, there are no alternative modes of relatedness that transcend these wretched alternatives—which explains Fromm’s antipathy to Sartrean existentialism (Burston and Frie 2006, chapter 9).
Authoritarianism in America: Adorno and Co.
And that is where the matter rested, apparently, until the appearance of The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno et al. 1950). Theodor Adorno (1903–1969), who organized this massive study, was actually the youngest of the researchers alluded recently to by Dan McAdams. He replaced Fromm as the Frankfurt Institute’s Director of Social Psychological Research in 1938. (The Institute had relocated to Columbia University by that time). Adorno was not a clinician, but a philosopher and sociologist who was deeply versed in Freudian theory, and looked largely to Freud, rather than Reich or Fromm, for his theoretical bearings (Adorno 1951). In a paper entitled “Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda,” he delved into Freud’s book Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (Freud 1921), arguing that Freud had anticipated the shape of things to come there. He wasn’t entirely wrong on that point, either. After all, in this book, Freud had written.Since a group is in no doubt as to what constitutes truth or error, and is conscious, moreover, of its own great strength, it is as intolerant as it is obedient to authority. It respects force and can only be slightly influenced by kindness, which it regards as a form of weakness. What it demands of its heroes is strength, or even violence. It wants to be ruled and oppressed and to fear its masters. Fundamentally, it is entirely conservative, and it has a deep aversion to all innovations and advances and an unbounded respect for tradition. (Freud 1921, pp. 10–11)


On reflection, this is not a bad description of the authoritarian personality. Furthermore, Freud noted that

groups have never thirsted after truth. They demand illusions, and cannot do without them. They constantly give what is unreal precedence over what is real; they are almost as strongly influenced by what is untrue as by what is true. They have an evident tendency not to distinguish between the two. (p. 12)



According to Adorno’s analysis, fascist propaganda aims to achieve “the abolition of democracy through mass support against the democratic principle” by capitalizing on the very same tendencies that Freud described so vividly here—group intolerance, obedience, admiration for “strongmen,” and an inability (or refusal) to differentiate between truth and illusions. Precisely.
So, to study the appeal of fascist propaganda to segments of the American public, Adorno assembled a team of gifted researchers, including Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel Levenson, and Nevitt Sanford, to assist him in executing various aspects of this study that required clinical and psychometric expertise. Unlike Fromm’s study, which relied solely on the interpretation of lengthy questionnaires that were filled out anonymously, Adorno and associates got to know many of their subjects intimately, and sought to buttress their findings with extensive psychometric tests and in-depth interviews. In the process, they found some striking correlations between “pseudo-conservative” trends and pro-fascist thinking among Americans, and between these and racism, anti-Semitism, and intense religiosity. And since religiosity was quite prevalent among conservatives, and tended to be absent or scarce among Left-leaning Americans, Adorno et al. concluded that authoritarianism is primarily a Right-wing phenomenon.
Mindful of his experience in Weimar, Fromm objected to this one-sided appraisal. And he was not alone in this respect, either. In The Authoritarian Personality: Continuities in Social Research (Christie and Jahoda 1954), Robert Christie, Marie Jahoda, and Edward Shils took Adorno and associates to task for their Left-wing bias. Adorno did not take kindly to these critiques, and as a consequence, I suspect, sociologists and political scientists who adopted some version of Adorno et al.’s concepts and methods in the decades that followed seldom cited Reich or Fromm’s pioneering work, and almost never mention sadomasochism. Indeed, with very few exceptions, social scientists who conducted research on “the authoritarian personality” after World War II seldom even admit to the existence of authoritarianism on the Left.
A good example of this trend is Bob Altemeyer, one of the most accomplished and prolific researchers to follow in Adorno’s footsteps (Altemeyer

 1996). Altemeyer prides himself—quite rightly—on making significant improvements to the California study’s methods and terminology. For example, in his questionnaires, he narrowed down the range of trait “clusters” under consideration to authoritarian submission, authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism—a very prudent and productive move, from a purely psychometric point of view. He also tidied up the F (for fascism) scale, enabling him to make more reliable and persuasive discriminations between low scoring, intermediate (moderate), and high scoring (extreme) authoritarians.
In addition to the preceding, Altemeyer made a useful distinction between religious Orthodoxy and religious Fundamentalism. Only the latter is intrinsically authoritarian. Why? Because orthodoxy entails accepting a certain set of beliefs, but does not necessarily preclude having good will toward people of other faiths, or not prejudice one against those whose beliefs differ from one’s own. Fundamentalism goes beyond mere orthodoxy. It lacks tolerance and openness to other theological perspectives. It is dogmatic, ethnocentric, and hostile to critical thinking. It stipulates that one’s own beliefs (or interpretation of scripture) are the sole, complete, and inerrant truth, and that those who do not accept them as such are willfully deluded or depraved.2
Despite these notable improvements, however, Altemeyer could not help muddying the waters in one important respect. He noted that

Authoritarians believe that proper authorities should be trusted to a great extent and deserve obedience. They believe that these are important virtues which children should be taught and that if children stray from these principles, parents have a duty to get them back in line. Right-wing authoritarians would ordinarily place narrow limits on people’s rights to criticize authorities. They tend to assume that officials know what is best and that critics do not know what they are talking about. They view criticism of authority as divisive and destructive, motivated by sinister goals and a desire to cause trouble. Authoritarians believe, to a considerable extent, that established authorities have an absolute right to decide for themselves what they may do, including breaking the laws they make for the rest of us. (Altemeyer 1996, p. 9)



Thus far, Altemeyer is correct. Authoritarians do value obedience to authority, stifling one’s critical faculty (and the right to dissent) in the process, while granting “established authorities” the (1) right to decide what is in everybody’s best interest, while (2) circumventing or ignoring the very same laws they enact to regulate the behavior of those whom they govern. But isn’t the same true of Left-wing authoritarians? Not according to Altemeyer. Why? Perhaps because Altemeyer defines Left-wing authoritarians as “revolutionaries who (1) submit to movement leaders who must be obeyed, (2) have enemies who must be ruined, and (3) have rules and ‘party discipline’ that must be followed (Altemeyer 1996, p. 220).” Altemeyer then notes that when he tested subjects in the Soviet Union in the 1980s, he found that those who supported the Communist authorities and opposed democratic reforms scored highly on his RWA (Right-wing authoritarianism) scale, and that when he administered an LWA (Left-wing authoritarianism) scale to Canadian college students and their parents in the 1990s, no Left-wing authoritarians were in evidence (Altemeyer 1996, chapter 9). He concluded, paradoxically, that his post-Soviet subjects were “Right Wing Left Wing authoritarians.” In his own words:I think I have not found any authoritarians on the left because, if there ever were any, most of them have dried up and blown away and “nobody makes them anymore”. You don’t have to be a weatherman to know which way the wind has been blowing for the last twenty five years. (p. 229)

“Nobody makes them anymore?” That statement sounds quite reassuring, on the face of it. But then how do we explain the misdeeds of twentieth-century tyrants like Mao Zedong, Fidel Castro, Robert Mugabe, Hugo Chavez, Nicolas Maduro, and Daniel Ortega, who rode to power on promises of emancipation, only to suppress all democratic opposition and movements toward the restoration of real democracy in their countries?
Altemeyer

 circumvents this whole issue by referring to revolutionary leaders as “Wild card authoritarians,” who are not genuinely Leftist, according to his psychological and psychometric criteria. Altemeyer explains.
When I modify authoritarianism with the term “Right wing,” I do not necessarily mean anything political (as in liberal versus conservative) or economic (as in socialist versus capitalist). Rather, I am using the term “Right wing” in a psychological sense of submitting to the perceived authorities in one’s life, usually “the Establishment.” The supporters of apartheid in pre-Mandela South Africa would be Right-wing authoritarians, and so would those who supported the massacre in Tienanamen, and the hardliners in Russia who want to reinstate the Communist Party. Although neither the Chinese or Russian groups are economic Right-wingers, they are psychological Right-wingers in their support for those they were raised to believe were the legitimate authorities (Altemeyer 1996, pp. 9–10).
On reflection, it is not difficult to discern what is really going on here. Altemeyer simply dropped the term “sadomasochism”—which doesn’t even appear in his subject index—and substituted the term “Right wing,” implying that a tendency to stifle criticism and dissent or to defer to established authority is inherently “Right wing” in origin, even when it shows up among people who embrace a Leftish ideology. Perhaps this substitution seemed warranted (or even necessary) in light of Altemeyer’s complete rejection of Freudian theory, with its characteristic emphasis on early childhood experience, unconscious conflict, defense mechanisms, group dynamics, and so on. However, fertile they are as a source of hypotheses, these theories are untestable, by and large, and therefore, a potential liability from the standpoint of an empirical social scientist (Altemeyer 1996, p. 47). This might also explain why Adorno’s name appears often on the pages of The Authoritarian Specter, though there isn’t a single mention of Wilhelm Reich or Erich Fromm anywhere in this volume.
Contrast Altemeyer’s studious neglect of the early literature on authoritarianism with the work of Jessica Benjamin and Lynn Chancer. Benjamin’s book The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the Problem of Domination addressed the phenomenon of sadomasochism head on (Benjamin

 1988). And though Benjamin only acknowledged Fromm’s influence in passing, she gave the concept of sadomasochism as a mode of relatedness renewed relevance for clinicians.
Along similar lines Lynn Chancer, a sociologist at City University of New York (CUNY), authored Sadomasochism in Everyday Life: The Dynamics of Power and Powerlessness (Chancer

 1992). She mentions Adorno merely once, on the first page of her book’s first chapter, but proceeds to combine an extremely thoughtful synthesis of Fromm and Sartre with a robust feminist perspective that illumined a wide range of issues, including sexism, racism, anti-Semitism, workplace alienation, and income inequality. Rather than rejecting psychoanalysis altogether, as Altemeyer did, Chancer’s whole approach is psychoanalytically informed, and in many ways, much richer for it.
And so, if we search their pages carefully, we find that Altemeyer mentioned Adorno et al. on almost every page, but eschewed psychoanalytic theory, and ignored Reich, Fromm, and their reflections on sadomasochism completely in the course of his research. By contrast, Lynn Chancer only mentioned the authoritarian personality once in her book, but dwelt extensively on the role that sadomasochism plays in diverse social, economic, and political contexts in the United States. Can this perfectly symmetrical and simultaneous scholarly lop-sidedness be sheer coincidence?
No, not likely. Though no one (to my knowledge) has addressed this point till now, it appears that there are really two research traditions that have emerged since World War II that address authoritarianism and sadomasochism. One follows in Adorno’s footsteps, by and large, but has gradually veered away from psychoanalysis, and minimizes, obscures or, with rare exceptions, simply ignores Left-wing authoritarianism. The other integrates the contributions of pre-World War II theorists, and is deeply influenced by Reich and Fromm, but has largely abandoned the psychometric approach. Is there any way to bring these kindred but separate research traditions into a fruitful dialogue with one another?3
Left-Wing Authoritarianism and Islamism
Perhaps so. After all, if history teaches anything, the real difference between Right- and Left-wing authoritarians resides in the ideologies they embrace or espouse and the rhetoric they employ to rally supporters, not in their character structure or their basic modus operandi, especially once they’ve seized power. Right-wing authoritarians typically extol law and order, and promise a return to the status quo ante, or the “good old days,” which are heavily idealized, and exist only in the collective imaginary. Their propaganda taps into people’s fear of change and nostalgia for the past, and they preach the pursuit of racial or religious “purity.” By contrast, Left-wing authoritarians promise their followers liberation and equality, the removal of the status quo and its replacement with a new egalitarian social order, only to renege on those promises later on. Their propaganda doesn’t dwell on the past, or indulge in nostalgia. Instead, they typically tap into people’s anger about current conditions and their hopes for a brighter future. And in theory, at least, they tend to eschew religious or racial purity in favor of ideological purity or “political correctness.”
One symptom of Left-wing authoritarianism nowadays is the resurgence of Left-wing antisemitism and the naïve and self-deluding support for Islamist organizations among activist groups (Weisman

 2018; Lappin

 2019; Linfield 2019). Admittedly, there has always been antisemitism on the Left. In the nineteenth century, leading figures like Eugen Dühring, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Mikhail Bakunin all characterized Jews as an international cabal of exploiters and war profiteers, very much as their Right-wing counterparts did—and indeed, still do. And Richard Wagner, a notorious anti-Semite, started out as a Left-winger, only to morph into a proto-Nazi as he rose to fame. Nevertheless, many Leftists—including some Jews—persist in the delusion that antisemitism is a uniquely Right-wing phenomenon, and that all expressions of anti-Zionism and support for Islamist organizations on the Left are perfectly intelligible and valid responses to Israel’s human rights abuses. So, for example, at a teach-in at UC Berkeley in 2006, Judith Butler said:understanding Hamas, Hezbollah as social movements that are progressive, that are on the Left, is extremely important. That does not stop us from being critical of certain dimensions of both movements. It doesn’t stop those of us who are interested in non-violent politics from raising the question of there are other options besides violence. (Butler

 2006, quoted in. Lappin

 2019)


Other options besides violence? How tactfully put! After all, we do not want to offend these good people by actually condemning their violent campaigns, or their repressive, authoritarian policies and practices, do we? Dig deeper, and it suddenly dawns on you that the claim that Hamas and Hezbollah are “progressive” or “on the Left” is a perfect example of Orwellian doublethink, a process that obligates (or enables) a person to entertain two mutually contradictory or incompatible propositions in consciousness, while regarding both as true (Milligan 2019). After all, the leadership of Hamas or Hezbollah are religious fundamentalists with strong theocratic leanings. They are demonstrably and unabashedly misogynistic, anti-gay, and anti-democratic. They pay lip service to the rhetoric of human rights when it serves their purposes, but ignore them completely when it does not. They engage in Holocaust minimization and denial, and claim that the Jews brought the Holocaust on themselves, and endorse The Protocols of the Elders of Zion as an authentic historical document, rather the vicious slander that it is. But even if these organizations were not antisemitic (in addition to being anti-Zionist), calling them “progressive” or saying that they are “on the Left” not only strains credulity to the limit. It shatters it completely, at least if we are thinking clearly.
Finally, there is the fact that these Islamist organizations have very strong ties to the Iranian Revolutionary Guard. In the wake of the Arab Spring, Hezbollah fought fiercely to defend Bashar al Assad’s blood-thirsty regime and is therefore implicated directly in the recent slaughter of a sizable percentage of more than 400,000 who perished in Syria’s civil war, a war in which more than 10 million people were displaced, many of them permanently. The scale of the carnage and suffering inflicted by Assad and Hezbollah on the Syrian people completely dwarfs the many misdeeds of Israel against the Palestinians, and yet (to the best of my knowledge) Butler has not yet denounced Hezbollah for their role in this depravity. (Neither, indeed, has Jeremy Corbyn).
Fortunately, there are some theorists on the Left who are more cogent and clear-headed on such matters. In his recent book, Living in the End Times, Slavoj Žižek noted thatA disturbing sign of the failure of the radical Left is their uneasiness when it comes to unambiguously condemning anti-Semitism, as if by doing so one would be playing into Zionist hands. There should be no compromise here. (Žižek

 2011, p. 136)

Žižek

 then goes on to lament theall too easy and uncritical acceptance of anti-American and anti-Western Muslim groups as representing “progressive” forms of struggle, as automatic allies; groups like Hamas and Hezbollah suddenly appear as revolutionary agents, even though their ideology is explicitly anti-modern, rejecting the entire egalitarian legacy of the French Revolution. (Things have gone so far here that some on the contemporary Left even consider an emphasis on atheism as a Western colonial plot). Against this temptation, we should insist on the unconditional right to conduct a public critical analysis of all religions, Islam included – and the saddest thing is that one should even have to mention this. While many a Leftist would concede this point, he or she would be quick to add that any such critique must be carried out in a respectful way, in order to avoid a patronizing cultural imperialism – which de facto means that every real critique is to be abandoned, since a genuine critique of religion will by definition be “disrespectful” of the latter’s sacred character and truth claims. (Žižek

 2011, p. 137)


Rightly or wrongly, Žižek’s complaint is rooted in a belief he shares with Sartre (Sartre

 1949), namely, that the resurgence of antisemitism (and a fawning and uncritical attitude toward Islamic fundamentalism) are symptomatic of the Left’s basic impotence, and the absence of any meaningful class-struggle in Europe and the United States. But Žižek does not stop there. Having stated his misgivings about Islamist organizations, he then reflects (at some length) on the history of European anti-Semitism, the founding of the state of Israel, and goes on to decry the Israeli government’s brutal and illegal annexation of Palestinian lands, and its not-so-secret policy of weakening and dividing the Palestinian leadership repeatedly over the past few decades. His criticisms of Israeli government policy are all on target. But unlike Butler, he is admirably consistent in calling attention to the human rights abuses and ideological delusions on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Left-wing support for Islamist organizations, a symptom of latent authoritarianism, furnishes a sad and silly spectacle that shows no sign of abating here any time soon. On the contrary, it is growing in progressive circles. And yet, with that said, the biggest threat that Left-wing authoritarians in the United States and Canada pose nowadays is probably to themselves. Why? Because the invidious, wasteful, and self-defeating nature of identity politics and the manifest absurdities of political correctness often do more to divide than to unite the Left in any common purpose.
Meanwhile, for a variety of reasons, the antisemitism of British and European Leftists is far more menacing to Europe’s scattered and vulnerable Jewish communities, leading demographers to raise the prospect of a new Jewish exodus, and a Europe that has few (if any) Jewish citizens remaining within its borders4 (Kotkin 2019).
Authoritarianism and Corruption
Thus far, our reflections on authoritarianism have addressed the sadomasochistic character of authoritarian politics and some overarching similarities between Right- and Left-wing authoritarianism. They have also touched on the relationship between authoritarianism and religious fundamentalism. But to get the whole festering picture into proper perspective, we must also understand the psychology of corruption. Authoritarianism and corruption are kindred phenomena, but they are not identical. Not all authoritarians are corrupt, and not all corrupt individuals are authoritarian at heart. Strictly speaking, corruption is a different problem. But it is one that, more often than not, is intimately and intricately intertwined with authoritarianism (Hellman et al. 2000; Montero 2018). Said differently, these traits or processes “co-vary” to a very high degree. In any given population, the more you find of one, the more you will likely find the other as well.
Take Israel, for example. At its inception, Israel was a flawed and vulnerable but nonetheless vibrant democracy. Corruption was rare, and religious fundamentalism only existed on the margins of civil society. Seventy years on, however, corruption and religious fundamentalism have penetrated to the very core of Israeli politics and civil society, skewing a formerly progressive country decidedly (and perhaps irrevocably) to the Right. No doubt, these developments came as a surprise to Albert Memmi (1920–present), author of The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957). In 1962, Memmi published an incisive study of post-World War II antisemitism in which he pondered the (alleged) impossibility of Jews aligning themselves with Right-wing political parties, writing:How can a man be a Rightist when he is a Jew?. . . The alliance of Jewry with Right wing movements can never be anything but temporary . . . To preserve the existing order, the Right has to stiffen and emphasize differences while at the same time having no respect for what is different. To preserve itself as a privileged group, it must repulse, restrict and repress other groups. Now it may be that a Jew may desire the survival of a given social order in which, by chance, he is not too unhappy. But in addition, he wants the differences between himself and the non-Jews in that class to be forgotten or at least minimized. The Right, either openly or covertly, drives the Jew back to his Jewishness and can only condemn and burden his Jewishness. (pp. 218–219)


When these words were written, a decade after the Holocaust, the vast majority of Jews (on both sides of the Atlantic) would undoubtedly have shared this assessment. But clearly, Memmi was mistaken. Israel’s drift to the Right began in earnest after the election of Menachem Begin (1913–1992) in 1977. While Israeli settlers had occupied portions of the West Bank and Gaza before Begin’s election, Begin and his successors in Likud accelerated the rate of settlement activity appreciably, pandering to the religious Right, and diminishing the prospects for a negotiated peace and a two-state solution.
Under the more recent leadership of Benjamin Netanyahu, the collaboration between Right-wing and religious factions has intensified, and now dominates Israeli politics—this despite Netanyahu’s brazen corruption, and his ceaseless efforts to evade punishment for his machinations and misdeeds. Worse yet, in the first general election of 2019, Israelis had a clear choice between Bibi, a thoroughly corrupt and racist politician, and Benjamin Gantz, a (retired) Lieutenant General and former Chief of Staff of the Israeli Defense Forces who is far more qualified to address Israel’s security needs than his former boss, Netanyahu, ever was. And more to the point, Gantz is not corrupt and promised to restore the democratic norms and principles on which the state was founded. When you consider the choices placed before them, the Israeli public’s complacency and indifference to preserving democracy and the rule of law could not have been more clearly and eloquently expressed.
What lessons can the United States draw from Israeli politics?
Like Bibi Netanyahu, Donald Trump is extremely corrupt, and extremely adept at bending the law and evading prosecution. And again, like Netanyahu, Trump’s coalition—or his “base,” if you prefer—is heavily reliant on support from fundamentalists who are ardent supporters of Netanyahu and the Israeli settler movement, and who turn a blind eye to Trump’s unChristian behavior so long as he implements their political agenda, against the will and wishes of the majority of Americans. And who knows where all this will lead if Trump is re-elected? But then, as Sinclair Lewis declared, it can’t happen here—can it?
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Footnotes
1This is not to say that Reich’s influence in the United States was negligible. On the contrary! His Marxist writings were rediscovered and widely celebrated among Left wing scholars in the 1960s, and his later ideas about somatic therapies and “orgone energy,” and so on had a deep impact on popular (non-psychoanalytic) approaches to psychotherapy that once flourished here, including bioenergetics and Gestalt Therapy. For a scholarly and sympathetic appraisal of Reich’s American phase and its impact on the counterculture, see Jeffrey Kripal’s lively and illuminating book, Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.

 

2The usefulness of the distinction between orthodoxy and fundamentalism as different modes of piety registers quite clearly in a delightful article by Janet Afary and Robert Friedland, titled “Critical Theory, Authoritarianism, and the politics of lipstick from the Weimar Republic to the Contemporary Middle East.” Critical Research on Religion, 6, 3 pp. 243–268, (2018).

 

3A recent article titled “Finding the Loch Ness Monster: Left-Wing Authoritarianism in the United States” (Conway et al. 2017) documents a study done at the University of Montana. For purposes of this study, the authors developed a questionnaire to measure Left wing authoritarianism (LWA) equipped with metrics for traits like prejudice and dogmatism, and another to assess “attitude strength.” The new questionnaire—a slightly modified version of Altmeyer’s questionnaire for RWA—was administered to 475 undergraduates. The results suggest that—in Montana, at least—LWA is as prevalent among students who identify as “Liberal” as RWA is among students who identify as conservative. This, in turn, prompted the authors to reflect that Altemeyer failed to find any Left-wing authoritarians in the North American milieu because he (inadvertently?) confounded conservative ideology with authoritarianism per se. Put differently then, if we could not find the Loch Ness monster, perhaps it was because it was hiding in plain sight all along.

 

4In a recent book entitled (((Semitism))): Being Jewish in America in the Age of Trump, Jonathan Weisman, deputy Washington editor for The New York Times argues that Left-wing antisemitism is far less dangerous to American Jewry than Right-wing antisemitism is—for now. Sadly, the same cannot be said of Left-wing antisemitism in Europe, which poses a deep and growing threat (Kotkin 2019; Lappin

 2019). Meanwhile, the fact that Right and Left-wing antisemitism share and perpetuate many of the same lurid stereotypes and misconceptions about Jews on both sides of the Atlantic should not be ignored, lest America soon follow the European example.
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Truth and Untruth: Errors, Illusions, and Falsehoods
The history of the human sciences

 stretches back to Giambatista Vico (1668–1744), the Italian historian who insisted that human history cannot be explained or understood by the same logic as that employed by Newtonian physics. However, as centuries passed, and the human sciences evolved, new methodologies clashed or competed with older ones, creating a good deal of ambiguity and confusion recently on the status of truth—and just as importantly, of truth-seeking—as the goal of our research and deliberations. Debates on these issues were rendered doubly problematic by postmodernism, which called the very concept of truth into question.
What is postmodernism? Strictly speaking, postmodernism is only one of many trends in contemporary Continental philosophy, including structuralism and poststructuralism, deconstructionism, and so on. Nevertheless, in most circles, “postmodernism” is used as an omnibus term that encompasses all of these trends. Some critics of postmodernism, including Canadian psychologist Jordan Peterson, claim that postmodernism is an outgrowth of “cultural Marxism,” “neo-Marxism,” or “Marxist humanism.” But that claim is simply untrue. Rightly or wrongly, most Marxists subscribe to a materialist epistemology that postmodernists vigorously reject as obsolete or reductionistic. And by contrast with Marxists, who stress the primacy of labor in the ontology of social relations, postmodernists, following the later Heidegger, construe language as constitutive of the whole human condition (Burston 2014). Moreover, most Marxists believe in the existence and desirability of “progress,” and many still subscribe to the idea that history has a built-in telos—the emergence, in due course, of a classless society. Postmodernists scoff at these ideas, and, indeed, at any and all “grand narratives” that purport to discern a meaning or direction to historical events and processes. Finally, at the end of the day, most Marxists are modernists, who still adhere to some notion of objective truth (Eagleton 1996; Grayling 2009). But before we proceed further, let us pause in order to pose Pontius Pilate’s question anew: What is truth?
For the sake of clarity and convenience, we will eschew metaphysics, epistemology, and any search for Truth with a capital “T.” Instead, we’ll define truth as simply and parsimoniously as possible, as what actually is the case. And how do we define untruth? At the most basic level, an “untruth” is merely an idea, proposition, or belief about something that is actually not the case; one that estranges us from existential actualities. However, on reflection, what we designate as “untruths” are seldom merely ideas or propositions. On the contrary, they are cognitions that arise in the course of some pretty disparate psychological states, in which issues of personal motivation often loom large. As Soren Kierkegaard observed in 1846:When the question of truth is raised in an objective manner, reflection is directed objectively to the truth as an object to which the knower is related. Reflection is not focused on the relationship, however, but upon the question whether it is the truth to which the knower is related. If only the object to which he is related is the truth, the subject is accounted to be in the truth. When the question of truth is raised subjectively, reflection is directed subjectively to the nature of the individual’s relationship to the thing… (Kierkegaard

, cited in Friedman 1999, p. 116)


From a psychological standpoint, then, the first and simplest form of “untruth,” namely error, is innocent, inadvertent, and, generally, unconscious until circumstances (or other people) call it to our attention. It is the result of incorrect or insufficient information, which is often compounded by incorrect reasoning. By contrast with errors, another form of untruth, namely falsehood, entails a conscious and deliberate misrepresentation of existential actualities; one that is often—though not always—in the service of a reprehensible agenda. (Obvious exceptions would include lying to spare an innocent person’s life, etc.)
The third mode of untruth is illusion, which is the most elusive and difficult to define. Illusion lies at some indeterminate point between error and falsehood, and entails a motivated ignorance that compromises our judgment and erodes our sense of reality, like the widely shared belief (in Left-wing circles) that Hamas and Hezbollah are “progressive” or “on the Left.” Unlike error, illusions are never simply the result of incorrect or insufficient information. Evidence running contrary to our cherished beliefs may be available in abundance, but when we’re under the spell of an illusion, we still cling to it tenaciously. Incorrect reasoning is involved here too, but it is not “innocent,” nor merely a product of habit. It is tendentious and willful—as if the person were lying chiefly to him (or her) self. Like deliberate falsehoods, illusions are motivated distortions of the truth, though the motive for these fabrications is usually completely unconscious. And unlike deliberate falsehoods, which often have a base motivation, as often as not, illusions are often motivated by more benign passions, like the desire for comfort and reassurance, or by a stubborn, misguided idealism that promotes “tunnel vision” or doublethink.
So, to summarize, the differences between error, falsehood, and illusion basically denote different psychological processes or states that implicate and engage far more of our psyches than mere propositions or conscious cognitions. The ways we create or cling to illusions and the reasons we lie inevitably beg the question of motivation, or what Kierkegaard called our “subjective relation to truth.” After all, unless someone is exceedingly vain or insecure, the person who is merely “in error” generally welcomes correction, because they have no stake in remaining that way. By contrast, a liar deliberately disseminates falsehoods, though he is well aware of what is actually the case. He does not speak the truth because he is strongly motivated to insure that others remain “in the dark”—whether for good or bad reasons. Unlike the liar, however, a person under the spell of illusion has deceived himself into believing that something untrue is actually the case before he undertakes to persuade others that this is so. And so, on the level of consciousness, people under the sway of illusion can be perfectly sincere, even if—at an unconscious level—they are avoiding a candid confrontation with reality (and themselves).1
Now, as any historian, journalist, or lawyer knows very well, if we lack the ability to discern the truth from (inadvertent) errors and (deliberate) lies, we are lost, and unable to perform our jobs properly. After all, if truth is really non-existent, or simply inaccessible to us, we are in free fall, with no reliable facts or evidence to grapple with or to ground our judgments in. All we have to work with are “spin” and hearsay. And if (or when) that is true, all of these professions—history, journalism, and law—become impossible, except as some kind of collective delusion or gigantic fraud.
No one addressed this worrisome state of affairs better than George Orwell. Long before the advent of postmodernism, Orwell called attention to this problem in connection with the power of Nazi propaganda. In an essay entitled “Looking Back on the Spanish War,” published in 1943, he wrote:I know it is the fashion to say that most of recorded history is lies anyway. I am willing to believe that history is for the most part inaccurate and biased, but what is peculiar to our own age is the abandonment of the idea that history could be truthfully written. In the past, people deliberately lied, or they unconsciously colored what they wrote, or they struggled after the truth, well knowing that they must make many mistakes; but in each case they believed that “the facts” existed and were more or less discoverable. And in practice there was always a considerable body of fact which would have been agreed to by almost anyone. If you look up the history of the last war in, for instance, the Encyclopedia Britannica, you will find that a respectable amount of the material is drawn from German sources. A British and a German historian would disagree deeply on many things, even on fundamentals, but there would still be a body of, as it were, neutral fact on which neither would seriously challenge the other. It is just this common basis of agreement with its implication that human beings are all one species of animal, that totalitarianism destroys. Nazi theory indeed specifically denies that such a thing as “the truth” exists. There is, for instance, no such thing as “Science”. There is only “German Science,” “Jewish Science,” etc. The implied objective of this line of thought is a nightmare world in which the Leader, or some ruling clique, controls not only the future but the past. If the Leader says of such and such an event, “It never happened” – well, it never happened. If he says that two and two are five – well two and two are five. This prospect frightens me much more than bombs – and after our experiences of the last few years that is not such a frivolous statement. (Orwell

 1942, section 4)


Was it ever thus? Well no, not according to Orwell, anyway. He acknowledged that people lied or fabricated in the past, as most of us are wont to do sometimes. But he nevertheless maintained that when people abandon the belief that facts exist, or that they can be reliably ascertained (in theory, or in principle, and if not always in practice, more often than not), we start to lose faith in our common humanity and become more abjectly enslaved to ruthless “Leaders” or authoritarian strongmen. This implies that the widespread belief in the possibility of ascertaining the truth serves important social functions, as a safeguard against authoritarianism—an idea that has acquired renewed salience and urgency in our time, when fake news flourishes, and the freedom of the press is routinely under attack by powerful and belligerent politicians.
Similarly, insight-oriented psychotherapists know very well that a therapist’s inability to discern deliberate lies from deeply cherished illusions in the course of treatment can derail the therapeutic alliance, and that bringing lies and illusions to light (in due course) are often necessary to therapeutic success (Carveth 2018, chapter 3). But let’s not kid ourselves. You don’t need psychoanalytic training to realize that people are constantly attempting to discriminate between errors, lies, and illusions in their personal lives. Consciously and unconsciously, we make judgments like these every day, for the sake of survival, to ensure that our relationships flourish, and so that we can “read” the world and others with confidence. And once again, this is never a “purely” cognitive process. After all, quite apart from the exigencies of physical survival, errors, illusions, and lies can have deep emotional and interpersonal repercussions, and if we mistake one for the other we may trust (or mistrust) others without any real justification, and then live to regret it—or not, perhaps, if our misjudgments are deep and dire enough.
Of course, if experience is any indication, our trust in others is not as badly shaken by errors and illusions as it is by deliberate falsehoods. We’re fallible creatures, after all. Generally speaking, if we love someone, we willingly accept their errors and illusions—up to a point, anyway. Indeed, the inability to forgive minor faults like these may speak to a lack of realism and generosity, and may betray a fundamentally unloving disposition.
Lies are a different matter. Deliberate falsehoods uttered by trusted friends, family members, or people in authority may leave even the most loving souls feeling violated and betrayed, prompting us to embark on a searching re-evaluation of our relationships with our significant others. Indeed, depending on the nature and magnitude of the lie (or lies), the changes these experiences provoke in our attitudes toward others can be deep and irreversible.
So, the traits of truthfulness and trustworthiness are intimately and intricately intertwined in our minds; instinctively so, because the ability to discern what is actually the case from errors, lies, and illusions is necessary to our survival, to the pursuit of many vocations, and to our basic emotional well-being, regardless of our line of work. And on some level, whether they can articulate it or not, everyone already knows this to be true. That being said, one sometimes wonders how postmodernism ever talked us into the idea that truth does not exist, or that it is merely a social construction, or is completely inaccessible to us.
And this prompts another reflection. Plato was not the first philosopher, but, alongside Socrates, he was probably the first to insist that the most basic pre-requisite to becoming a philosopher is to have (and to foster) a truth-loving disposition. And if you survey the history of Western philosophy, you will find that by and large that is what most philosophers believed until very recently. Beyond the boundaries of philosophy proper, a truth-loving disposition was also widely regarded as the product of a sound religious and/or scientific education—something to be prized and cultivated for its own sake. Until now. When did that change?
Nietzsche, Marx, and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion
Arguably, the sands started shifting beneath our feet in the mid-nineteenth century, when Plato’s archenemy—Friedrich Nietzsche, who also called himself the “anti-Christ”—began to put the whole notion of truth into question. One of his targets was religious or “revealed” truth. For example, in section 24 of The Genealogy or Morals, published in 1888, Nietzsche wrote that:We whose business it is to inquire have gradually grown suspicious of all believers. Our mistrust has trained us to reason in a way diametrically opposed to the traditional one; whenever we find strength of faith too prominent, we are led to infer a lack of demonstrability, even something improbable in the matter to believed. We have no intention of denying that man is saved by faith, but for this very reason we deny that faith proves anything. A strong, saving faith casts suspicion on the object of that faith; so far from establishing its “truth”, it establishes a certain probability – of deception. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 286)


Nietzsche’s hermeneutics of suspicion where religion is concerned are noteworthy, perhaps, but were hardly unprecedented or unparalleled. After all, he had plenty of company among his contemporaries—especially among Left Hegelians like Feuerbach, Sterner, and Marx, to name a few. More startling and unexpected is Nietzsche’s mistrust of scientific authority. For example, in his first book, entitled The Birth of Tragedy, published in 1872, Nietzsche commended:certain men of genius who, with admirable circumspection and consequence, have used the arsenal of science to demonstrate the limitations of science and of the cognitive faculty to itself. They have authoritatively rejected science’s claims to universal validity and to the attainment of universal goals and exploded for the first time the belief that man may plumb the universe by means of the law of causation. The extraordinary courage and wisdom of Kant and Schopenhauer have won the most difficult victory, that over the optimistic foundations of logic, which form the underpinnings of our culture. Whereas the current optimism had treated the universe as knowable, in the presumption of eternal truths, and space, time and causality as absolute and universally valid laws, Kant showed how these supposed laws serve only to raise appearance – the work of Maya – to the status of true reality, thereby rendering impossible a true understanding of that reality: in the words of Schopenhauer, binding the dreamer even faster in sleep. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 111)


So, by Nietzsche’s account, Kant and Schopenhauer “proved” that science is incapable of plumbing the mysteries of the universe, and that scientists delude themselves into thinking otherwise. Like Heidegger after him, Nietzsche often disparaged the natural sciences, which he saw as a vehicle for the common man to advance his “will to power,” much as religion did in the transition from paganism to Christianity. And the idea that truth is a chimera, or utterly beyond our grasp, is completely consistent with things Nietzsche said in other contexts. After all, just one year later, in an essay entitled “On Truth and Lie in An Extra-Moral Sense” (1873), he wrote:What is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms and anthropomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which have been poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred and embellished…Truths are illusions we have forgotten are illusions – they are metaphors that have become worn out and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which have lost their embossing and are now considered as metal and no longer as coins. (Nietzsche 1974, pp. 46–47)


Clearly, Nietzsche was intent on blurring the lines between truth and illusion; this was in dramatic contrast to Marx and Freud, for example.2 Toward the end of his career, in a stylish and provocative book entitled The Genealogy of Morals (section 24), Nietzsche went much further down this road. In a remarkable passage toward the end, he wrote:When the Christian crusaders in the East happened upon the invincible Society of Assassins, that order of free spirits par excellence, whose lower ranks, whose lower tanks observed an obedience stricter than that of any monastic order, they must have got some hint of the slogan reserved for the highest ranks, which ran, “Nothing is true; everything is permitted.” Here we have real freedom, for the notion of truth itself has been disposed of. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 287)


Further below, he continues:The faith on which our belief in science rests is still a metaphysical faith. Even we students of today, who are atheists and anti-metaphysicians, light our torches at the flame of a millennial faith: the Christian faith, which is also the faith of Plato, that God is truth, and truth divine… (Nietzsche 1956, p. 288)


There is a lot packed into these passages, which warrant careful scrutiny. The assassins’ creed, which Nietzsche cited with approval, was: “Nothing is true; everything is permitted.” On reflection, this slogan sounds remarkably like the memorable phrase from Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment: “If God is dead, everything is permitted.” And for some reason, Nietzsche found this utterance to be quite compelling. Indeed, he went on to say: “Here we have real freedom, for the notion of truth itself has been disposed of.”
Needless to say, this last statement marks a radical new departure in the history of Western philosophy, because Nietzsche describes truth, or, more precisely, the “notion of truth”—that is, the belief in the possibility of ascertaining it, more often than not—as an obstacle to freedom, rather than its vital precondition, and maintained (against considerable evidence and plain common sense) that unbeknownst to themselves, atheists, materialists, and “anti-metaphysicians” are really Christians and Platonists in disguise. (He would probably have described Orwell as a Platonist as well.)
Needless to say, Nietzsche’s repudiation of “the notion of truth” did not go unnoticed among his fascist admirers. The Nazis championed the assertion that truth-claims are never disinterested or objective, but always serve and conceal a specific will to power, much as contemporary postmodern theorists do. The irony here—which is exquisite or infuriating, depending on your mood and point of view—is that in the same book that he asserted the nullity of religion, science, and the ephemeral (or non-existent) nature of truth, Nietzsche offered readers a theory that purported to explain the motives behind the processes of self-deception. In his own words,the rancorous person is neither truthful nor ingenuous nor honest and forthright with himself. His soul squints; his mind loves hide-outs, secret paths, and back doors (and so on …). (Nietzsche 1956, p. 172)


Very well. But saying that someone is not truthful with himself because of a character defect—rancor—is tantamount to saying that truthfulness is a desirable trait! And this value judgment demonstrates that any account of deception or self-deception, of lies and illusions, as cognitive processes, entails some notion of cognitive distortion, and therefore must presuppose some rudimentary notion of truth. After all, to lie to oneself or others is to avoid a candid confrontation with existential actualities; that is, a (internal or external) state of affairs that actually exists, but which one wishes to conceal from others or oneself.
Nietzsche’s theory of self-deception was not entirely free-standing, however. On the contrary, it was pressed in the service of a rather peculiar philosophy of history. After all, as a child of the Enlightenment, Marx believed in progress, and thought of history as a slow but inexorable movement forward, promoting greater knowledge and mastery of nature culminating, perhaps, in a classless society that is free of exploitation, oppression, and the ideologies that justify them. By contrast, Nietzsche depicted history since the advent of Christianity as a steady process of decline or devolution, and of cultural and genetic degeneration. According to Nietzsche, the gradual triumph of Christianity over pagan antiquity was merely the first installment in a process that culminated in the modern triumph of democracy and socialism, which, according to him, are variants of old fashioned “slave morality.” And slave morality, according to Nietzsche, is a product of weakness, impotence, and a frustrated will to power, which is more common and more pronounced among the poor and dispossessed (Burston and Frie 2006, chapter 4). In The Genealogy of Morals he says:The slave revolt in morals begins by rancor turning creative and giving birth to values – the rancor of beings who, deprived of a direct outlet of action, compensate by an imaginary vengeance. All truly noble morality grows out of triumphant self-affirmation. Slave ethics, on the other hand, begins by saying no to an “outside”, an “other”, a non-self, and that no is its creative act. This reversal of direction of the evaluating look, this invariable looking outward instead of inward, is a fundamental feature of rancor…Aristocratic valuations may go amiss…the aristocrat will, on occasion, misjudge a sphere which he holds in contempt, the sphere of the common man…On the other hand, we should remember that the emotion of contempt, of looking down, provided it falsifies at all, is as nothing compared with the falsification which suppressed hatred, impotent vindictiveness, effects on its opponent, though only in effigy… (Nietzsche 1956, pp. 170–171)


In short, says Nietzsche, contempt is not rancor, but an “honest” emotion, based on a sound appraisal of another person’s character. Furthermore, he points out:The active man, the attacker and over-reacher, is still a hundred steps closer to justice than the reactive one, and the reason is that he has no need to appraise his object falsely as the other must. It is an historical fact that the aggressive man, being stronger, bolder, and nobler, has at all times had the better view, the clearer conscience on his side. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 207)

So, according to Nietzsche, an aristocrat and warrior “has no need to appraise his object falsely,” while the victim of his aggression, by contrast, must distort reality severely.
Some astonishing claims have been made about Nietzsche’s theory of collective “false consciousness” and his “genealogical method.” But in the final analysis, it must be said that Nietzsche’s version of “false consciousness” is precisely the opposite of Marx’s. Granted, Marx and Nietzsche both invoked class interest as a potent incentive for collective self-deception and the falsification of judgment. But that is where their resemblance ends. After all, Nietzsche’s hermeneutics of suspicion sought to dispel illusions in order to reveal a naked will to power. And among the illusions he sought to dispel was “the notion of truth” itself, or perhaps the illusion of truth (a striking non sequitur, if you really think about it for a moment).
By contrast, Marx sought to demystify religion and capitalism and rid people of illusions by revealing the true state of affairs, one that exploited the vast majority of the population, holding them in a state of “wage slavery.” In this account of social processes, the illusions generated by religion and political economy—which he called ideology—legitimate and perpetuate this process of mass subjection. According to Marx, the ideology of the ruling class misconstrues many features of our social order as ontological givens rather than as contingent historical phenomena—phenomena that can (and perhaps will) be superseded or abolished in the fullness of time. The prototypical example is slavery, which Plato and Aristotle deemed to be “natural,” and a vital precondition for the freedom and happiness of the free born citizen of the polis. According to Plato and Aristotle, some people—non-Greeks or “barbarians”—are naturally slavish, while Greeks are “essentially” noble or free, and any attempt to deviate from nature through extending freedom or education to the rabble is tampering with the natural order—a recipe for disaster.
Despite all his disparaging remarks about Plato, when it came to the subject of slavery, Nietzsche’s worldview was much closer to Plato’s than to Marx’s. For, like Plato, Nietzsche deemed slavery in some form to be essential to the freedom and well-being of the master class. For example, see section 18 of The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche says:Alexandrian culture requires a slave class for its continued existence, but in its optimism it denies the necessity for such a class; therefore it courts disaster once the effect of its nice slogans concerning the dignity of man and the dignity of labor have worn thin. Nothing can be more terrible than a barbaric slave class that has learned to view its existence as an injustice and prepares to avenge not only its own wrongs but those of all past generations. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 110)


In Dangerous Minds: Nietzsche, Heidegger and the Return of the Far Right, political scientist Ronald Beiner observes that:Nietzsche’s talk about slavery and exploitation as conditions of a meaningful culture is not what today gets referred to as a “dog whistle.” It’s a direct call to action. The project here is the resurrection of the ancient régime that ostensibly suffered permanent termination at the hands of the French Revolution. The rabble conquered “the last nobility in Europe”, but the battle can be resumed; the victory of the former and the defeat of the latter can be reversed. (Beiner

 2018, p. 46)

Truer words were never spoken. But being Canadian, it probably never occurred to Professor Beiner to apply this analysis of Nietzsche’s politics to the American situation. So, as a thought experiment, let’s assume for the sake of argument that Nietzsche was an American living in the early twentieth century. Furthermore, let’s assume that—like many White supremacists in America today—he sought to resume or rekindle some version of the American Civil War and effect a return to slavery, or, at the very least, to Jim Crow. Had Nietzsche actually done so in so many words, he would never enjoy his current popularity among Leftist intellectuals in the United States, where the lingering wounds of slavery are still acutely felt by the vast majority of the African American population. But judging from the record, he was perfectly capable of saying something like this, and in all probability, would have said so, given the opportunity, had this issue been brought to his attention—a fact roundly ignored by his postmodern and Leftish admirers.
Another shocking omission among Nietzsche’s postmodern admirers—Foucault, Deleuze, Butler, and so on—is their failure to acknowledge Nietzsche’s fundamental rapacity. Granted, in person, he may have been gentle and courteous, at most times. But consider his polemic in defense of predators in section thirteen of the first essay of The Genealogy, where Nietzsche observed:A quantum of strength is equivalent to a quantum of urge, will, activity, and it is only the snare of language (of the arch fallacies of reason petrified in language), presenting all activity as conditioned by an agent – the “subject” – that blinds us to this fact. For just as popular superstition divorces the lightning from its brilliance, viewing the latter as an activity whose subject is the lightning, so does popular morality divorce strength from its manifestations, as though there were behind the strong a neutral agent, free to manifest strength or contain it. But no such agent exists; there is no “being” behind the doing, acting, becoming…Small wonder, then, that the repressed and smoldering emotions of vengeance and hatred have taken advantage of this superstition and in fact espouse no belief more ardently that is within the discretion of the strong to be weak, of the bird of prey to be a lamb…as though the weakness of the weak, which is after all his essence, his natural way of being…were a spontaneous act, a meritorious deed. This sort of person requires the belief in a “free subject” able to choose indifferently, out of that instinct of self-preservation which notoriously justifies every kind of lie. It may well be that to this day the subject, or in popular language the soul, has been the most viable of all articles of faith simply because it makes it possible for the majority of mankind – i.e. the weak and oppressed of every sort – to practice the sublime sleight of hand which gives weakness the appearance of free choice and one’s natural disposition the distinction of merit. (Nietzsche 1956, pp. 178–180)


Postmodern theorists often cite this passage approvingly, because it purports to show that the very idea of a thinking, willing subject is merely an “arch fallacy of reason petrified in language.” This declaration is consistent with their beliefs and their agenda for “theory.” That in itself is problematic. But then they compound the problem by willfully ignoring the latent fallacy in Nietzsche’s reasoning. He blithely divides the human race into “birds of prey” and “lambs,” that is, into utterly different species, thereby ignoring or overriding our common humanity, using specious analogies to absolve predatory or exploitative people, who are indifferent to the suffering of their fellow creatures, of any responsibility for their heinous deeds. And Nietzsche did not stop there. He dismissed the idea of an autonomous moral subject altogether. If Nietzsche is right, the self is nothing more than an artifact of language, and the humanist ethos of human self-authorship through moral choice is a hoax, an ad hoc rationalization for a slavish mentality. And in effect, this is precisely what Nietzsche is saying. At times like these, he seems to anticipate Hitler’s aphorism: “Conscience is a blemish, like circumcision.” In any case, one cannot overstate the appeal that this kind of irrationalist rhetoric had for fascist demagogues of all shades and stripes in the early twentieth century.
And yet, despite all of this, Nietzsche is often read or interpreted on the Left as a philosopher deeply committed to the cause of justice or of human emancipation. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. For example, in Untimely Meditations (1873), in a fragment entitled “On the uses and disadvantages of history for life,” Nietzsche declared:The masses…deserve notice in three respects only: first as faded copies of great men produced on poor paper with worn out instruments, then as a force of resistance to great men, finally as instruments in the hands of great men; for the rest, let the Devil and statistics take them! (Nietzsche 1983, p. 113)


Or as Nietzsche said, fifteen years later, in The Genealogy of Morals (1888):These carriers of the levelling and retributive instincts, these descendants of every European and extra-European slavedom, and especially the pre-Aryan populations, represent human retrogression most flagrantly. [They]…make one suspicious of culture altogether. One might be justified in fearing the wild beast lurking within all noble races and in being on one’s guard against it, but who would not a thousand times prefer fear when it is accompanied by admiration to security accompanied by the loathsome sight of perversion, dwarfishness, degeneracy? (Nietzsche 1956, p. 176)


Are these the reflections of a man dedicated to the cause of human emancipation, or are they the ravings of a deeply elitist and racist thinker? As Ronald Beiner points out:We moderns define the culture of modernity according to a conception of egalitarian morality. We pride ourselves on it and regard it as emblematic of superiority. Nietzsche famously reduces this morality to a psychology of resentment…As is well known, “genealogy” as Nietzsche practiced it has been celebrated and embraced by the French intellectual Left. But of course Nietzsche himself intended this genealogical philosophy as a root and branch intellectual destruction of “the left” – where on Nietzsche’s understanding, the left can be traced back not just to the French Revolution but to Plato… (Beiner

 2018, p. 43)


So, the evidence is overwhelming. Nietzsche, not Marx, is the prophet of postmodernism. Indeed, on reflection, the transformation of Nietzsche from a fascist icon to the darling of the French Left merely three decades after the end of the Nazi occupation is one of the strangest stories in the history of philosophy. Much the same can be said about the ideas of Martin Heidegger, which, long after his rehabilitation, continue to inspire pro-Nazi rhetoric—with a postmodern twist—from the Alt-Right “philosopher” Jason Reza Jorjani (Fluss and Frim 2017).
Nietzsche, Freud, and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion
Thus far, we’ve dwelt mostly on the similarities and differences between Nietzsche and Marx. But what of Nietzsche and Freud? Ronald Beiner describes Freud as a very pessimistic liberal whose attitude toward politics and overall appraisal of turn-of-the-century European society was profoundly shaped by Nietzsche’s ideas (Beiner

 2018). This is perfectly true, as far as it goes. Consider Nietzsche’s ruminations on the subject of “bad conscience,” his term for morbid or excessive guilt feelings, or persistent self-reproaches and self-loathing. In Nietzsche’s estimation, this process of turning aggression and destructiveness inward, on the self—which Freud deemed central to the genesis of guilt, depression, the superego, and so on—is the very antithesis of a self-affirming, aristocratic ethos, and has become endemic in our time because of the triumph of Christianity and socialism.
Nevertheless, and despite these parallels, the main difference between the two is that Freud was an Apollonian thinker. Whereas Nietzsche disparaged and denied the truth-value of science, Freud upheld it as a kind of “gold standard”—a policy that got him and his followers into hot water. And while Nietzsche celebrated unbridled ferocity, Freud deemed the existence of a “cultural superego” to insure “the discretion of the strong” an indispensable precondition for civilized life. Absent such safeguards, Freud feared an abrupt reversion to a Hobbesian “state of nature,” and a concomitant refusal or inability on the part of people to sacrifice, cooperate, consider others’ needs, and shoulder the burdens of family and community building—the very things that make human life bearable and, occasionally, beautiful, at least in Freud’s estimation.
Another striking difference between Nietzsche and Freud is that Freud aspired to be a systematic thinker, an effort reflected in many of his later writings, where he offers readers concise summaries of the psychoanalytic worldview. Nietzsche never aspired to be a system-builder. On the contrary, as a devotee of Dionysus, he was actually an anti-systematic thinker. And by “anti-systematic,” I do not wish to imply that he was merely anti-metaphysical, or that he simply lacked a “system.” On the contrary, like Soren Kierkegaard, though for different reasons, Nietzsche was a fervent critic of Hegel, and having grown up in his shadow, philosophically speaking, was chronically suspicious of all systems. From Kierkegaard and Nietzsche’s points of view, system building is really a pastime for second rate minds; a process of (or pretext for) rationalization and intellectualization; an exercise in inauthenticity; and a cerebral and superficially plausible way to evade a candid confrontation with the deeper realities of one’s own existence. For Kierkegaard, what is needed to achieve an authentic existence is ultimately a “leap of faith” that renews our trust in (and obedience to) the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. By contrast, of course, Nietzsche invited readers to join in the dance of Dionysus, who embodies a spirit of “deep distrust and defiance” toward the God of Christianity. In his own words:

Jesus of Nazareth, the gospel of love made flesh, the “redeemer”, who brought blessings and victory to the poor, the sick the sinners – what was he but temptation in its most sinister form, bringing men by a roundabout way to precisely those Jewish values and renovations of the ideal? Has not Israel, precisely by the detour of this “redeemer”, this seeming antagonist and destroyer of Israel, reached the final goal of its sublime vindictiveness? Was it not a necessary feature of a truly brilliant politics of vengeance, a far sighted, subterranean, slowly and carefully planned vengeance, that Israel had to deny its true instrument publicly and nail him to the cross like a mortal enemy, so that “the whole world” (meaning the enemies of Israel) might naively swallow the bait. (Nietzsche 1956, pp. 168–169)



Needless to say, Nietzsche’s claim that Jews plotted to overthrow Rome by crucifying one of their own out of “sublime vindictiveness” or “a politics of vengeance” is sheer nonsense, and completely unsupported by historical evidence. Indeed, this lurid fantasy prefigures the conspiracy theories about subterranean Jewish plots in The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Perhaps the most charitable interpretation we can offer here is that by stressing the essential continuity between Judaism and Christianity, Nietzsche sought to disconcert pious Christian anti-Semites of the day, like his erstwhile friend Richard Wagner and his younger contemporary, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who fantasized freely about an “Aryan” Jesus.
Even so, there are some troubling inconsistencies in Nietzsche characterization of Dionysus—inconsistencies so worrisome that they prompt us to wonder whether we should be turning a spirit of deep distrust and defiance against him! For example, in section one of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche states:The chariot of Dionysus is bedecked with flowers and garlands; panthers and tigers stride beneath his yoke…Now the slave emerges as a freeman; all the rigid hostile walls which either necessity or despotism has erected between men are shattered. Now that the gospel of universal harmony is sounded, each individual becomes not only reconciled to his fellow but actually at one with him – as thought the veil of Maya had been torn apart, and there remained only shreds floating before the vision of the mystical Oneness. Man now expresses himself…as a member of a higher community… (Nietzsche 1956, p. 23)


Judging from this description alone, Dionysus is a god who frees slaves and abolishes artificial distinctions and barriers between men, and restores humankind to “nature,” creating joy and harmony where division and discord once reigned. This is Dionysus the liberator, Dionysus the unifier, who affirms the fundamental unity of the species, and the oneness of our species with Nature as a whole. Contrast this early image of Dionysus, which Nietzsche cribbed from J.J. Bachofen

 (Rudnytsky 1987), with that of his (ostensible) representative, Sophocles’ Oedipus, to whom Nietzsche devotes much of chapter 9 in The Birth of Tragedy. According to Nietzsche, Sophocles’ Oedipus demonstrates “a pattern of nobility,” and furthermore, thata man who is truly noble is incapable of sin; though every law, every natural order, indeed the entire canon of ethics, perish by his actions, those very actions will create a circle of higher consequences able to found a new world on the ruins of the old. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 60)

A new world? Well, then perhaps, just perhaps, the ends would justify the means in this case. But then what would this new world look like? A society in which all humankind is free and unified, living in harmony with nature? In which man expresses himself as a member of a “higher community?” Oh, no, not at all! At this juncture, Nietzsche changes his tune and informs us that Dionysus (aka Oedipus) is transgressive at heart, and is really intent on violating nature. As Nietzsche said:Oedipus, his father’s murderer, his mother’s lover, solver of the Sphinx’s riddle! What is the meaning of this triple fate? An ancient popular belief, especially strong in Persia, holds that a wise magus must be incestuously begotten. If we examine Oedipus, the solver of riddles and liberator of his mother, in light of this Parsee belief, we may conclude that wherever soothsaying and magical powers have broken the spell of present and future, the rigid law of individuation, the magic circle of nature, extreme unnaturalness – in this case incest – is the necessary antecedent; for how should man force nature to yield up her secrets but by successfully resisting her, that is to say, by unnatural acts?…It is as if the myth whispered to us that wisdom, and especially Dionysiac wisdom, is an unnatural crime, and that whoever, in pride of knowledge, hurls nature into the abyss of destruction, must himself experience nature’s disintegration. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 61)


So, if we take Nietzsche at his word, his patron saint, Dionysus, is an extremely odd and mercurial fellow. He shows up first as an emancipator, a unifier who bids all humanity to live in harmony with nature. But half-way through his homage to his patron saint, Nietzsche’s Dionysus undergoes a radical transformation, becoming a solitary individual who is searching for wisdom at all costs—an ancient precursor to Dr. Faustus, whose transgressive search for knowledge only leads to perdition. Can this really be the same person? Evidently, Nietzsche thought so. But for most of us, this sudden character shift strains credulity to the limit.
That said, on another level, the stark contrast between the manifestly pro-social agenda of Dionysus as liberator and unifier, and Dionysus as solitary Dr. Faustus pursuing wisdom by any means necessary, including parricide and incest, puts us in mind of the Freudian id. Remember, according to Freud, the id encompasses both Eros and Thanatos, or life-affirming and death-dealing, destructive tendencies. The former promotes the integration of disparate elements (or selves) into larger communities or structures, binding individuals to one another in bonds of fellowship and cooperation. The latter promotes war and self-destruction—in short, the disintegration of civilized communities. Freud’s id also defies the constraints of logic, encompassing bewildering contradictions, feeding on desires, fears, and fantasies that create “compromise-formations” or neurotic symptoms. We get an admirably honest self-appraisal concerning this id-infused attitude in Nietzsche’s second introduction to The Birth of Tragedy, written in 1886, where he repudiates Richard Wagner (to whom the book was originally dedicated). There Nietzsche admits, in so many words, that his first bookis poorly written, heavy handed, embarrassing. The imagery is both frantic and confused. In spots it is saccharine to the point of effeminacy; the tempo is erratic, it lacks logical nicety and is so sure of its message that it dispenses with any kind of proof. (Nietzsche 1956, p. 6)

Nevertheless, and despite these admissions, Nietzsche goes on to explain, excuse, indeed, to celebrate his first book’s manifest contradictions as a necessary outgrowth of the aesthetic standpoint, which he commends as superior to all others in philosophy, for example, the metaphysical, epistemological, and/or ethical standpoints.
This strange statement underscores another key difference between Nietzsche and Freud. The “categorical imperative” of psychoanalysis, said Freud, is: “Where the id was, there shall ego be.” In other words, for Freud, the pursuit of self-knowledge should strive to avoid unnecessary suffering, which only happens when our instincts are governed by the kind of realism and restraint that Nietzsche attributed to the god Apollo. By contrast, Nietzsche felt that Apollo has had the upper hand for far too long already, and celebrates the return of Dionysus, as did some overly enthusiastic (mis)interpreters of Freud in the latter half of the twentieth century—for example, Norman O. Brown and Herbert Marcuse.
In light of the preceding, the cumulative impression one gets is that the terms “Masters of suspicion” (Jaspers) and “hermeneutics of suspicion” (Ricoeur

), while serviceable once, perhaps, have completely outlived their usefulness. We need to think about these matters in a different way now. Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud did share a strong antipathy to organized religion, but beyond that, the resemblance ends. And as fascist irrationalism gains renewed popularity, fostering the decline of democratic institutions and other ominous political developments, critical theorists and the Left in general will have to reflect more carefully on Nietzsche’s ambiguous legacy than they have in the past.
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Footnotes
1I decided to couch this discussion of truth, error, falsehood, and illusion in plain language because psychoanalytic approaches to these matters can be maddeningly obscure and inconclusive. For example, consider Mikkel Borch–Jacobsen’s lucid analysis of the grandiose, elusive, equivocal, and, ultimately, vacuous concepts of error and truth in the work of Jacques Lacan, in Lacan: The Absolute Master, Stanford University Press, Stanford: CA, 1992, chapters 4 and 5.

 

2While he tries to blur the boundaries between truth and illusion here, elsewhere, Nietzsche seems more intent on blurring the boundaries between error and illusion. For more on Nietzsche’s concept of error, please see Jeremiah Morelock’s recent essay, “Resuscitating Sociological Theory: Error and Speculation in Nietzsche and Adorno,” in Nietzsche & Critical Social Theory: Affirmation, Animosity, and Ambiguity. Edited by Michael James Roberts and Christine A. Payne. London: Brill.
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Crisis in the Liberal Arts
North American universities are in a period

 of protracted crisis, one with potentially irreversible consequences that may transform the character of university life forever. Based on current trends, it seems likely that the Liberal Arts will emerge battered and bruised some decades hence, a shrunken vestige of their former selves, or perish altogether as the corporate university barrels ingloriously toward an uncertain future. There are many factors contributing to this looming catastrophe. First, as administrators never tire of pointing out, declining enrollments in the humanities and social sciences bring decreasing revenues, which make them harder to sustain economically. Second, the majority of students who enter university from high school lack proficiency in reading, writing, and basic math skills, encumbering faculty with the task of performing (unpaid) remedial work or resorting to grade inflation to get many of their students through to graduation. Third, there are the campus culture wars that get so much press attention, which foster new strains of tribalism, intolerance, and mistrust among students. As the conflicts and controversies that roil our campuses become more common and more acute, moderate and centrist students and faculty often get stranded in the crossfire. Let us address these issues one at a time.
To the first point, there are many reasons why enrollments in the Liberal Arts are declining, among them being the shifting cultural priorities and their perceived irrelevance to the exigencies of surviving, much less thriving, in today’s increasingly digital world, where computers, artificial intelligence (AI), and Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics (STEM) increasingly rule the day. Quite simply, students who long for a bright future will often go where the jobs are, and jobs in academia (and the arts generally) are increasingly precarious and poorly paid—a labor of love, rather than a path to prosperity, or even to simple financial stability.
To the second point, in 2017, sociologists Paul Grayson and Robert Kennedy of York University, Toronto, designed a questionnaire to assess how many students enrolled in their university had the basic skills needed to succeed in a university-level courses in the humanities and social sciences. To their dismay, they discovered that only 51% of the nearly 1000 students they surveyed were really prepared for university education. A further 27% were deemed to be “at risk,” while 22% were frankly dysfunctional. To determine how prevalent representative their findings were, they engaged colleagues from three other Ontario universities—the University of Toronto, the University of Western Ontario, and the University of Waterloo—to distribute the same questionnaire to comparable-sized cohorts of undergraduates. The cumulative results of their surveys indicate that across Ontario, merely 44% of university freshmen possess the skills required to thrive in a Liberal Arts setting, while 41% are deficient in reading, writing, and numeracy. The remaining 15% were completely dysfunctional and have no business being in a university in the first place (Grayson et al. 2019).
What do we make of these figures? The authors of this study conclude, sensibly enough, that these worrisome findings reflect educational failings at the secondary school level, despite the fact that, historically speaking, Ontario prided itself of having one of the best public educational systems in the world. What are the implications of these findings for the United States? Let’s just say they are not terribly encouraging. Why? Because according to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), American high schools lag far behind their Canadian counterparts when it comes to imparting proficiency in literacy, math, and science. Out of the seventy countries surveyed by this body, which has tested high school students every three years since 1997, Canada ranked third in literacy, tenth in math, and seventh in science in 2015, while the United States ranked twenty-fourth in literacy, fortieth in math, and twenty-fifth in science. If the United States lags far behind Canada in these measures of proficiency, it stands to reason that the American university students would probably fare worse than their Canadian counterparts if Grayson, Kennedy et al. tested them, a fact we cleverly concealed from ourselves with generous doses of grade inflation.
To the third point, college campuses have become the site of increasingly angry and polarized political confrontations of various kinds. In What’s the Matter with Kansas?: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America, Thomas Frank observed that:Universities, in today’s conservative mythology, are not so much founts of useful knowledge as they are playgrounds of political correctness, dens of sedition where tenured radicals revile our nation and brainwashed students to march and chant… there are entire Web sites dedicated to documenting each unpatriotic utterance by a professor or outrageous incident of offense taking by a thin-skinned minority group. (Frank 2004, p. 2003)


These words were published in 2004, five years before the emergence of the Tea Party in 2009, and more than ten years before Richard Spencer’s “Alt-Right” emerged in the national spotlight in the lead-up to the presidential election of 2016. During that interval of time, Right-wing activists learned how to use the same Web-based tools and techniques as their Left-wing counterparts do to recruit college students to their causes, often with startling success. Campus groups like these, which are growing in numbers, promote White Supremacy and hatred, often, perversely enough, in the name of free speech.
Meanwhile, on the Left, there are also some worrisome developments. Consider the case of Laurie Sheck, a poet who teaches creative writing at the New School. Early last spring, she asked her class to consider why Raoul Peck’s documentary on James Baldwin was entitled “I am Not Your Negro,” when the phrasing Baldwin himself used (in debate with William F. Buckley on February 18, 1965) was actually “I am not your nigger.” No sooner had she posed the question than a white student objected vigorously, saying that a white person must never utter the “n-word” under any circumstances, not even when citing a famous African American author verbatim. Two students filed complaints against Sheck, who was informed in June that she was being investigated (Flaherty 2019). She was never informed of the specific nature of the complaints, nor allowed to take notes during meetings with her accusers. While the New School finally exonerated her, eventually, the “investigation” they conducted into this classroom commotion lacked integrity and should never have occurred in the first place. And while she resumed her teaching position, the New School offered no apology for subjecting her to this lengthy and unnecessary ordeal.
Sheck’s case, and others like it, call attention to a new kind of Left-wing irrationalism that animates many campus radicals. In “Campus Culture Wars, Psychology and the Victimization of Persons” (Sugarman and Martin 2018), Jeff Sugarman and Jack Martin of Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, British Columbia, note that in the nineteenth century, the Romantics proposed that the truth can be revealed by examining one’s sentiments, a belief embraced by many twentieth-century psychotherapists and educators who shared a cult of “unbridled self-expression.” They go on to point out thatAs feelings became the barometer for self-reference, the importance of other forms of moral and rational judgement abated. The imperative to express one’s feelings and subjective judgments openly became a criterion for personal validity … Appeals to subjective feelings and emotions have become a dominant discourse, one that psychotherapy has promoted extensively. However, there now seems to be something more … than the injunction that feelings ought to be expressed. It is the belief that feelings are a warrant for an objective assessment of events and circumstances… But as we know, feelings can be inappropriate and unjustified. The implication of emotional reasoning is that one can be offended more easily in light of the variability of subjective interpretation. But moreover, there is the insinuation that whoever is responsible for the offense has done something objectively wrong and it comes with a demand for an apology and a sanction from a third party. Victims expect not only affirmation, but compliance …
Victimhood has gained cultural capital. In the social imaginary of victim culture, moral status is conferred either by being a victim or defending and assisting victims. The purchase of emotional currency in victim culture is proportional to the degree of one’s outrage, leading to what Rauch (2014) calls the “offended sweepstakes” and Rubin (2017) referred to as the “oppression Olympics”. Their point is that as adversaries wield claims of offense and emotional outrage in an effort to gain the moral high ground, charges of offense and demands for reparations escalate. As the moral authority of victimhood is embraced, and the concepts by which it is identified expand, opposing parties increasingly are pitted against each other it competition for coveted victim status. (Sugarman and Martin 2018, p. 327)


So, while acknowledging the vital importance of diversity, inclusivity, and multiculturalism for our universities and society as a whole, Sugarman and Martin also acknowledge that identity politics promotes new forms of tribalism and intolerance, in which dissent or deviance from the prevailing consensus is punished by vilification and/or excommunication as swiftly and severely as it is in Right wing authoritarian movements, and all in the name of “diversity” and “social justice.” This shuts down, rather than encourages, dialogue within and between different groups, encouraging self-righteous indignation and finger-pointing, rather than reasoned reflection and cooperation. Moreover, it runs contrary to the ideals and the rigors of a proper university education, which require students to engage seriously with different and even opposing points of view with a measure of civility, using logic, evidence, or appeals to values without immediately dismissing and demonizing someone whose window on the world is quite different from their own.
Jordan Peterson and the Postmodern University
Enter Jordan Peterson. In some circles, the mere mention of his name elicits an instant frisson of anger, consternation, disapproval, and dismay. In others, it provokes outbursts of giddy enthusiasm and wide-eyed admiration. Indeed, it is hard to imagine a more polarizing personality, even in these fractious times. Why? Perhaps because Peterson proposed that funding for Liberal Arts programs across the province—and indeed, across Canada and everywhere—be slashed, not because of failing enrollments or incompetent students, but because students are (allegedly) being brainwashed by Left-wing professors who inculcate them with “cultural Marxism” and “postmodernism”—terms he uses interchangeably—rather than receiving a proper education.
Opinions about Professor Peterson are so impassioned that any attempt at a balanced overview of his work and ideas is likely to provoke ferocious dismissals from fans for being too hostile, and brickbats from critics for being too generous. But before his recent rise to prominence, Peterson was—and indeed, still is—a clinical psychologist and professor at the University of Toronto, whose chief areas of expertise are abnormal, social, and personality psychology. However, he also has long-standing interests in the fields of politics and religion, and his first book, Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of Belief, was an ambitious attempt to understand the role that myth plays in human affairs by wedding Jungian psychology and modern neuroscience with lashings of anthropology, comparative religion, and biblical interpretation (Peterson 1999). Maps of Meaning remained a modest seller until 2016, when he was catapulted onto the world stage because of his fierce opposition to the spread of “political correctness” and, more specifically, the prospect of “compelled speech” and the use of gender pronouns in the classroom—a nasty and protracted public fight about Federal Bill C-16 which played out in an extensive series of media broadcasts and public forums that were memorable for their intensity.
Whether we were bedazzled or appalled by Peterson’s razor-tongued rebuttals to critics, his opposition to Bill C-16 took courage and conviction to sustain, both despite and because of the outrage and dismay it provoked among so many of his colleagues. With the possible exception of Québec’s Bill 101, passed in 1977, Canadians aren’t accustomed to such prolonged and passionate public arguments concerning language legislation. Unlike Professor Peterson, who sensed a sinister Left-wing conspiracy behind Bill C-16, I believe that like the proverbial road to hell, it was paved with good intentions. And in retrospect, I still wish that Professor Peterson had been generous enough to acknowledge that fact.1 But in fairness to Peterson, his livelihood was being threatened at the time, and his critics and adversaries never gave him any credit for good intentions. On the contrary, rather than addressing his arguments on their merits, they frequently put words in his mouth, misrepresented his position, called him names, and made him out to be a monster, rendering the whole public debate—which garnered international attention—deeply partisan and envenomed.
The Goals of University Education
Like Jonathan Haidt, author of The Righteous Mind: Why People are Divided by Politics and Religion, Professor Peterson is appalled by the fact that universities have abandoned their traditional truth-seeking function in favor of pursing a social justice agenda. Peterson blames this state of affairs on postmodernism, which he takes to be an offshoot or expression of “cultural Marxism” or “neo-Marxism.” But rightly or wrongly, for better or worse, Marxism is really an extension of the Enlightenment project, whereas postmodernism is rooted in the anti-Enlightenment sensibilities of Nietzsche and Heidegger (Grayling 2009). Nevertheless, on reflection, Peterson’s charge that the social sciences and humanities are riddled with Left-wing bias and “political correctness” has some merit. The vast majority of tenured faculty in the Liberal Arts nowadays freely acknowledge their Left-wing biases, which render many departments inhospitable environments for classical liberals and conservative faculty members (Haidt 2012). This is seldom, if ever, a matter of deliberate policy, but the result of a kind of “group think” which prompts Left-leaning faculty to hire only like-minded people, stacking the deck against those whose political perspective they do not share, and deliberately (but not always consciously) acting in concert to exclude those whose views they consider suspect, or not sufficiently “progressive,” regardless of their levels of scholarly achievement.
Quite apart from declining enrollments and the frightfully unprepared students who throng the halls of the postmodern university, the decline of political diversity among faculty is a worrisome trend in its own right, because it renders the professoriate vulnerable to the accusation that we are smug, intolerant, and elitist; out of touch with the moods, the concerns, and the perspectives of the general population. This also explains why, in our increasingly polarized society, the social sciences and humanities are chronically starved for resources. Of course, to claim that the advent of postmodernism actually caused the decline of the Liberal Arts, as some are wont to do, is an exaggeration, because many other factors were also in play. Nevertheless, the Liberal Arts, which were once considered the heart of the academic enterprise, are now peripheral to the concerns of most university administrators, who gradually shrink or close down entire departments and programs once deemed vital to the functioning of our universities—languages, classics, sociology, anthropology, religious studies. University administrators do this in various ways: by hiring increasing numbers of contingent (adjunct) faculty, by freezing tenured faculty’s salaries, by slashing their department’s overall operating budgets, and by diminishing the sources of internal funding available to faculty (as individuals) for their ongoing research. And these are only the most obvious and time-honored methods.
Of course, the administrators insist that enrollments are falling, and therefore that cost-cutting measures alone ensure the continued viability of the university as a whole, and are therefore in everyone’s collective interest. But follow the money, and—lo and behold!—the revenues diverted away from the humanities and social sciences (and the fine arts, e.g., painting, music) invariably end up in the budgets of departments devoted to the STEM disciplines, the salaries of the rapidly multiplying cohort of assistant and associate administrators, and the budgets and salaries of sports coaches, and publicity and public relations professionals who do no teaching whatsoever, but exist solely to boost the university’s “brand” or image. In short, the money goes to everyone except faculty in the humanities and social sciences, making it harder and harder for us to do our jobs.
Though he claims to be mindful of complexity, Peterson attributes the decline of the Liberal Arts solely to the advent of postmodernism and political correctness, siding with the Right in the campus culture wars. He studiously ignores the larger cultural trends that buttress the STEM disciplines and the obscene and unnecessary growth of the administrative caste, which increasingly deprives faculty of a meaningful role in the governance of their own universities. Moreover, he forgets the rather obvious fact that, at the end of the day, most people care very little about the pursuit of truth. The purpose of the university, as they see it, is to prepare students for careers when they graduate, and, perhaps, to “think critically”—whatever that means. This highly instrumental approach to higher education almost always torpedoes its potential as a transformative journey that promotes deepening wisdom and self-knowledge.
Another (unintended) consequence of relinquishing the traditional truth-seeking function of universities is that, in the eyes of administrators and students alike, faculty have been transformed from respected teachers and professionals into mere service workers and academic coaches—whether they know it or not. Our main job now, in most people’s eyes, is to impart the knowledge and the skills our pupils need to thrive—including, but not limited to “critical thinking”—or, failing that, to enable them to make a living in a highly competitive market economy, despite the handicaps of an inadequate high school education. In the contemporary world, the search for truth is expendable—something we academics do in our spare time, if we are so inclined. And that, incidentally, is the neoliberal approach, not a Marxist proposition at all.2
However, no university is an island, and universities should not only be committed to a search for the truth. They should also promote gender and racial equality and take a stand against injustice. But they should do this in a principled and deliberate, not in a reactive, ad hoc fashion to accommodate the whims of angry mobs bent on advancing their political agenda of the moment. Brett Weinstein’s dismissal from Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, in May of 2017, is merely one egregious and well-publicized example of a university administration siding sycophantically with an angry student mob. The recent debacle at Oberlin College is another example (McLaughlin

 2019). In instances like these, administrators frequently mask the exercise of irrational authority behind a guise of benevolence or concern for the welfare of vulnerable students or faculty, when they are actually concerned, first and foremost, with maintaining customer satisfaction, steadying revenue streams, and avoiding legal liability. Furthermore, the processes whereby complaints and grievances against faculty—whether from students or from other faculty members—are adjudicated nowadays are riddled with hearsay and anonymous authority. So, unless faculty are extremely resourceful and determined, crossing your students—even when you are telling them the truth, or merely expressing an honest opinion—can dramatically lower your teaching evaluation scores. It can even get you fired.
Another way of saying the same thing is that under the combined influence of neoliberalism and market forces on the one hand, and political correctness and postmodernism on the other, rational authority is crumbling or increasingly under siege in contemporary universities, while irrational and anonymous authority—in the form of administrative folly and/or extreme student overreach—flourishes. Administrators may turn a blind eye to this increasingly untenable state of affairs in the short run, if they wish. But in so doing, they undermine the very fabric of university life. Academics cannot do their jobs well or wisely if they live in constant fear of offending their increasingly anxious, easily offended, and entitled students, or inconveniencing administrators whose job it is to keep them happy. So while embracing dignity and justice for all, it is essential that universities not abandon their traditional truth-seeking function, lest they remain little more (and often, it seems, much less) than competent trade or professional schools, diploma mills that crank out confused, disenchanted, and generally incompetent people desperately seeking employment.
Classical Liberal or Traditionalist Conservative?
So, on reflection, Peterson’s appraisal of the postmodern university is not entirely wrong. But it is extremely narrow and one-sided, placing all the blame for our current malaise on Left-wing intellectuals and activists, averting the public’s gaze from the cultural and market forces that contribute to the current crisis of the Liberal Arts. However, despite (or perhaps because of) his striking one-sidedness, his fiery invective has struck a chord, and as a result of all the (good and bad) publicity that followed in the wake of the Canadian controversies Peterson is associated with, his second book, called 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, topped the best-seller list on Amazon in both Canada and the United States shortly after its appearance (Peterson 2018).
Unlike his first book, which is highly speculative and deeply infused with Jungian motifs and ideas, 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos reads more like a self-help book. The book also contains quotes gleaned from Jesus, Socrates, Milton, Goethe, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Nietzsche, and Yeats, which are occasionally interspersed with folksy flourishes like the occasional smiley face or a corny joke. On p. 1, for example, we read: “Lobsters have more in common with you than you may think, (particularly when you are feeling crabby – ha ha).” Yes, indeed. Ha ha. And worse yet, many passages in this best-selling book are densely repetitive, sounding more like a Sunday sermon than a learned treatise or a conventional self-help book.
The book consists of twelve chapters, ostensibly devoted to twelve “rules.” But these are not really rules. They are actually somewhat vague precepts meant to guide and inspire, in aid of which Peterson offers us copious autobiographical reflections spanning his childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood, and all kinds of cultural commentary and psychological theory. Among the more confusing bits, we find that Rule 9 is “Assume that the person you are listening to might know something you don’t.” This sounds like a call for common courtesy and open-mindedness in everyday conversation, but begins, oddly enough, as a reflection on the role of listening in psychotherapy. Peterson discusses Sigmund Freud and Carl Rogers in this context, but anyone who is deeply versed in their work will acknowledge that his treatment of them both is quite superficial, and that his own reflections on this subject do not merit comparison with the more probing and nuanced discussions of the proper mode of listening in psychotherapy from Martin Buber, C.G. Jung, Theodor Reik, Medard Boss, R.D. Laing, Robert Langs, and others.
Things would be puzzling enough if Peterson just stopped there. But he doesn’t. Instead, he shifts focus to other kinds of conversations—those intended to establish dominance (where listening is basically absent), “genuine” conversation, the lecture format, and so on, but without saying why, specifically, much less offering a coherent summation of his ideas. In retrospect, one wonders—what was the central theme or focus of this chapter, anyway?
Less confusing is the chapter devoted to Rule 5: “Do not let your children do anything that makes you dislike them.” Here he describes a patient, whose intractable conflicts with his son are undermining his health, income, and peace of mind, and asks: “How are such situations to be understood? Where does the fault lie? In the child or the parent? In nature or society?” He then goes on to note that:Some localize all such problems in the adult, whether in the parent or in the broader society. “There are no bad children,” such people think, “only bad parents.” When the idealized image of the unsullied child is brought to mind, this notion appears fully justified. The beauty, openness, trust, joy and capacity for love characterizing children makes it easy to attribute full culpability to the adults on the scene. But such an attitude is dangerously and naively romantic. It’s too one-sided, in the case of parents granted a particularly difficult son or daughter. (Peterson 2018, p. 118)


Further below, he continues:

More often than not, modern parents are simply paralyzed by the fear that they will no longer be liked or even loved by their children if they chastise them for any reason. They want their children’s friendship above all, and are willing to sacrifice respect to get it. This is not good. A child will have many friends, but only two parents – if that – and parents are more, not less than friends. Friends have a very limited authority to correct. Every parent therefore needs to tolerate the momentary anger or even hatred directed toward them by their children, after necessary corrective action has been taken, as the capacity of children to perceive or care about long term consequences is very limited. Parents are the arbiters of society. They teach children how to behave so that other people will be able to interact meaningfully and productively with them. (Peterson 2018, p. 123)



So, how did we get to this cultural state of affairs, where parents fear the loss of their children’s love—(rather than vice versa?)—and fail to teach them “how to behave”? According to Peterson, it was the malign influence of the 1960s. He writes that parents like these:dwell uncomfortably and self-consciously in the all too powerful shadow of the adolescent ethos of the 1960s, a decade whose excesses led to a general denigration of adulthood, an unthinking disbelief in the existence of competent power, and the inability to distinguish between the chaos of immaturity and responsible freedom. (Peterson 2018, p. 119)


Instead of the permissiveness and anomie encouraged by the adolescent ethos of the sixties, Peterson evidently yearns for a return to an earlier, more mature ethos, and to disciplinary measures that, if circumstances warrant, may even include spanking our wayward progeny. And as Nellie Bowles wrote in “The Prophet of the Patriarchs”

Peterson fills huge lecture halls and tells his audiences there’s no shame in looking backward to a model of how the world should be arranged. Look back to the 1950s, he says, and back even further. He is bringing them knowledge, he says, but it is knowledge that they already know and feel in their bones. He casts this as ancient wisdom, delivered through religious allegories and fairy tales containing truth, he says, that modern society has forgotten. (Bowles 2018, p. 1)



Looking to the past for sound precedent, models of the good life, a sane society, or examples of life well lived is one of the hallmarks of traditionalist conservative ideology. And I use the word “ideology” quite deliberately here, because Peterson’s popularity hinges in part on his carefully crafted pose as a post-ideological or non-ideological thinker. Norman Doidge, a psychiatrist and best-selling author in his own right, describes Peterson as an expert on the subject of ideologies, which he defines as “substitutes for true knowledge,” and assimple ideas, disguised as science or philosophy that purport to explain the complexity of the world and offer remedies that perfect it. Ideologues are people who pretend they know how “to make the world a better place” before they’ve taken care of their own chaos within. (Doidge in Peterson 2018, p. xiv)


In other words, according to Peterson, ideology is a malign force that fosters arrogance, immaturity, and massive cognitive distortions; and an unwillingness to face reality, or a desire to bend it arbitrarily to one’s own will. By this account, ideology is an illusion, something that must be seen through, transcended, and outgrown if the person ever hopes to become an authentically grounded individual in their own right.
Unlike Professor Peterson and Dr. Doidge, I prefer to follow sociologist Karl Mannheim, and for purposes of this discussion, will define ideology as a (relatively) coherent pattern of attitudes and beliefs that shape a person’s political outlook. Considered in this light, traditionalists like Peterson share an ideology that values cultural cohesion and continuity over change. Whether they are Jewish, Christian, or Muslim, conservative traditionalists tend to be religious, to romanticize the past, and to have a rather gloomy view of human nature and the whole human condition, emphasizing the need for robust constraints to contain our innate depravity. By contrast with traditionalists, progressives often belittle, ignore, or misunderstand the past. They look to it with pity or contempt, rather than nostalgia. Even if they are spiritually inclined, or actual believers, in many cases, progressives tend to mistrust organized religion, which they regard as resistant to change, and tend to believe in the basic goodness and potential perfectibility of our species, looking to an as yet unrealized future, rather than to the past for the fulfillment of their hopes for humanity.
Needless to say, as long as he defines ideology as a collective delusion, or a “substitute for true knowledge,” rather than a more global and encompassing philosophy of history, Peterson can always accuse his adversaries—Marxists, feminists, postmodernists, queer theorists—of acting in bad faith, of deceiving themselves (as well as others), of becoming conscious or unwitting agents of harm and misdirection to the young and gullible. This kind of invidious talk plays very well on the Internet and in social media. The same holds true for his attitudes toward collectivism and individualism. If ideology is something that only collectivists indulge in or produce, then radical individualists (like Peterson himself, presumably) are free of these dreaded pathologies. And that would appear to imply that people who identify as individualists do not share an ideology—by definition, no doubt, because they are individualists, right?
Unfortunately, this self-serving logic enables radical individualists like Peterson to see the mote in others’ eyes, but not the beam in their own. Nevertheless, Peterson’s critique of the Left has some merit. After all, when taken to extremes, and shorn of every humane and judicious scruple, the progressivist outlook often fosters a naïve belief in the value of change for its own sake, and a starry-eyed utopianism that can be harnessed in the service of a totalitarian agenda, and a self-deluding faith in the “goodness” of ruthless, self-aggrandizing, power-hungry leaders. But the problem with framing the issue in this stark, Manichean, and bluntly adversarial manner is that the same is true, albeit in a different way, for the conservative traditionalist ideology. Taken to extremes, and freed from its more humane and judicious attributes, the traditionalist conservative outlook shades imperceptibly into fascism, where ultra-nationalism, religious fanaticism, racism, and xenophobia co-mingle and reinforce one another in the collective psyche.
So, despite Peterson’s posturing, his traditionalist conservatism is not free from value-delusions or a propensity to self-deception. But as long as you define the word “ideology” as Peterson does, it is relatively easy, rhetorically speaking, to seize the moral high ground by defining ideology as something that only other people do or have, embrace or espouse, and not as a kind of cultural medium in which we all live and breathe and have our being—authentic or otherwise. In this way, it becomes easy to portray oneself as a prophet or a hero who has seen through the pernicious mythologies that prompt the masses to distort reality, preventing people whose whole lives have been thwarted or derailed by false loyalties and ideals from becoming robust and ethically grounded individuals who can play a useful role in society and raise their children to a wholesome maturity. Which is precisely what Peterson does in 12 Rules for Life.
Peterson, Jung, and Nietzsche
Of course, with that said, Peterson does not present

 himself as a traditionalist conservative, despite his tendency to idealize the past and his fervent embrace of radical individualism. On the contrary, he claims to be a “classical liberal” who is equidistant from the identity politics of the Right and the Left. But unless the term “classical liberal” is merely a code for “conservative” nowadays, Peterson is deluding himself on this score. Consider his fascination with C.G. Jung, his favorite psychologist. As Robert Ellwood demonstrated, Jung was no liberal, but was deeply wedded to a nineteenth-century Romantic conservative sensibility which rendered him and his ideas very attractive to fascists (Ellwood

 1997).
One of the nineteenth-century conservatives that Jung admired most was J.J. Bachofen (1815–1887), author of Das Mutterrecht (1861). Peterson cites Bachofen in connection with Jung and his collaborator, Erich Neumann, in the chapter devoted to Rule # 11: “Do not bother children when they are skateboarding.” Though it is hard to pin down precisely, the overarching theme of this chapter appears to be that “Men need to toughen up” (Peterson 2018, p. 331) and resist the temptation to regress to a state of infantile dependence on women (and other men). Indeed, he interprets the recent rise of the Right-wing populism and its preoccupation with “strongmen” as a kind of cultural reaction-formation against this very trend, due to the fact that far too many men have succumbed to this temptation already.3
That being so, it is instructive to note that Peterson also describes Bachofen as a “Swiss anthropologist.” In fairness, I suppose, Bachofen was indeed Swiss. But he was no anthropologist. Bachofen’s theory of a prehistoric matriarchy—which prefigures many of Jung and Erich Neumann’s ideas about the Great Mother archetype, which, in turn, inform Peterson’s analysis of contemporary culture—was inspired by a study of Etruscan funerary symbolism and the accounts of ancient (Greek and Roman) historians, rather than an ethnographic study of any living culture (Bachofen

 1967). Moreover, and more importantly, the German/American founder of modern anthropology, Franz Boas, was only born in 1858, a mere three years before Bachofen’s magnum opus was published.
On careful reflection, then, it is more accurate to describe Bachofen as a jurist, legal historian and philologist, who taught Roman law at the University of Basel, where he mentored the young Friedrich Nietzsche for a time (Rudnytsky

 1987). And like Jacob Burkhardt (1818–1897) and Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), two better known contemporaries, Bachofen was affiliated with the Historical School of Law. Bachofen believed that human society passed through a series of developmental stages. But Peterson ascribes merely three developmental phases to Bachofen (Peterson 2018, p. 322). In truth, there were four. The first was a nomadic and anarchic phase called “Hetaerism,” characterized by polyamory and a chthonic religion, whose dominant deity was a forerunner of Aphrodite. The second, matriarchal phase was more settled and domesticated, an agricultural (or “lunar”) phase, whose dominant deity was Demeter (or versions thereof). The third, Dionysian phase was marked by the ascendancy of male deities and of a proto-patriarchal sensibility. The fourth, Apollonian or “solar” phase was marked by the emergence of strict patriarchal social norms and the eradication of any traces of lingering traces of matriarchy (Bachofen

 1967; Ellenberger

 1970). In limiting Bachofen’s classification to three, instead of four stages, Peterson is effectively collapsing “Hetaerism” and matriarchy into a single phase. (Who knows why?)
Another one of Jung’s influences whom Peterson cites often is Bachofen’s erstwhile pupil, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), who went even further than Peterson, reducing Bachofen’s four-stage theory of historical development to two stages in The Birth of Tragedy (1872), bypassing the matriarchal phase completely. However, in Nietzsche’s rendering, the Apollonian or “solar” sensibility that supersedes the orgiastic Dionysian phase never eradicates it completely. On the contrary, said Nietzsche, the vitality of a culture depends on it striking a wholesome balance between them—something, said Nietzsche, that Christianity and the modern world completely fail to do (Nietzsche 1976). And though Peterson studiously ignores this fact, Nietzsche’s assessment of Christianity is utterly incompatible with his own. For example, Peterson writes that Christian doctrine “elevated the individual soul, placing master and slave and commoner and nobleman alike on the same metaphysical footing, rendering them equal before God and the law,” adding that “the metaphysical conception of the implicit transcendent worth of each and every soul established itself against impossible odds as a fundamental presupposition of Western law and society (Peterson 2018, p. 186).”
That may well be true. But according to Nietzsche, the equalizing tendency of Christianity that Peterson celebrates is actually its most odious and pernicious feature, which Nietzsche construed as a product of “the Jewish slave revolt in morals.” And he wasn’t entirely wrong there, either. Why? Because the “metaphysical conceptions” that Peterson claims as Christian doctrine were actually Jewish in the first instance. The idea that each and every human being is intrinsically worthy of dignity and respect, and equal to every other in God’s eyes, is adumbrated clearly in the Jewish teaching that we are all made in God’s image. Similarly with the claim that we are all equal in His eyes on the Day of Judgment, irrespective of our worldly status or accomplishments—an originally Pharisaic teaching that predates the birth of Jesus by a century or more.
So, Nietzsche despised the notion of human equality, even in “metaphysical” guise. And if we’re being honest, and not viewing Nietzsche through a postmodern lens, The Genealogy of Morals was far closer to the aristocratic spirit of Count Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882) than it is to anything biblical. To ignore this fact is effectively to silence Nietzsche, even in the midst of fulsome praise. And by construing the ethical precepts he cherishes as Christian doctrines, Peterson overlooks or ignores their Jewish origins, a trait common among conservative Christian thinkers, who often avert their gaze from the cultural soil in which Christian teaching took root. To be clear, I am not saying that Peterson is an anti-Semite. But when all is said and done, his remarks about Nietzsche are tendentious and self-serving. This state of affairs is especially curious in light of Peterson’s radical individualism, a trait he shares with Nietzsche. He conveniently ignores the fact that Nietzsche’s hostility to all forms of democracy, collectivism, socialism, Marxism, and so forth was rooted in his antipathy to the very Christian doctrines Peterson reveres as the basis of Western civilization.
Peterson and the Left
Similar omissions and oversimplifications bedevil Peterson’s discussions of Marxism, critical theory, and postmodernism. For example, he blames the advent of feminism, queer theory, and social justice activism on contemporary campuses to the influence of “Marxist humanists” in the twentieth century, and, on the very next page, indirectly (but unmistakably) links their supposedly malign influence to the atrocities of communist regimes in Russia, China, North Korea, and Cambodia. Really? It is not clear from context who these shortsighted “Marxist humanists” were. But it interesting to note that Lacan’s

 follower, Louis Althusser, a former Stalinist, also used the term “Marxist humanism” derisively, as a term of abuse, a practice that gained wide currency among postmodern thinkers in France (Soper 1986).
Excluding George Orwell, whom Peterson is quite fond of, a short list of Marxist and socialist humanists in the twentieth century would doubtless have to include Jean Hippolyte, Erich Fromm, Ernst Bloch, Adam Schaff, Norman Thomas, Iganzio Silone, Bayard Rustin, Leopold Senghor, Robert K. Merton, Irving Howe, Michael Harrington, E.P. Thompson, and, last but not the least, Canada’s own Tommy Douglas and Karl Polanyi. These men were all deeply committed to democratic norms and practices, and were severely critical of Stalinism in all its forms. Anyone familiar with their lives and careers knows very well that they cannot be blamed for the mind-boggling atrocities committed by Stalinists, who routinely dismiss Marxist humanists as “petit bourgeois intellectuals,” or worse.
Instead of acknowledging this inconvenient truth, however, Peterson makes a show of faux erudition, presenting naïve readers with potted versions of the ideas of Max Horkheimer, Jacques Derrida, and Jean Paul Sartre. But even here, his grasp of things falters. Yes, Horkheimer coined the term “critical theory” and believed “that intellectual activity should be devoted to social change, instead of mere understanding.” That much is perfectly true. But in the wake of Stalin’s worst crimes, in the midst of the Cold War, Horkheimer defended the West, arguing that it remained far freer and vastly more humane than the vast Soviet empire and its satellites. Indeed, in 1968, at the height of the counterculture and student radicalism, Horkheimer declared:Not a few of the impulses which motivate me are related to those of present day youth … I also share their doubts about the educational value of our schools, colleges and universities. The difference between us has to do with the violence practiced by the young, which plays into the hands of their otherwise impotent opponents. An open declaration that even a dubious democracy, for all its defects, is always better than the dictatorship that would inevitably result from a revolution today, seems to me necessary for the sake of truth. Rosa Luxemburg, whom so many students venerate, said fifty years ago that “the remedy of Trotsky and Lenin have found, the elimination of democracy as such, is worse than the disease it is supposed to cure.” To protect, preserve and where possible, to extend the ephemeral freedom of the individual in the face of the growing threat to it is far more urgent a task than to issue abstract denunciations of it or endanger it by actions that have no hope of success. In totalitarian countries youth is struggling for precisely that autonomy which is under permanent threat in nontotalitarian countries. (Horkheimer

 1972, p. viii)


Horkheimer

 went on to characterize much of the Left as “pseudo-revolutionary,” and to chastise the radical Right for being “pseudo-conservative.” In his own words:a true conservatism which takes man’s spiritual heritage seriously is more closely related to the revolutionary mentality, which does not simply reject that heritage but absorbs it into a new synthesis that it is to the radicalism of the Right which seeks to eliminate them both. (Horkheimer

 1972, pp. viii–ix)


Of course, on reflection, Horkheimer’s injunction to “protect, preserve and where possible, to extend the ephemeral freedom of the individual” and to take humanity’s spiritual heritage seriously is perfectly consistent with Peterson’s message. Put differently, for many of Peterson’s saner followers, these very same values are an integral feature of his “brand.” That fact alone renders his dismissal of a thinker as thoughtful and nuanced as Horkheimer as an apologist for Stalinism or the grandfather of “political correctness” absurd, insulting, and hypocritical. And if it is not hypocritical—that is, if Peterson genuinely knew nothing about Horkheimer’s passionate convictions—then this lacuna demonstrates his comprehensive ignorance of critical theory, which he is willfully intensifying and disseminating widely in his role as Right-wing culture warrior.
Peterson’s discussion of Sartre is just as problematic, but for different reasons. Yes, Sartre considered himself a Marxist, though he broke with the Communist Party after the invasion of Hungary in 1956, and not after the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, as Peterson claims. Peterson dated Sartre’s repudiation of Stalinism more than a decade after it actually took place. I wonder why? Was it sloppiness, indifference, or a kind of willful (perhaps unconscious) exaggeration? We’ll probably never know. Meanwhile, let us remember that Sartre’s Marxism (such as it was) was blended with the spirit of existentialism, which antedates both critical theory and postmodernism, and often entails some version of radical individualism, not unlike Peterson’s. Furthermore, please note that Sartre insisted that in order to live authentic lives, people must be truthful to others and to themselves, and to rid themselves of “bad faith” or tendencies to self-deception. Peterson neglects to mention this, but chapter eight of his book, entitled “Tell the truth – or at least don’t lie,” is devoted to this very same (Sartrean) theme. Similarly, Sartre insisted always that individuals must take responsibility for their own lives, and stop blaming other people or external circumstances for the own choices and/or limitations (Burston and Frie 2006, chapter 9)—another theme dear to Peterson’s heart. Why doesn’t Peterson acknowledge this (rather well-known) fact, either?
So, Peterson’s quarrels with Marxism, critical theory, feminism, and postmodernism are riddled with factual errors, exaggerations and omissions, and a kind of tendentious reasoning that evokes comparisons to the Pied Piper of Hamelin more readily than to a latter-day Socrates, or a genuine leader of youth. Taken by themselves, one at a time, none of them is terribly telling or consequential. But taken together, the cumulative impression one gets is that Peterson’s grasp of the thinkers he dismisses with such seeming authority is actually quite wobbly, and that he is determined to lump some very disparate Left-wing thinkers in the same nebulous category, while studiously ignoring the common ground he shares with several of them.
Finally, there is no doubt that Peterson’s twelve rules are pressed in the service of warning young people—and especially young men—of the perils of Left-wing activism, which he regards as (largely) a distraction, or, worse yet, as an excuse for people who do not engage in honest self-reflection or take responsibility for their own lives to meddle in matters beyond their comprehension. This attitude—and a quietist, inward-looking, individualist mindset—is embodied in Peterson’s Rule 6: “Set your house in perfect order before you criticize the world.” The phrase “perfect order” is a bit vague, and a little chilling, on reflection. Why? Because judging from experience, our lives, families, and households can hum along nicely for extended periods of time, even if they are seldom in “perfect order”—an elusive ideal at the best of times. Some of us even prefer it that way! But life can also be extremely messy and unpredictable, leaving us breathless, baffled, and uncertain what to do next. As George Orwell once observed: “The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection.” Why? Because if we spent all of our time seeking, or seeking to maintain “perfect order,” we’d never get around to trying to change the world for the better. (Though perhaps that’s the point, hmmm?)
Along similar lines, in conversation with Nellie Bowles of The New York Times, Peterson declared openly that “The people who hold that our culture is an oppressive patriarchy, they don’t want to admit that the current hierarchy might be predicated on competence” (Bowles 2018, p. 7). Predicated on competence? Is that so? In so saying, of course, Peterson seems to be implying that people who find fault with male-dominated institutions and practices have a problem with rational authority. Unfortunately, it is not clear from context precisely what Peterson means by “the current hierarchy,” because on close examination, society is comprised of an interdigitated plurality of hierarchies—political, economic, juridical, military, ecclesiastical, racial, academic, and sexual—each with their own distinctive histories and characteristics. Granted, these hierarchies converge and overlap in various ways. But they also change at different rates, in different ways, and for different reasons. That is why we should be wary of catch-all phrases like “the current hierarchy.” Meanwhile, on the face of it, at least, this last remark discourages careful reflection and invites misinterpretation. Indeed, it sounds suspiciously like a fifties-style, pre-feminist defense of the status quo.
Besides, let’s be honest, shall we? In our present cultural climate, genuine competence (or rational authority) is often menaced, eroded, or frankly discredited by political machinations and large-scale economic interests and market forces operating behind the scenes. Nowhere is this state of affairs more evident than in our universities and public schools. But on a larger, societal scale, this state of affairs has been “politics as usual” for a long time and has worsened considerably in the twenty-first century, especially in the United States under President Trump, whose corrupt and chaotic administration is the complete opposite of the “perfect order” that Peterson praises so highly. Besides, Trump lies freely and frequently, without inhibition or remorse (Zogby 2019). In so doing, he is in frequent (if not quite continuous and everlasting) violation of Peterson’s

 eighth rule: “Tell the truth – or at least don’t lie.”
Of course, Peterson’s

 vague political pronouncements might seem more credible if he hadn’t told Nellie Bowles of The New York Times that, contrary to prevailing wisdom, witches and dragons really do exist. In his own words:Yeah, they (witches) do (exist). They just don’t exist in the way you think they exist. They certainly exist. You may say well dragons don’t exist. It’s like, yes, they do – the category predator and the category dragon are the same category. It absolutely exists. It’s a superordinate category. It absolutely exists more than anything else. In fact, it really exists. What exists is not obvious.

Granted, what exists is not always obvious. Magic and science agree wholeheartedly on this point, though they differ markedly about the status of the supernatural. And therein lies the problem, you see. Witches may “exist,” in some dubious fashion. Many of our ancestors acted as if they do, and many women still believe that they themselves are witches, even if they lack the abilities usually attributed to women so designated. But when all is said and done, witches are the stuff of folklore and mythology. Their ontological status is shaky at best, because “the witch” is largely a cultural construction, which may (or may not) derive from some universal (Jungian) archetype (e.g., the destructive mother, the evil crone) To say that witches “absolutely exist, more than anything else” is not a lie, perhaps. But it is manifestly absurd.
Similarly, the existence of the category “predator” is not particularly controversial. But neither is it relevant, because categories are ways of classifying (real and imaginary) objects according to some real or perceived similarities, like mammals, arachnids, or elves. But most categories of real entities refer to a finite series of things, and the assertion that the existence of dragons follows logically from the existence of an abstract category (or even a Jungian archetype) for predators is utter nonsense. There are—and were—only a finite number of real predatory species during the time that we and our remote ancestors inhabited this Earth. And dragons weren’t among them. Not only do they not exist, they never existed, except in the collective imagination.
Peterson and Contemporary American Conservatism
So, perhaps fame is going to Peterson’s

 head. After all, people who indulge in reckless and alogical generalizations like these generally have a very high opinion of themselves, a low opinion of their listeners’ intelligence, a very loose grip on reality, or, perhaps, indeed, all three. But sometimes the tone of a remark is more revealing than its content, especially when it is nestled in the larger context of the person’s overall worldview. People who strenuously resist social change, yearn for the good old days, admonish children to respect their elders, and elders to discipline their young; who conjure with myths and fairy tales, serving them up as distillations of ancient wisdom long forgotten by our spiritually impoverished contemporaries, but which are vital to our spiritual emancipation from the heavy shackles of modernity (or postmodernity)—people like these are traditionalist conservatives, even if they call themselves “classical liberals.”
With that said, however, it is unfair to characterize Peterson as a fascist, as many of his Left-wing critics do. Why? Is it because he is an individualist, while fascism is collectivist? No, that is the easy answer, but completely beside the point here. The real reason is that traditionalist conservatives actually value a truth-loving disposition, while fascists deem truth to be irrelevant, expendable, or merely an obstacle to the achievement of their political goals (Burston 1991). Said differently, many traditionalist conservatives have genuine principles, deep moral convictions that will place them in conflict with fascist or (incipiently fascistic) political movements (e.g., Boot

 2018). Of course, the claim that traditionalist conservatives may actively resist the rising tide of fascism still seems profoundly counterintuitive to many progressives, especially younger ones. But that is only because they forget or ignore history, and, because in Peterson’s own idiom, they are not “paying attention.”
By way of illustration, consider the very public conflicts between Donald J. Trump and former Director of the FBI, James Comey, and his former boss, Robert Mueller, who was appointed as Special Counsel in the “Russia investigation” by former Deputy Attorney General Rod Rosenstein, himself a Trump appointee. Unlike their Commander in Chief—who switched his party allegiance eight times during his adult life—Comey and Mueller are both lifelong Republicans. They are also traditionalist conservatives who believe in the rule of law, value a truth-loving disposition, and shun the kind of raw racism and bigotry radiating steadily from the current White House administration. Unfortunately, their conflicts with Trump—which are completely unprecedented, from a purely legal and legislative standpoint—were long in the making, and are indicative of deeper, systemic contradictions in American conservatism which were documented with devastating candor in John W. Dean’s disturbing book Conservatives without Conscience (Dean 2006).
While they lack support among Trump’s

 base and Republican politicians, Comey and Mueller had considerable support among Never Trumpers, a small group of conservatives like George Will, David Brooks, and David Frum, who show up occasionally as critics and commentators on MSNBC, CNN, and other media outlets. And the irony here—which is delicious or disturbing, depending on your point of view—is that in the absence of more robust support from traditionalist conservatives, many progressives rallied vigorously to the defense of Comey and Mueller, hoping that they would prevail, despite Trump’s

 ongoing (and historically unprecedented) efforts to obstruct their investigations and to undermine their credibility.
Now that the Mueller inquiry is complete, and an impeachment inquiry is finally underway in Congress, the problem American progressives face is not that there are too many traditionalist conservatives about, but that there may still be too few who are determined to hold Trump to account for his crimes. So, if we are really paying attention to the mind-boggling developments unfolding before us, our current political reality demonstrates that conservatives with strong ethical principles can play a pivotal role in resisting fascism, if they have the courage to make their voices heard (Boot

 2018).
And where does Peterson stand in the midst of these ominous trends? Over there, on the sidelines, twiddling his thumbs. Peterson’s lapse in moral judgment was evident on November 6, 2018, when he told James Innes-Smith of The Spectator that tryingto pin the recent Pittsburgh anti-Semitic atrocity on the president is, Peterson tells me, another low in an increasingly corrupt political arena. Conflating Trump rhetoric with mass homicide is ‘unhelpful’ and ‘absurd’. ‘We should leave the racist label to people who deserve it,’ he warns, ‘otherwise we debase the currency. Once everyone’s a racist, well that’s the end of that as a useful epithet.’4


Judging from these remarks, Peterson does not know or care that the gunman, Robert Bowers, an avowed “White Nationalist,” attacked his victims because they were involved with the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), a charity that was founded in the 1880s to assist Jews fleeing pogroms in Russia. Nowadays, however, HIAS offers a wide range of services to immigrants of all faiths, from all around the world. By his own admission, Bowers believed that the worshippers he murdered were conspiring with George Soros and the Democratic Party in giving logistical and material support to the immigrant caravan that was then traveling North toward the United States from Central America—a transparently racist and anti-Semitic rumor which was circulated widely and publicly by Right-wing celebrities, including Donald Trump, Jr. (Joel Achenbach, The Washington Post, October 28, 2018.) And yet, when asked, the most Peterson says by way of criticism is that President Trump is merely “noisy and bombastic” and has “a narcissistic edge.”
Saying that Trump has a “narcissistic edge” may be the understatement of the century. Here is a man of modest intellect (and no real education) who takes offense at the mildest of criticisms and calls himself “a very stable genius,” boasting that he knows more than anybody about practically everything. And as recent developments have demonstrated repeatedly, Trump doesn’t care if Russia meddles in the American elections so long as he benefits from their interference. Indeed, through his inaction and obstructionism on this score, he clearly invites intensive Russian meddling in American politics, while disingenuously attempting to deflect attention onto other ostensible players, for example, Ukraine.
That being so, I suspect that Peterson’s desire to shield Trump (and his supporters) from well-deserved criticism is rooted in a fear of alienating his own followers and losing the adulation and money they send his way. But it is also due to his instinctive hatred of social activists, which, in turn, is rooted in his peculiar kind of religiosity. Consider the following. Peterson’s second book is filled with reflections on the biblical narratives concerning Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, and the themes of suffering and sacrifice. But when Peterson talks about theological issues, he only invokes what Paul Tillich called the vertical or transcendental dimension of faith, the realm of transcendent and other or inner-worldly concerns. The idea that religious faith must also be lived out in the world, on the horizontal axis, in the pursuit of peace and social justice, never seems to cross his mind (Tillich 1957). The same must be said of his favorite psychologist, Carl Jung, who never grasped (or cared for) the prophetic dimension of Christian teaching. Is this because, like Jung, Peterson is an introvert? Perhaps. But on reflection, Peterson spends a lot of time in front of microphones and cameras, so if he is indeed an introvert, he is rather atypical in this respect. Either way, a one-sided or exclusive emphasis on the vertical or transcendent dimension of religious belief and experience, of internal or inner-worldly transformation, is also a hallmark of the traditionalist conservative mindset.
That said, any serious student of the Bible knows that the prophetic call for justice is integral to the Judeo-Christian tradition, and its neglect by anyone intent on carrying this tradition forward is an omission that calls for serious reflection. The prophetic dimension of biblical faith inspired Reinhold Neibuhr and Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., who preached the Gospel of Social Justice at Union Theological Seminary, inspiring Dietrich Bonhoeffer to stiffen his resistance to Hitler’s

 racism. It is what inspired the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., to rally people of conscience to abolish segregation and dismantle Jim Crow in the civil rights movement. It is what inspired Catholic activists like Dorothy Day, the Berrigan brothers, and many, many others to courageous acts of resistance to war and violence during the Vietnam War era.
Sadly, Peterson seems incapable of engaging with the horizontal dimension of biblical faith. Indeed, he does not even acknowledge its existence! And by counseling his followers to “Put your house in perfect order before you criticize the world,” he is sending them on a fool’s errand. In Christian teaching, given our fallen condition, no one is free of sin, or the temptation to sin. “Perfect order” is not merely elusive. It is completely unattainable in this world. And yet, when all is said and done, God has no other hands but ours, and we have to do the best with what we have, and who we are. And we have to stop shielding people on the Right from well-deserved criticism, and whenever possible, to resist tyranny. Otherwise, it will be too late.
And so let us pose the question. Is Peterson really a “public intellectual,” or is he merely a Right-wing celebrity, a thinking man’s version of Anne Coulter or Rush Limbaugh? Or is he both, in some measure, depending on circumstances and his mood of the moment? Opinions vary, depending on how one defines the term “public intellectual.” As someone who was raised and educated in Toronto, I suppose that there are some faint parallels between him and Canada’s preeminent literary critic, Northrop Frye (1912–1991), inasmuch as they both took a lively interest in the Bible, and interpreted it in archetypal terms (Frye

 1982). Unlike Peterson, however, Frye was an ordained minister in the United Church of Canada and a genuine liberal, who took strong stands against the Vietnam War and South African apartheid. And unlike Peterson, who often carries on at length about subjects he knows very little about, Frye always spoke (and wrote) with genuine authority.
Speaking now as a (naturalized) American citizen and resident of Pittsburgh, I find Peterson’s comments about Trump inexcusable. He chastises people for calling Trump a racist, when the crude and defamatory content of Trump’s

 remarks about Muslims and Mexicans, and his outrageous dismissal of immigrants from “shithole countries,” are all a matter of public record. Peterson’s protectiveness and his obvious effort to normalize the Trump presidency send an extremely worrisome message to conservatives on both sides of the 49th parallel, namely, that it is perfectly OK now to trade in crude and insulting racist stereotypes. And this from a man who faults Left-wing activists for their lack of civility! For all practical intents and purposes, this makes Peterson an enabler for Trump’s

 authoritarian agenda. I cannot imagine Northrop Frye giving Trump a free pass in these circumstances. If anything, he would do precisely the opposite, and denounce this greedy tyrant in the name of human decency. Here’s hoping that Peterson will change his tune and do the same, and do it soon.
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Footnotes
1For the document in question, see Bill C-16, An Act to Amend the Human Rights Act and the Criminal Code, Statutes of Canada, chapter 13, assented to June 19, 2017, http://​www.​parl.​gc.​ca

 

2Of course, the instrumental view of postsecondary education that I am describing here is not new. On the contrary, it was already quite prevalent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and as such, was roundly criticized by Nietzsche and Adorno. In an insightful article entitled “Authoritarian Populism Contra Bildung: Anti-Intellectualism and the Neo-Liberal Assault on the Liberal Arts,” Jeremiah Morelock discusses the various ways in which this “pragmatic” approach to university life—which is completely at variance with the ideals of a liberal education as understood by John Dewey, for example—fosters the decline of intellectual community, impacts all sectors of the university, and ultimately plays into the hands of authoritarian populism (Morelock 2017).

 

3The term “reaction formation” is Freud’s, of course, and Peterson would probably prefer to use the Jungian descriptor entandiodromia, which denotes a compensatory swing in the opposite direction when the (individual or collective) psyche has gone too far in one direction, and is profoundly “out of balance.” Needless to say, I don’t find this explanation for right-wing populism particularly persuasive. In any case, Peterson’s complaint that too many men have become “soft” or incompetent (as males) in recent years bears a striking resemblance to the ramblings of a much earlier Jung enthusiast, Philip Wylie, whose book Generation of Vipers, first published in 1942, was a fiercely misogynistic attack on the role of “Momism” in American culture (Wylie 1955).

 

4James Innes-Smith, November 6, 2018, ‘“Trump Hasn’t Turned out to be the Disaster His Enemies Predicted’: Jordan Peterson at Cambridge.” The Spectator USA.
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What Is Anti-Psychiatry?
On November 16, 2016, Dr. Bonnie



 Burstow, associate professor of Adult Education and Community Development at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, launched the first (and thus far, only) scholarship in North America to support doctoral theses on the subject of “anti-psychiatry.” Predictably, this bold gesture garnered praise in some quarters, but also provoked a barrage of criticism. The University of Toronto’s Department of Psychiatry was not amused, and protested vigorously, prompting Burstow’s defenders to accuse her psychiatric critics of not being genuinely scientific and trying to use their prestige to stifle academic freedom and freedom of speech. An editorial in the university’s student newspaper, The Varsity, replied that free speech issue is irrelevant here; that the premise underlying the bestowal of the award—namely, that anti-psychiatry is a legitimate field of inquiry, or even a legitimate point of view—is a pathetic example of academic overreach and of advocacy masquerading as genuine scholarship.
Shortly afterward, on January 10, 2017, journalist Barbara Kay published a front-page article in The National Post, entitled “University of Toronto’s ‘antipsychiatry’ scholarship – and not believing in mental illness – is an attack on science.” In this article, she attacked Dr. Burstow and her supporters, comparing them to Hollywood actor Tom Cruise. Cruise is a member of the Church of Scientology, a cult that trades in banalities and hoaxes, and masquerades as a bona fide religion. And a few sentences later, Kay claimed that the injustices that Burstow blames on psychiatry are really the fault of psychoanalysis, which once dominated North American psychiatry, but has no basis in science, and which psychiatry jettisoned decades ago.
Granted, psychoanalysis has a colorful history, and, on reflection, a lot to answer for. But Barbara Kay’s attempt to lay the blame for all of psychiatry’s sins—including, but not limited to its maltreatment of women and gays—on Freud’s shoulders is either deeply disingenuous or willfully blinkered, not a sober and searching journalistic analysis. That said, some of Burstow’s supporters trade in generalizations that are equally baseless or exaggerated, generating more heat than light. This state of affairs, which almost always results in a tense and angry stand-off, is typical for debates like these.
Needless to say, none of this would matter much if these exchanges only took place on the pages of psychiatric journals. But The National Post, which printed Barbara Kay’s article on its front page, reaches millions of readers. And the number of websites devoted to anti-psychiatry (and yes, to “anti-anti-psychiatry”) is utterly mind-boggling. In short, the number of participants and onlookers in these debates is actually quite substantial.
So, this raises the following question: what on earth is anti-psychiatry? And who is (or is not) an anti-psychiatrist, and based on what (or whose) criteria? When did this debate start, and when—if ever!—will it end? Before even attempting to answer these questions, note that both sides in this fierce public debate mistakenly assume that the meaning of the term “anti-psychiatry” is clear, and, therefore, that the answer to many of these questions is already self-evident. The truth is far more complex. Close scrutiny of the term “anti-psychiatry” and its use in different cultural and clinical contexts indicates that, contrary to popular misconceptions, anti-psychiatry really may be more of a mood than a movement nowadays, and that many self-identified “anti-psychiatrists” today know little about the meaning or history of the term itself. Nevertheless, the term’s persistence provides psychiatrists with a convenient omnibus term with which to disparage and dismiss all of psychiatry’s critics, including the ones they should listen to most.
A Brief History of the Term: Laing, Szasz, and Foucault
The term “anti-psychiatry” was coined in 1912 by a German doctor named Bernhard Beyer to describe an article—and more broadly, a whole sensibility—that was severely critical of psychiatry at that time (Szasz 1976). While the term itself was novel, the phenomenon it denotes was not. On the contrary, popular protests against involuntary psychiatric hospitalization were fairly common in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Szasz 1976; Dain 1989; Porter 1989; Shorter 1995). Why? Because as Roy Porter, Thomas Szasz, and many others have demonstrated, psychiatrists of that era had broad and sweeping powers to hospitalize political radicals, bohemian artists, women who defied their husbands or engaged in pre-marital sex, members of sexual minorities, or indeed anyone who antagonized the authorities and members of the (mostly male, mostly white) “establishment.” By affixing quasi-medical diagnostic labels to utterances and attitudes that gave offence to others, psychiatrists could sequester and silence disruptive and difficult people, ostensibly for their own benefit. Critics of psychiatry argued, to the contrary, that the real purpose of involuntary hospitalization was to punish them, or to avert scandal and social unrest in various forms1 (Porter 1989; Szasz 1974, 2007).
So even before World War I, psychiatry had acquired a reputation in some quarters as a pseudo-medical “enforcer” that suppressed deviance and sidelined malcontents while propping up the status quo. But while the term “anti-psychiatry” originally conveyed an attitude of disapproval toward psychiatry’s critics, and was seldom spoken outside psychiatric circles, it entered mainstream cultural discourse in the 1960s when a South African psychiatrist David Cooper (1931–1986) popularized the term in a controversial book entitled Psychiatry and Anti-Psychiatry (Cooper

 1967). Cooper’s book appeared at the height of the “counter-culture” and of massive student protests (on both sides of the Atlantic) against the Cold War, nuclear proliferation, systemic racism, and the Vietnam War. But whereas, formerly, “anti-psychiatry” was a derogatory term used infrequently, and chiefly by psychiatrists, Cooper—who called for the complete abolition of psychiatry—“flipped” the term’s meaning around, making it a badge of honor worn proudly by a growing number of hippies, political activists, ex-psychiatric patients, and several of Cooper’s own colleagues, who had become disenchanted with their own profession.
Though Cooper popularized the term “anti-psychiatry,” giving it the widespread currency it enjoys today, the term is more often associated with his more famous colleague, R.D. Laing (1927–1989), who rose to fame on the sales of his book The Politics of Experience and the Bird of Paradise (Laing

 1967). Like Cooper, Laing was an admirer of Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980), and even co-authored a book with Cooper, entitled Reason and Violence: A Decade of Sartre’s Philosophy (Laing and Cooper 1964), which Sartre greeted with considerable enthusiasm. In a letter to Laing, Sartre wrote:Like you, I believe that one cannot understand psychological disturbances from the outside, on the basis of a positivistic determinism, or reconstruct them with a combination of concepts that remain outside the illness as lived and experienced. I also believe that one cannot study, let alone cure, a neurosis without a fundamental respect for the person of the patient, without a constant effort to grasp the basic situation and relive it, without an attempt to rediscover the response of the person to that situation, and – like you, I think – I regard mental illness as the “way out” that the free organism, in its total unity, invents in order to live through an intolerable situation. For this reason, I place the highest value on your researches … and I am convinced that your efforts will bring closer the day when psychiatry will become, at last, a truly human psychiatry. (Sartre

, in Laing

 and Cooper 1964, p. 6)


Sartre’s

 letter to Laing merits a moment’s reflection. For example, when Sartre said: “I place the highest value on your researches …,” he was referring to Laing’s application of Sartre’s concepts of process and praxis to the study of schizophrenics and their families. Laing did this in various books and papers, the most famous of which was Sanity, Madness and the Family, a book that he co-authored with Aaron Esterson, which appeared that same year2 (Laing

 and Esterson 1964).
Before going any further, it is also important to emphasize that Sartre saw Laing’s evolving work as heralding the arrival of “a truly human psychiatry,” that is, the reform and renewal of psychiatry, not its wholesale abolition. And in all likelihood, this is how Laing had represented himself and his work-in-progress to Sartre when they met up in Paris one year previously. So, though critics and commentators seldom acknowledge this point, there was a measure of tension between Laing’s and Cooper’s perspectives and their long-term goals for psychiatry at the outset. Yet when Cooper called for the abolition of psychiatry in 1967, Laing did not distance himself from Cooper sufficiently to make that fact really clear to his readers. Granted, severe tensions between Laing and Cooper surfaced occasionally at the (in)famous “Dialectics of Liberation” conference in London, 1967. But they only came to a head in 1971, when Cooper published The Death of the Family (Cooper

 1971). In this book, Cooper embraced the sexual revolution, called for the abolition of the nuclear family, and tried to align the anti-psychiatry movement, such as it was then, with the global struggle against imperialism, colonialism, and capitalism.3
Though he shared many of Cooper’s misgivings about work-a-day psychiatry, privately, Laing was appalled and dismayed by this book. Curiously, however, he never reviewed The Death of the Family, or put his objections to it in print. Instead, on lecture tours, he informed audiences at home and abroad that he was emphatically not calling for the abolition of the family. And by the time psychologist Richard Evans caught up with him in 1975, Laing was also dismissing rumors that he was an anti-psychiatrist. Indeed, he told Evans:I am not putting forward … a blanket condemnation of the system, or just saying the easy thing-that the system is entirely self-serving, or that the individuals comprising it are self-serving. Our interdigitated plurality of systems is the product of the individuals who compose it, so I am not talking about the system as some entirely alien, malevolent, paranoid-persecution machine, though some of us no doubt feel that way sometimes. (Laing

 in Evans 1976, p. 37)


Of course, psychiatry is not mentioned specifically. But it is clear enough from the context that Laing repudiated the anti-psychiatric label, even though others persisted in applying it to him. Among them was his nemesis, the late Thomas Szasz (1920–2012), who scoffed at Laing’s disclaimers. An older contemporary of Laing’s, Szasz had authored numerous books, calling attention to psychiatric abuses of power, and was another hero of the anti-psychiatry movement, in part because he described mental illness as a “myth” (Szasz 1991). That being so, it is important to note that unlike Szasz, Laing never claimed that madness or mental disorder is merely “manufactured,” or in the eye of the beholder. On the contrary, he freely acknowledged that delusions and hallucinations reflect a deeply disturbed (and disturbing) state of mind. But then by Laing’s reckoning, we are all potentially mad, madness being the default position of people in the “checkmate position,” that is, enmeshed in social situations and familial systems that they do not understand, cannot tolerate, and are powerless to change, regardless of their neurological integrity, or lack of it (Laing

 and Cooper 1964; Laing

 and Esterson 1964; Burston 1996).
Sadly, said Laing, mainstream psychiatry’s bias toward biological reductionism prompts practitioners to ignore their patients’ social and familial contexts, robbing their symptoms of their “social intelligibility.” According to Laing, if they are interpreted correctly, a patient’s delusions and hallucinations often provide clues to traumas, family secrets, or interpersonal states of affairs that are collectively disavowed by their kin, because they are disjunctive with the family’s idealized image of itself—what family therapists call “the family myth” (Laing

 1971; Burston 2000). By contrast with most family therapists, however, Laing preferred to differentiate between the actual or empirical family, and the family’s collective fantasy of itself, which he termed the “family.” Because they internalize many features of the “family” before they succumb to madness, Laing deemed the deconstruction of the “family” to be an essential part of treatment for many, if not most, people afflicted with severe mental disorders. If that process requires a process of prolonged separation from their actual, flesh and blood family, said Laing, so be it. No doubt, this therapeutic imperative may sound radical to some people’s ears. But let’s be candid, shall we? It is a very far cry from calling for the abolition of the family as such.
Before Laing and Cooper parted ways in 1971, they shared a lively enthusiasm for the work of an erstwhile pupil of existential-phenomenological psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger, named Michel Foucault (1926–1984). Indeed, Laing and Cooper ensured that Madness and Civilization, Foucault’s first best seller, was published in a series on phenomenology and psychiatry that Laing edited for Tavistock Publishers in 1961 (Burston 1996). Like them, Foucault questioned psychiatry’s slavish adherence to the medical model, insisting that the attempt to understand madness solely in terms of genetic inheritance and disordered brain chemistry was reductionist and willfully blind to the cultural and political dimensions of madness. Szasz argued something quite different, namely, that “mental illness” itself is a myth propagated by psychiatrists to diminish individual responsibility and accountability, and to infantilize their patients, thereby expanding their own power base (Szasz 1991).
By contrast with Szasz, Laing and Foucault argued that madness is real enough, but is profoundly shaped by micro- and macro-political and cultural forces in which disparities in power play a major role. They also took issue with psychiatry’s attempts to normalize experience and behavior that the society deemed “abnormal” by coercive means. But unlike Laing, Foucault was utterly dismissive of psychoanalysis. And by the time Madness and Civilization appeared, he had abandoned or repudiated phenomenology and Marxism, embracing a poststructuralist epistemology that, as far as he was concerned, completely nullified or superseded these earlier schools of thought, including Sartre and existentialism, which Laing continued to adhere to.
So, what on earth was going on? Until he rose to international fame, Laing was the darling of the British left and artistic avant-garde. But by the mid-1970s, he had aged out of his radical phase and tacked toward a more conservative worldview. As a result, those who knew him at different times describe him variously as a Left-leaning Scottish nationalist (in the 1960s) or a Romantic Liberal (in the 1970s) (Burston 1996). But by contrast with Laing—and with Foucault, who leaned even further to the Left than the young Ronald Laing—Thomas Szasz was, by his own admission, a libertarian and Right-wing radical (Szasz 1976). Szasz detested Cooper’s anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist rhetoric and rejected R.D. Laing’s ideas with at least as much vehemence as he rejected involuntary hospitalization and most of inpatient psychiatry (Szasz 1976).
Sedgwick’s ‘Psychopolitics’ and Beyond
So, strange as it sounds, Laing

, Szasz, and Foucault, who are universally regarded as the leading theorists of the “anti-psychiatry movement,” all rejected the anti-psychiatry label and disagreed emphatically with one another on a wide range of issues. Perhaps the first person to appreciate the intriguing oddity of this situation was Peter Sedgwick, a sociologist in the United Kingdom. Sedgwick’s book Psychopolitics made the point that for all their similarities, the substantive differences between Laing, Szasz, and Foucault really outweigh their similarities—not just in their own minds, but in ways that have profound consequences for social policy and the political economy of mental healthcare (Sedgwick 1984).
So, for example, Szasz railed against involuntary hospitalization, but had no objection to what he called voluntary (i.e., outpatient) psychiatry, provided that the patient paid the doctor for his services directly out of pocket. As a Right-wing libertarian, Szasz construed any form of state sponsorship or support for mental health treatment—even those that are benign and relatively helpful—as an unconscionable burden on tax-payers and/or a thinly disguised attempt at social control (Szasz

 1991). Foucault, who was on the Left, went even further than Szasz. He construed even private (outpatient) psychotherapy and psychoanalysis as merely a (covert) form of social control, regardless of who foots the bill (Foucault 1971).
So, despite the prevailing tendency to lump all of psychiatry’s critics into a single category, Psychopolitics offered readers a refreshing change of perspective (Sedgwick 1984). Sadly, only a minority of scholars have followed in Sedgwick’s footsteps (e.g., Parker et al. 1995). For most psychiatrists and psychiatric historians, the substantive differences between Laing, Szasz, and Foucault—and between them and Cooper, on the one hand, or Scientology, on the other—are utterly inconsequential. While some psychiatrists have cheerfully pronounced anti-psychiatry to be “dead” (e.g., Tantum 1991; Nasser 1995), others continue to use the term in a hostile and indiscriminate fashion to demonize or dismiss anyone they believe has mischaracterized or unjustly attacked their profession.
For example, in the spring of 2000, I gave a guest lecture to a large group of psychiatric residents at the Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic (WPIC) in Pittsburgh, PA. WPIC is among the largest and most prestigious psychiatric hospitals in the world and is affiliated with the University of Pittsburgh, where I was a visiting fellow at the Center for the Philosophy of Science. During my talk, I noted that the steady proliferation of new categories of mental disorder in the successive edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder (or DSM) prompts skepticism among the general population. Rightly or wrongly, people who are alert to this trend suspect that psychiatrists invent new criteria of mental disorder, or revise them to include shyness, grief, mourning, adolescent mood swings, and other behaviors that, up until now, were considered normal—or at any rate, not indicative of psychopathology—in order to “medicalize” everyday life and widen the market for their services. I also said that the DSM, then in its fourth edition, is bloated, and that a consistent application of Ockham’s razor—or the principle of parsimony—could help whittle it down to size. Finally, I noted that there were extremely worrisome conflicts of interest among the experts tasked with revising or formulating new categories of mental disorder, because many received research money, handsome honoraria, and free vacations from drug companies in return for endorsements of their products, and that the fear or perception of collusion or impropriety was extremely damaging to the DSM’s credibility. And all this, I said, should stop; the sooner the better.
As it turned out, each and every one of my criticisms and suggestions for the reform of psychiatry in 2000 anticipated those of Dr. Allen Frances, whose book Saving Normal: an insider’s revolt against out-of-control psychiatric diagnosis, DSM-5, big pharma, and the medicalization of ordinary life, appeared more than a decade later, in 2013 (Frances

 2013). Frances was the head of the task force responsible for the composition of the DSM-IV, and while his criticisms were directed at the recently published DSM-V, which was overseen by Dr. David Kupfer (Chief of Psychiatry at WIPC), he acknowledged that many of the problems that bedeviled the current edition of the DSM were already present in the previous edition, and that he could (and should) have done more to address them at the time.
In any case, the fact remains that though my own criticisms of the DSM in 2000 were cogent and equally well meaning, and clearly anticipated Dr. Frances’ by a decade or so, several psychiatric residents heckled me from the floor. One accused me angrily of being a charlatan who knows nothing about medicine or science; no better than a Scientologist like Tom Cruise (and so forth). Worse yet, none of the senior psychiatrists present intervened, or said anything to mitigate these offensive ad hominem remarks, which elicited audible murmurs of approval from among the sixty (or so) psychiatrists and psychiatrists-in-training assembled in the room. I left WPIC under a cloud, never to return.
Psychiatry, Anti-Psychiatry, and Big Pharma
Then in June 2001, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation reported on the strange case of Dr. David Healy, Professor of Psychopharmacology from the University of Bangor, in Wales, who had written a widely cited three-volume history of psychopharmacology. The University of Toronto hired him as their chief of Psychiatry with much public fanfare, and then abruptly dismissed him. Why? Because during his inaugural lecture, he spoke very candidly about the potential dangers of Prozac, which causes one in 1000 patients to become suicidal (or more rarely, homicidal.) Apparently, the pharmaceutical companies that sponsor drug research at the university were appalled by his candor and threatened the Department of Psychiatry that if they kept Healy on as chair of the department they would withdraw all of their research funding. As the old saying goes, money talks, and so the University of Toronto’s Department of Psychiatry capitulated, and eventually settled with Healy out of court.
Now, in case you’ve forgotten, Prozac was approved for sale to the public faster than any other drug in the history of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). It became the subject of a best-selling book, Listening to Prozac, published in 1993, which made Prozac, and other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), seem completely harmless, making them wildly popular. It wasn’t until ten years later—roughly two years after the University of Toronto debacle—that Professor Healy cautioned that pharmaceutical companies routinely suppress evidence that contradicts their claims for the efficacy of their drugs and downplays or minimizes evidence of their potential side-effects. He did this in an eye-opening book entitled Let Them Eat Prozac (Healy 2003). Healy’s exposé was followed seven years later by The Emperor’s New Drugs: Exploding the Anti-Depressant Myth, by Irving Kirsch, a clinical psychologist at Harvard, who demonstrated that the newer kinds of anti-depressants, which were given so much public fanfare, are no better, and no more effective, than placebos (Kirsch 2010).
Things get worse, I’m afraid. In 2008, planning for the DSM’s fifth edition was underway in earnest, and Senator Charles (“Chuck”) Grassley, the ranking Republican on the Senate Finance Committee, chaired an inquiry that exposed massive collusion between major pharmaceutical companies and the psychiatric profession. Grassley’s investigation implicated Dr. Joseph Biederman, the head of Pediatric Psychopharmacology at Harvard, Dr. Allan Schatzberg, head of Stanford’s Psychiatry Department, and Dr. Charles Nemeroff, the chair of Psychiatry at Emory University and president-elect of the American Psychiatric Association. All three were principal investigators for major research projects and received millions of dollars in corporate sponsorship for their “research,” along with stock dividends in the companies that sponsored their research, and whose products they in turn endorsed, plus gratuities of various kinds, including free vacations, lavish meals, and so on. Nemeroff was found guilty of not disclosing personal gifts from pharmaceutical companies to the tune of $500,000 (Angell

 2009). Likewise, Biederman had declared merely a fraction of the $1.6 million in income and gifts that he received from Big Pharma. Furthermore, it transpired that Schatzberg, the president-elect of the American Psychiatric Association, controlled more than $6 million worth of stock in Corcept Therapeutics, a company that he co-founded. At the same time, he was the principal investigator on a grant from the National Institutes of Mental Health (NIMH) that included research on a drug Corcept Therapeutics was currently testing as a treatment for psychotic depression, and had already co-authored three highly favorable reports on the subject.
In the interests of averting a major scandal, Schatzberg did the diplomatic thing. He stepped aside, handing the presidency of the American Psychiatric Association over to someone else. Nevertheless, his employers and colleagues leapt to his defense and professed to see nothing wrong with his behavior (Angell

 2009). How can that be? When I ponder Stanford’s response to Grassley’s investigation, I simply cannot tell whether Schatzberg and associates were engaging in a conscious “cover up,” or whether they really believed their own flimsy rationalizations for his misconduct. And even if I could make that determination satisfactorily, I still cannot decide which scenario is more bizarre and disturbing. Were Schatzberg and associates genuinely indifferent to his malfeasance, or were they just trying to hoodwink the general public? (Or perhaps both, in some measure?)
Stories like this demonstrate that duplicity and corruption are rampant all the way up the psychiatric “food chain.” And if I did not already know better, I would imagine that no sane person would trust any of the research conducted in such cozy circumstances, nor any of the drugs that these researchers endorse—not unless I was “out of my mind” with sheer desperation. Nevertheless, in 2005, one in ten American citizens had a prescription for anti-depressant medication, and by 2010, a hundred and sixty-four million prescriptions were written for anti-depressants, and sales totaled 9.6 billion dollars (Menand 2010). And that is just anti-depressants! Sales for anxiolytics, anti-psychotics, and “mood stabilizers” were also mounting steadily during that time.
Nowadays, at least one in five American adults—and one in four American women—is taking psychiatric medications, and as often as not, taking several at once. And yet, without exception, these drugs are injurious to brain health (in diverse ways), especially if they are taken over extended periods of time (Breggin 1991; Whitaker

 2002). Moreover, as Robert Whitaker demonstrated in The Anatomy of An Epidemic: Magic Bullets, Psychiatric Drugs and the Astonishing Rise of Mental Illness in America, many drugs that are administered indiscriminately to “treat” non-psychotic disorders like anxiety, depression, and ADD/ADHD create new symptoms, which are then treated with other drugs, until the formerly unhappy patient becomes an unwitting victim, trapped in a vicious downward spiral of drug dependency and gradual neurological impairment that may very well result in psychosis (Whitaker

 2014).
Not content with this degree of market penetration, psychiatry and “Big Pharma” even started medicating children extensively during the second Bush administration, and nowadays many children under the age of two are receiving multiple medications that were never even tested on children in the first place (Zito and Safer 2005; Burston 2010). Worse yet, everyone acknowledges that none of these drugs actually cures anything. They merely alleviate or mask the symptoms of the underlying disorder. Granted, many patients swear by these drugs, claiming they have saved their lives. But many unfortunate souls are also demonstrably worse when they take them, and yearn for less toxic alternatives, which psychiatry (so far) has failed to provide.
And so, when Dr. Allen Frances published Saving Normal in 2013, I found myself pondering the parallels between his critique of his profession and my own unwelcome remarks at Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic more than a decade previously. Try as I might, I could not discern any substantive difference between my remarks on that occasion and his position. I realized then that in publishing this honest and refreshing book, Allan Frances had made himself something of an outlier in psychiatric circles. But to the best of my knowledge, no one was calling Dr. Frances out as an “anti-psychiatrist.”
The Scope of Psychiatric Power: Then and Now
So, I started to wonder afresh: who is (or is not) an anti-psychiatrist? And according to what criteria? And as I reflected anew on this question, it dawned on me that the term “anti-psychiatry” had really outlived its usefulness. Granted, those who advocate the total abolition of the psychiatric profession can still cling to this label, if they wish. But what about the rest of us—scholars, mental-health practitioners, journalists, and so forth? Why do we persist in using a term whose meaning is murky at best? Granted, if you do not like what I have to say, lumping someone like me in the same category as David Cooper on the one hand or Tom Cruise on the other is extremely convenient for polemical purposes. But this kind of facile name-calling reeks of smugness, complacency, and an intellectual laziness rooted in power and privilege, an aversion to engaging in genuine debate which celebrates “business as usual,” and tries to stymy the emergence and implementation of much needed reforms.
But with that said, the term anti-psychiatry is problematic in other ways as well. After all, those who actively embrace the term routinely ignore the fact that the movement’s leading theorists—Laing, Szasz, and Foucault, ostensibly—all rejected the anti-psychiatry label, and quite vehemently, in Szasz’s case. Moreover, as noted previously, these theorists differed profoundly from one another on a wide range of issues.
Finally, people who use this label—as a term of dismissal, or a badge of honor—almost always overlook the fact that the structure and delivery of mental-health services have changed dramatically since the term came into common usage. A century or so ago, when the term “anti-psychiatry” was invented, psychiatry had far less impact on our daily lives than it does today. In those days, psychiatric power was wielded over vast inpatient populations, but almost entirely confined to the residents of mental hospitals. And when David Cooper wrote Psychiatry and Anti-Psychiatry more than half a century or so ago, the old-fashioned mental hospital system was still very much in place. As a result, the “anti-psychiatrists” of the sixties and seventies objected fiercely to involuntary hospitalization and treatment, and to psychiatry’s steadfast refusal to step outside the medical model and consider the cultural and political dimensions of their patients’ disorders. And they were an intellectually eclectic crew, who drew inspiration from diverse sources, including psychoanalysis, Marxism, existential phenomenology, labeling theory and the sociology of deviance, anthropology, family systems theory, Jungian analysis, and so on.
However, in the intervening half century, inpatient psychiatry has dwindled to a mere fraction of its former size, and old-fashioned mental hospitals no longer exist. Indeed, with very rare exceptions, they have been demolished or decommissioned as a result of de-institutionalization, and, as a result, hospital stays nowadays rarely exceed two weeks—even for severely disturbed patients. And while inpatient psychiatry is now a shadow of its former self, the scope of outpatient psychiatry has exploded, thanks to the relentless expansion of the DSM and the aggressive marketing of Big Pharma. Decent quality inpatient care for longer-term stays—which is calibrated in months or years, rather than in days or weeks—can still be obtained privately, but is disgracefully expensive, and affordable only for the wealthiest segments of society. As a result, America’s prisons are overflowing with mentally ill inmates who can’t find appropriate care of shelter elsewhere, and our public health experts and prison officials are calling for the renewal and expansion of psychiatric inpatient services.
That being so, it comes as no surprise that in the current climate, all kinds of healthcare professionals, including nurses and physician’s assistants, now have prescription privileges, and can medicate their patients after performing a summary assessment, and on the flimsiest of pretexts. And we are not only talking about willing or gullible “consumers” of psychiatric drugs. In certain circumstances, the anguished parents of difficult children may be legally compelled to medicate their children, even if these parents fear (quite rightly) that these drugs may be potentially harmful to their child’s brain development—an increasingly common scenario, seldom seen in days gone by.
As a result of these huge cultural and economic shifts, the majority of those whom psychiatry dismisses as “anti-psychiatrists” nowadays are seldom versed in Marxism, phenomenology, existentialism, or psychoanalysis—or if they are, they don’t advertise that fact. Nor, with rare exceptions, do they dwell on the problems and perils of inpatient psychiatry or probe deeply into disordered communication among family members of mental patients. On the contrary, these issues, which were once at the forefront of the movement’s concern, have fallen by the wayside. And rather than dispute or deny the merit of the medical model of mental illness, the newer “anti-psychiatrists” stress the widespread and utterly mind-boggling debasement of the medical model brought about by the psychiatric profession’s (increasingly transparent) collusion with the global machinations of Big Pharma.
There is one more telling difference that distinguishes the “anti-psychiatrists” of days gone by from today’s critics. A salient feature of R.D. Laing’s work—which provoked fear and mistrust from most psychiatrists and admiration among his followers—was his concept of alienation, and his stubborn insistence that the psychiatric profession routinely confuses mere normality with a state of mental health. The two are by no means equivalent, in Laing’s view. On the contrary, said Laing, a state of conflict-free adaptation to a mad and irrational world, teetering on the brink of nuclear Armageddon, can only be achieved at the expense of severe self-estrangement, one that requires an atrophied critical faculty and a severely crippled conscience. So, if madness is a form of “mental illness,” normality, in the twentieth century, is more akin to a deficiency disease than to a robust state of health, because our alienated and alienating society is structured to produce emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually stunted and impoverished adults4 (Laing

 1967; Burston 1996).
So, said Laing, if the mad are estranged from reality, living in fantasy worlds, their condition is merely the flip side of our chronic own estrangement from our innermost selves. Unlike the rest of us, said Laing, who are oblivious to our handicaps, the mad have been catapulted willy-nilly into “inner space,” but with competent care and guidance, can recover and become stronger, more authentic, and insightful human beings than they were before falling mad, and without recourse to coercive “treatments” that are intended to normalize their experience and behavior (Burston 2000). Or as he often said: “Madness is not all breakdown. It can also be a breakthrough.”
Was this perspective on sanity, madness, and society, which people associated with “anti-psychiatry” in the sixties and seventies, sound? And is Laing’s critique of alienation in the Cold War era even relevant today, in the age of the Internet and Donald Trump? I have addressed these questions elsewhere (Burston 2000, 2014). But they are utterly beside the point here. The point I am making here is that people who embrace the “anti-psychiatry” label nowadays often know little or nothing of R.D. Laing and David Cooper, and instead base their calls for the abolition of the psychiatric profession on Szaszian ideas (Farber 2012). But Szasz never discussed normality or mental health in anything remotely like these terms. Indeed, whereas Laing drew on Marx, Freud, Sartre, Heidegger, and others in the process of articulating his concept of alienation, Szasz countered that Laing and Cooper’s critique of contemporary capitalism lacked substance, and was nothing more than the pathetic posturing of pseudo-intellectuals, calculated to hoodwink the gullible and disenchanted. One need not undertake a close reading of Szasz to discover this. Just consider the title of his last book, Antipsychiatry: Quackery Squared (Szasz

 2012).
All that being said, one thing is absolutely certain: if there still is an anti-psychiatric “movement” today, it bears little resemblance to its former self and has willfully repressed or simply abandoned many of its previous ideas and commitments. And so, if we are going to have a reasonable and well-informed discussion about madness and society today, we need to differentiate clearly between Laing’s Leftish, eclectic countercultural cohort, some of whom embraced the anti-psychiatry label, and their relentless Right-wing nemesis, Thomas Szasz. We must also differentiate between Szasz and Michel Foucault. Similarly, we need to remember that Szasz, Laing, and Foucault all drew attention to the social, cultural, and political processes that shape our attitudes toward and treatment of the mad in hospital settings, but that the critics who came afterward focus primarily on outpatient psychiatry and a widening range of psychiatric diagnoses beyond the psychoses that are adversely impacted by the apparent collusion between psychiatry and Big Pharma.
I conclude with some personal reflections. In June 2005, I spent two afternoons and an evening in conversation with Thomas Szasz near his home in Syracuse, New York. We had never met before then, but were somewhat familiar with one another’s work, having a number of mutual friends, notably Paul Roazen and Zvi (Henry) Lothane, the author of a celebrated book on the Schreber case (Lothane 1992). Though not partial to my books on R.D. Laing, Szasz warmed to my work on the history of psychoanalysis. Encouraged by his enthusiasm on this score, I offered to write his biography, an offer he briefly considered, then politely declined the following day.
Meanwhile, in the midst of a long conversations on the history of psychiatry, Szasz urged me to join The Citizens Commission on Human Rights, a front organization for Scientologists who were dedicated to exposing psychiatric abuses. Szasz was not a Scientologist himself, but his active association with the Citizens Commission was well known. I declined to join, because in so doing, I feared, I would be ignoring or indirectly legitimating Scientology’s squalid record of human rights abuses, and perhaps abetting their (thinly veiled) agenda to replace psychiatry with their own outlandish ideas and pseudo-therapeutic practices (Szasz

 had no such qualms, apparently).
But let’s be fair, shall we? Despite his long collaboration with the Church of Scientology, Szasz made many important contributions. The same can be said, albeit for different reasons, of R.D. Laing and Michel Foucault, whose personal faults and failings are also well known. Still, none of us are perfect, are we? And according to their own criteria, none of these men were “anti-psychiatrists,” were they? That being so, I wonder: who are we to contradict their carefully considered self-appraisals, and saddle them with a label that they themselves repudiated, especially when the category is so amorphous and ill-defined? These days, the term “anti-psychiatry” is merely a “sliding signifier” whose meaning is situational, depending on what semantic work the term “anti-psychiatry” is expected to perform in the context of a specific writer’s narrative—in other words, whom it is that the writer really wishes to attack, to defend, or offend through the application of this label.
It may seem odd to invoke respect for the dead as a reason to refrain from labeling them and their diverse legacies inappropriately, particularly since we do that kind of thing so often, anyway. Nevertheless, in this case, I think the evidence—and the need—is particularly strong. Do we need even more reasons to retire this slippery term once and for all? I think not.
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Footnotes
1From a historian’s point of view, one of Thomas Szasz’s most useful books is entitled The Age of Madness: The History of Involuntary Mental Hospitalization (New York: Jason Aronson, 1974.) Szasz wrote the book’s Introduction and Afterword, but basically, it is a compendium of startling testimony and reflections by other, earlier authors from Europe and America who wrote about the political uses and abuses of involuntary mental hospitalization, much of which appeared before the term “anti-psychiatry” was even coined. Part One covers the period from 1650–1865, while Part Two covers the period from 1865–1920.

 

2For a detailed discussion of Laing and Esterson’s methods and findings, and their relevance to contemporary debates about madness, please see chapter 4 of my book The Crucible of Experience: R.D. Laing and the Crisis of Psychotherapy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000).

 

3For more on the rupture between R.D. Laing and David Cooper, please see chapters 3–7 of my book The Wing of Madness: The Life and Work of R.D. Laing (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996).

 

4Though he did not credit or cite him, unfortunately, Laing’s reflections on normalcy and alienation in the Cold War era obviously invite comparison with Erich Fromm’s earlier ideas about “the pathology of normalcy” in The Sane Society (Fromm 1955) For a fuller discussion of this issue, see my article entitled “Cyborgs, Zombies and Planetary Death: Alienation in the 21st Century” (The Humanistic Psychologist, 42, 3, pp. 283–291).

 



Afterword

Half a century ago, when I was a teenager, I was sometimes troubled by the thought that, in a manner of speaking, the whole world had gone mad. The evidence for this, I thought, was the alarming persistence of racial and religious prejudice, the Cold War, the nuclear arms race, and the dominant culture’s uncritical enthusiasm for science and technology, which were seen as unmitigated blessings and the solution to all our social ills. But being somewhat introspective, I could not rule out the possibility that these disturbing thoughts and feelings reflected as much or more on my own state of mind as it did on the world around me. Moreover, I knew for certain that unless I was a skillful satirist like novelist Kurt Vonnegut, filmmaker Stanley Kubrick, or songwriter Tom Lehrer, expressing these sentiments openly and often might have extremely negative repercussions for me personally. So, in the hopes of sorting things out, eventually, I seldom shared these thoughts with others, but gravitated steadily toward the study of

psychology


, politics, and psychoanalysis, hoping for illumination along the way.


How times have changed! Now, a half century later, full-grown adults, many younger than I am, frequently declare that the world has gone mad and that the chaotic state of affairs in the USA clearly reflects this grim reality. As evidence, they cite our president’s incoherent foreign policy, his fervent embrace of tyrants and former adversaries, and his contempt for America’s intelligence agencies, which sounded the alarm about Russian attempts to undermine or dismantle our

democracy


. Or they may cite the fact that he is crippling the Environmental Protection Agency’s regulatory capabilities, though we face galloping environmental degradation, ever escalating climate events and looming mass extinctions (our own included). Alternatively, they may cite the president’s demonization of racial minorities, the mushrooming concentration camps on the Mexican border, or the failure to pass sensible gun legislation to curb mass shootings, even in our elementary schools. (The list goes on and on ….)


So, I wonder, what happened in the interim? Did the world actually become crazier since the collapse of the Soviet Empire and the rise of the Internet? Or did the collective delusion that we are a truly sane and democratic society merely crumble in the wake of resurgent lies and hatred? It is impossible to say with certainty, of course, but perhaps both of these propositions are true in some measure. To the first point, neitherperestroika
nor the Internet brought the robust benefits we were assured they would by the perennial optimists in our midst. On the contrary, like Pandora’s box, they unleashed a torrent of evils that appear to be utterly beyond our control. As a result,

democracy


is more menaced by terrorism and authoritarian populism now than at any point since the 1930s, and the nuclear arms race is on again, with even more (and more unpredictable) players in the mix. Meanwhile, whatever gains were made toward social justice through the civil rights, feminist and gay liberation movements in the 1960s have been largely offset or undone by Right-wing countermeasures, and by deepening poverty and economic inequality, even in the midst of an economic “boom.”


To the second point, however, the smug convictions we cherished back in the day—that we knew who we were and what we were doing, that progress was inevitable, and that any threats to our

democracy


emanated chiefly from the outside—were clearly utter nonsense. We were warned, however. InBeyond the Chains of Illusion
, published in 1961,

Erich Fromm


observed that for the vast majority of “normal” people in our alienated, capitalist society, most of what is real is not conscious, and most of what is conscious is not real; that when all is said and done, the average person is deeply estranged from existential actualities (Fromm



1962
; Burston
1991
).


Similarly, inSelf and Others,
published one year previously, R.D.

Laing


observed that our criteria of sanity and madness are often quite equivocal and that the majority of nominally sane people are enveloped in what he called “social phantasy systems,” where the prevailing consensus ensures that disturbing social realities that are at variance with prevailing narratives about group

identity


don’t get acknowledged or addressed, and that people who insist on disturbing the collective slumbers of the group are labeled and dismissed as bad or mad (Laing



1961
; Burston
2000
).


Needless to say, most conventional thinkers of that era dismissed

Fromm


and

Laing’s


critiques of societal

alienation


and our concepts of normality as alarmist and “over the top.” But their words and ideas seem eerily prescient today, and are readily applicable to a wide range of disturbing social psychological phenomena and political movements. Did we heed their warnings then? No, of course not. (And hey, folks, just look at usnow
!)


So the question remains—what really happened in the interim? Were

Fromm


and

Laing


(and Vonnegut, Kubrick, and Lehrer, who at least made us laugh) just crazy or over the top, as their critics alleged, or were we resisting the unsavory truth (without realizing it) at the time? Or are these questions already somewhat beside the point? After all, if you think about it, uttering unpopular truths and shattering prevailing mythologies have always been a dangerous undertaking. Look at Socrates, for example. Few of us have that kind of courage or persistence, and if we do, we may pay for it dearly. Meanwhile, perhaps in ordinary circumstances, ordinary people simplyhave to
compartmentalize their lives and their psyches drastically, to repress their awareness of all the numbing compromises they’ve made to survive, and all the potential threats that may radically destabilize their life-world, lest they succumb to paralyzing fear and hopelessness. Otherwise, daily life would be perpetual torment. Was it ever thus? Well, perhaps.

But whatever your response to the preceding questions is, the fact remains that we are living in a period of unprecedented peril. Normality isn’t normal anymore—if indeed, it ever was—and radical compartmentalization and complacency, which served some of us well in the past, are luxuries that none of us can really afford any longer—not if we wish to survive, much less thrive, as a species. What role can psychoanalysis play in turning things around? A modest one, to be sure. And surely one contribution it can make lies in its ability to illumine the psychodynamics underlying collective irrationality.

With that said, however, we must not stop there. Let’s not forget that when

Hitler


ascended to power, Freud and his followers adopted a cautious, passive, “wait and see” approach. They assumed that

Hitler


would never last, and never annex Austria. And they ostracized poor

Wilhelm Reich


(in part) for advocating vigorous opposition to the growing Nazi menace. Their efforts to appear non-threatening, keep a low profile, and tiptoe around the increasingly vicious Nazi regime ended in tragedy (Frosh
2005
). So, consider what will happen if analytically oriented clinicians, social scientists, and scholars repeat Freud’s mistakes today and pretend to remain aloof from politics. If so, we will be complicit in a series of catastrophes of unprecedented scale and scope, one from which we may never recover. Unless we take up the role of active citizens and fight the rising tide of

fascism


, no amount of theoretical insight we may achieve as we watch this tragedy unfold will alter its course in the slightest.


While the outcome of the presidential election in November 2020 is still unknown, one thing is absolutely certain. Regardless of who wins, or by how wide or narrow a margin, this will be the most consequential election in American history, and perhaps, indeed, in the twenty-first century. If Americans reelect

Trump


, he will shatter what little is left of American

democracy


, rendering the whole system of governance completely dysfunctional or irrelevant, and all American citizens ever more vulnerable to

corruption


and manipulation by anti-democratic powers abroad, imperiling the lives of virtually everyone on this planet in the not too distant future. If not, God willing, we may still have a fighting chance.
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