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Preface

This book argues that Freudianism is scientifically worthless and increasingly known by

disinterested parties to be such.  It remains culturally important only because, for those

who believe deeply in it – psychoanalysts and their patients, and a small contingent of

lay enthusiasts – it is actually a religion.

As for the cheering section of high intellectuals and academicians who have

gone on celebrating Freudianism without quite embracing it religiously, they have found

many ways to obliquely acknowledge its unscientific nature while still trying to vindicate

its relevance.  If the aesthetes holding these contradictory views in equilibrium mean

only that Freudianism has been culturally significant for over a century, or that it

continues to be important to enthusiasts who have the scientific standards of astrology

buffs, their position would be incontrovertible; but they insist, as only postmodernists

can, that Freud's ideas are in fact valuable, and in some sense valid, and somehow

true, in spite of being false.  Such is the richly ambiguous status, they believe, of

modern "myths" or "poetic tropes."  Intelligent, well-read individuals who have not

soared so high in the intellectual stratosphere, there to suffer from oxygen deprivation,

will content themselves with saying that the works of Freud aren't worth the paper they

are printed on.

Freud certainly packaged his product as science.  Therefore the commonest way
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of dismissing it is to subject his propositions to scientific protocols and show that

psychoanalysis is pseudoscience.  This is easily done and a correct procedure as far

as it will take us; but on the model suggested by other pseudosciences, such as

alchemy and phrenology, Freudianism should as a result have disappeared by now. 

Only because it offers the satisfactions of religion can it survive so many

demonstrations of its non-empirical nature.

It is a familiar accusation that Freudianism is like a religion, but I will insist that it

is a religion.  To do so, I will offer an updated definition of religion that is long overdue.

There may be some novelty in my approaching Freudianism this way.  On the

other hand, the arguments that I make against Freudian theory have all been made

before, usually by authors with more impressive credentials and a deeper personal

experience of psychoanalysis than I can claim.  I have not discovered hitherto

unsuspected weaknesses in Freudianism – the most egregious of them were pointed

out by Freud's contemporaries, many of them former friends and associates, in the first

decade of the 20th century.  But I may be able to plausibly claim that no other single

volume has put between its covers such a panoply of Freud's spurious, and indeed

hilarious, ideas in his own words, while also gathering together so many examples from

the writings of his apologists who, up to the present day, have defended these ideas

with poorly judged arguments of their own.

The purpose of this book, then, is not primarily to convince readers that Freud

was a self-deluded humbug.  He was; but during the last quarter-century, persons who

make a point of being informed have become aware of how controversial and even
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buffoonish a figure he cuts among genuine scientists (including genuine social

scientists).  Furthermore, anyone who has bothered to read deeply into his biography

knows that he possessed just such personal deficits and professional liabilities as to

render him congenitally unfit to do scientific work of any kind.  Those who, against this

tide of knowledgeable opinion, cling to the belief that Freud was a genius, cannot be

swayed by any further evidence of mine, or of anybody's.  This book is not for them; but

it is, in large part, about them.  Its purpose is to tell the remarkable story of an outbreak

of mystical and unscientific thinking that passed for empiricism and infected many of

the most educated and ostensibly rational minds of the 20th century.  It is a meditation

upon what it means for our understanding of the human intellect that this could have

happened.  In the process of telling this story, I have prepared a feast for the curious

reader to consume in wonder and laughter – for this book is a mock-epic about a great

cultural hero who thought he was an arch-revolutionary but actually rode to fame by

saying what everyone wanted to hear.  There was never a better fit between the

Zeitgeist and the man who was born to be its avatar – and ultimately its fool.

This book is also a cautionary tale about intellectual enthusiasms and a primer

on how to read critically.  My intention is to delight you with the complete catalogue of

Freud's theories, which are by turns incredible, ridiculous, bizarre, and nauseating; to

amuse you with the desperate measures taken by his disciples to defend these

theories; to entertain you with the pomposities of the august and pretentious organs of

cultural authority that have tried to pump up Freud's prestige with rear-guard actions to

preserve and protect the Freudian empire; and to leave you, after the laughter stops,
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with a modest reminder always to rein in your own Ontological complex, your own

predilection for reading too much meaning into the haphazard data of this mostly

random universe.  Freud took himself too seriously.  Best you and I not.



Prologue to a consideration of Freud, Freud, and Freudianism

In the memorable words of the poet W. H. Auden, Freud is "no more a person now but

a whole climate of opinion."

Because of this, we all absorb Freudian concepts throughout our lives simply by

breathing the intellectual air of our time; yet I managed to reach middle age without

ever having read anything that Freud himself wrote.  When a copy of Civilization and Its

Discontents, his most famous work, mysteriously appeared among my books one day

(planted there by a true believer? like a Gideon bible?), I picked it up with a mixture of

curiosity and trepidation – curiosity, because I had always heard that, whether you

agree with him or not, Freud is a deep thinker and a great stylist; trepidation, because I

was a little afraid he might win me over.

I was shocked to find that while the book might be granted to be rhetorically

effective, it was certainly not logically persuasive.  In fact, it contained a number of

howlers – statements out of the blue, unsupported by any evidence, that made me

reach immediately for a highlighter.  For instance, Freud tells us that civilization can

only advance by means of "instinctual sublimations of which women are little capable";

indeed, women, he says, display a "retarding and restraining influence" on the advance

of culture.  Here is a generalization of startling audacity and astounding breadth.  We

might expect the author who makes such an assertion to carefully marshal his facts. 
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Instead, there are few facts to be found: the tone of this slim volume – 82 pages setting

forth the origin of human civilization and its ultimate fate – is oracular throughout.  The

statements seem to be backed up either by the writer's tremendous confidence in his

intuitions and experience or by his appeals to what everyone is presumed to know as a

matter of common sense.

I was puzzled.  I had always disagreed with Freud's ideas insofar as I had

understood them in the form in which they circulate throughout popular culture;

therefore I was not surprised that I resisted the thesis of Civilization and Its Discontents

that I am doomed to lead a life of quiet desperation because society will not let me run

sexually and homicidally amok.  But it seemed to me that the presentation of the

argument of this book was, not merely doubtful, but absurd.

I decided to explore Freud's early psychoanalytical writings, again with a certain

reluctance.  I felt the same gnawing worry about the Oedipus complex that I once felt

about the Judgment Day: what if it turns out to be true?

I expected, given my biases, to find superficially convincing but faulty evidence

for Freud's theories; instead, I found no evidence.

Take, for instance, the hot-potato topic of recent times: Freud's abandonment of

his 1896 theory that his 18 hysterical patients had been seduced when they were

children.  To social workers who deal with child sexual abuse, his so-called "seduction

theory" is much more plausible than the theory of the Oedipus complex, which replaced

it; but in 1897, Freud came to believe that his female patients had only imagined having

sexual relations with their fathers.  Since everyone who is interested in the subject,
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whether friend or foe, agrees that this is the watershed event in the history of

psychoanalysis, I wanted to read Freud's own account of his change of mind.  I

expected to find something along these lines: "Gertrude X had formerly assured me she

was seduced by her father, but I found that in reality her father had abandoned the

family and was living in America at the time of the alleged incident"; "Madame Y told me

that her brother raped her, but I subsequently found out that she was an only child." 

Nothing of the sort.  Such statements would have implied a degree of sociological

investigation that Freud never in his life undertook.  Instead, he simply announces in a

letter to his friend Wilhelm Fliess that, after thinking things over, he has come to the

realization that the stories of seduction told by his patients cannot be true.  We learn

from this letter what his theoretical concerns were, but he does not mention a single

case.  Nor does he claim to have gone back over any of the 18 cases of hysteria and

achieved a result that had previously eluded him.

I went next to the famous, or infamous, case history of Dora, and could hardly

believe my eyes: the patient comes in with a straightforward story that accounts for all

her symptoms, and Freud twists it into a convoluted shape entirely of his own making,

clearly driven by a desire to have his "analysis" confirm a hypothesis that he formed

before he even met her.  I was also staggered by his badgering, bullying, and above all

voluble treatment of his patient, especially for the contrast it affords with the non-

directive approach taken by most contemporary psychotherapists.  And Dora's case

gave me my first extended glimpse of what I would finally have to call Freud's misogyny

– his firm belief in the physical, intellectual, and even ethical inferiority of women.  It did
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not seem possible to me that so crude a . . . superstition, really . . . could be found in

one of the most respected thinkers of the modern era, or that it could have gone all but

unnoticed for much of the 20th century.  But I could hardly deny the evidence in front of

me, and I found a confirmation of my impression in the opinion of staunch Freudian

Philip Rieff, who does not take the easy, and expected, way out of excusing it as a

historically conditioned blind spot forgivable in any man of Freud's time: instead, Rieff

frankly states that "his misogyny, like that of his predecessors, is more than prejudice; it

has a vital intellectual function in his system."

The deeper I read, the more disconcerted I became.  When I turned to Freud's

purely theoretical papers, I found that the words were familiar but the landscape was

hallucinatory, surrealistic, phantasmagorical.  Just as his detractors had been saying

from the beginning, I found sex to be absurdly overstated as the source of all human

behavior; but no writer had prepared me for Freud's obsession with the lower

gastrointestinal tract.  As he himself wrote exuberantly to his favorite correspondent

Fliess, "I can scarcely detail for you all the things that resolve themselves into –

excrement for me (a new Midas!)."  The reticence among Freud's apologists to broach

this topic can be partly attributed to their tacit agreement to hang a discreet veil over

some of his more florid speculations, but also by a natural reluctance on the part of any

writer, critic or defender, to tarry long in so noxious a terrain and deal with such

Freudian assertions as this:

Feces, penis and child are all three solid bodies: they all three, by forcible
entry or expulsion, stimulate a membranous passage, i.e. the rectum and
the vagina, the latter being as it were "rented" from the rectum . . . .
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This is part of a paper, reproduced in full as an appendix, that explicates how it

happens (according to Freud) that infants make the transition from anal eroticism to

genital eroticism.  Those who fail to do so grow up, he says, to be fastidious, stingy,

and defiant.  (Since Freud was markedly conservative in his social and political views,

and his personal prejudices have been absorbed root and branch into orthodox

psychoanalysis, a Freudian analyst is likely to label any defiance shown toward

authority figures as symptomatic of neurosis, and to treat it as evidence of poor toilet

training.)

Freud's blithe speculations about the origin of character traits seem unsupported

by anything that would be dignified by the name of research in our own scientific milieu. 

At a conference today, we would expect longitudinal studies linking daily observations

of potty sessions to the results of personality inventories administered by clinical

psychologists 20 and 30 years later.  In his paper on the subject, "Character and Anal

Erotism," Freud says only that "accumulated experience" forced the theory on him.  I

chalked up Freud's disdain for scientific protocol partly to the differing standards of his

era.  But some of his hypotheses seemed reckless even by 19th century standards.  He

was committed, for instance, to that intellectual will-o'-the-wisp, "Ontogeny

recapitulates phylogeny": he postulated that when, prehistorically, we began to walk

with an upright carriage, we stopped sniffing each other's anuses, and this change,

which occurred over millions of years of evolution, is recapitulated in the child's one-

year transition from anal eroticism during toilet training to genital eroticism during the
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Oedipal stage; he also suggested that this same year-long evolution in the infant's life

recapitulates the human cultural evolution from animism to theistic religion.  Few non-

specialists are aware that Freud entertained such essentially mystical notions.

As I widened my exploration of Freud to include biographical material and critical

writings, I learned that psychoanalysis has never lacked for critics.  For instance, many

of my objections had long since been anticipated by feminist writers.  But they were late

comers to the field.  When he was 17 years old, Karl Popper dismissed the pretension

of psychoanalysis to be a science by noting that its propositions cannot be proven false

– they are so framed that any fact whatever can be taken as a confirmation of them. 

Earlier, during the first decade of Freud's notoriety, Karl Kraus called psychoanalysis

the disease that it is supposed to cure.  Earlier still, a certain W. Stern, responding to

the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams, complained that "a special tendency,

namely, to see sexual meaning in all possible and impossible dream contents, is made

so much of in the book that it would serve no purpose to cite a single example." 

Indeed, in 1901, Fliess exploded the psychoanalytic method with a single trenchant

remark: "The reader of thoughts merely reads his own thoughts into other people." 

(Freud was deeply pained by his old colleague's apostasy, and the friendship quickly

unraveled.)

Next, I noticed that his apologists cannot be swayed by any demonstration of his

fallibility: no matter how devastating the critique, Freud always emerges unscathed. 

For instance, he believed throughout his life in the existence of "phylogenetic memory." 

Yes, Freud, along with T. D. Lysenko and Joseph Stalin, believed in the inheritability of
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acquired characteristics.  And this belief that I, through my genetic endowment, can

"remember" things that happened to my prehistoric ancestors is not, like Freud's

susceptibility to numerology or his openness to the possibility of telepathy, a little

personal quirk or superstition off the trunk line of his depth psychology: phylogenetic

memory is absolutely essential to the theory of the Oedipus complex, because Freud,

like anyone else, knew that some children – those raised in orphanages, for instance –

don't even have parents against whom they could psychologically react.

The uncommitted are as difficult to sway as the partisans, because Freudianism

is now part of what every reader thinks he knows, without remembering when or where

he learned it.  Isn't the Oedipus complex simply a fact?  Don't we all know that the mind

is divided into id, ego, and superego?  "Monsters of the id" – doesn't that phrase pretty

well sum up the contents of the unconscious?  (Many people confirm their belief in this

idea, not by reading Freud, but by seeing the movie Forbidden Planet.)  Today the

opponents of Freud seem to be in the position of contradicting self-evident truth; they

resemble those early Protestants who, when allowed to read the Bible for themselves,

found (to their surprise) that there was no Biblical warrant for the belief in the Trinity. 

By that time, it didn't matter: everyone knew that the Trinity was something that

everyone knew.

Still later, I resorted to Peter Gay's widely respected biography as an alternative

to the hagiography of Freudian friend and disciple Ernest Jones; but I found Gay to be,

quite simply, another idolater.  Indeed, it was shocking to me that, as late as 1988,

such a highly respected man of letters would ratify the mythic picture of an important
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historical figure 50 years dead.  I slowly came to terms with the cultural fact that, just as

the man Jesus had been transformed during the first century into Christ the Savior, so

Dr. Sigmund Freud had become Freud, the colossus who had opened up the heretofore

unknown territory of the psyche.

Like any latter-day academician, Gay knows enough to present a front of critical

objectivity.  He is more thorough than Jones; he is accurate; he is sometimes

disapproving.  He can be hard on Freud, but only in peripheral matters.  But for Gay, as

for Freud himself, the Oedipus complex is a discovery rather than a hypothesis.  And

like many another Freudian acolyte – Philip Rieff comes immediately to mind – he is

utterly captivated by Freud the man.  To pass from Jones to Gay is like passing from

the gospel of John to the gospel of Mark: the miracles are toned down, but the subject

of the narrative is still the Son of God.

The axis of my endeavor shifted at that point.  I became interested in the

phenomenon of Freudianism as a belief system that had been embraced by millions of

people throughout the 20th century.

What do we see?  A man regarded as a genius proclaims several doctrines that

are unsupported by empirical evidence; his followers accept these doctrines uncritically

and remain unconvinced by all scientific findings to the contrary.

In brief, we see that the intelligentsia of the 20th century came to trust in a series

of revelations offered by a man exempt from fallibility and even, at times, from the very

laws of psychology he was said to have discovered.  His disciples believe, for instance,

that of all the psychoanalysts who have ever lived, he alone was able to analyze
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himself, his own daughter (whose Oedipal love object would have been him), and a

number of historical personages about whom he knew almost nothing; and that he

alone was immune to the quicksands of transference and countertransference – that is

to say, he was able to operate intellectually without any disturbance from his own

Oedipus complex or his own personal emotions.  Peter Gay, for instance, in a moment

of originality, suggests that Freud's "findings" about homosexuality owed a great deal to

his examination of his own feelings toward Fliess.  But, Gay goes on to say, "Freud's

borrowing from his continuing self-analysis" does not "in any way compromise the

scientific value of his findings."  Why not?  Would we believe of any other human being

that a strong personal conflict would not tend to interfere with his ability to be

scientifically detached?  Gay here, as in many other places, is suggesting that Freud

was literally superhuman: whereas everyone else has to submit to the inconveniences

of scientific methodology – hypothesizing, testing, and reformulating – Freud was able

to penetrate with his unaided intellect directly into the heart of reality; and while anyone

else might have to disqualify himself where his emotions were strongly engaged, Freud

was able to be objective.  These qualities would make Freud as uniquely endowed as

the Christ of the gospels with gifts that have never been, and apparently cannot ever

again be, replicated in any other member of our species.

One of Freud's key "findings" about homosexuality, incidentally, is that all

paranoia is caused by repressed homosexuality.  No credible psychiatrist believes this

today; yet no Freudian will admit that Freud was mistaken.  Freud went on to claim

privately that he had "succeeded where the paranoiac fails," by which he meant that he
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had mastered his own repressed homosexuality.  To understand what Freud is really

saying here, the reader needs to be cautioned that homosexuality, to Freud, does not

mean sexual relations with, or even a conscious erotic orientation toward, members of

the same sex.  Freud is not admitting that he ever had, or wanted to have, sexual

relations with Fliess: instead, he has inferred, from "analyzing" the intensity of their

friendship, an unconscious homosexual component in himself.  Later, with his

customary flair for universalizing his propositions, he theorized that every human has

this homosexual component.  He thus flattened the difference between men who sleep

exclusively with women and men who sleep exclusively with men, which probably

strikes the rest of us as a useful distinction to keep.  We might further conclude that, if

he is right, then every person not paranoid has also "succeeded where the paranoiac

fails," rendering his boasted achievement something of a nullity.  Yet Gay celebrates

Freud as an epic hero: the psychic warrior who dove fearlessly down to the depths of

his unconscious, dredged up his own hidden homosexuality, fended off incipient

paranoia by sublimating the repressed "charge," used it for the enlargement of his ego,

and realized in the course of performing this extraordinary task that he had penetrated

to the explanation of all paranoia everywhere on earth.

There is no reason for us to believe any of this about homosexuality and

paranoia, and we can be as indulgent as we please about Freud's believing it; but what

are we to make of Gay's believing it?  Just as a Catholic cardinal's confidence in the

divinity of Christ and the inerrancy of scripture tells us nothing about the character of

Jesus or the probative value of the New Testament, Gay's belief in Freud's miracles
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and findings tells an uncommitted reader very little about Freud's character and ability

and next to nothing about the scientific value of Freud's writings.  But Gay's biography

of Freud certainly shines a strong light upon Gay himself.

Faced with the childlike credulity of so eminent a scholar, I understood how

naive I had been to write up my rebuttal after each astonished reading of Freud,

imagining that it might fall to me to expose the intellectual humbug of Freudianism once

and for all.  I might just as well have thought that I was destined to be the critical thinker

who would deal a crippling blow to the authority of the Catholic Church by

demonstrating the lack of historical (or even Biblical) evidence for the assumption into

heaven of the Virgin Mary.  Peter Gay is impervious to any word of mine about Freud –

the more so, since I have not seen any more deeply into Freud's scientific errors and

logical fallacies than my predecessors.  This self-willed blindness of Freudian true

believers became the focus of my research and the real subject of this book: how did it

happen, and what does it mean, that Freudianism rose to become one of the three or

four defining intellectual constructs of the 20th century, in the absence of any empirical

evidence that it is true?  I began to study, not just Freud, but the believers in Freud.

I started with the baffling fact that Freudianism never rose to the level of science

in the first place.  The reader who is aware that psychoanalysis has recently fallen into

disrepute might assume that it was the best that science could do at the time with the

instruments that were available, and that it has since been superseded because later

researchers had better tools at their disposal.  Not so.  Many eminent psychiatrists and

many ordinary educated readers said from the beginning that Freudianism was
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completely unscientific; and any alert reader should have been able to say so.  Freud's

errors are egregious and very much in plain sight.  If a man states that the earth is flat

because it looks flat, and "proves" this by arguing that everything that looks flat is flat,

you need only invoke common experience and ordinary logic to refute the argument. 

You know from observation that a twig in a running stream appears to be bent even

though it is straight, and to assert that this is so you do not need to understand

anything about the science of optics; you also know that the organization of the

argument is circular, with one statement proven by rewording it as another statement.

Freudianism is asserted and verified just as crudely.  Freud's alleged

observations contradict ordinary experience; they then become premises in tautological

arguments.  Very few facts are presented.  Instead, typically, a hypothesis is offered.  It

is then proven by referencing another hypothesis, which is, however, introduced as a

fact, a finding, a conclusion; and a few pages later, the original hypothesis is also

treated as an established fact, and used as a premise in a further argument.  The

propositions are backed up by nothing more substantial than Freud's assurance to the

reader that "analytic experience" has confirmed his propositions.  Often, he goes on to

add, with almost boyish ingenuousness, that he can be trusted because he would never

lie to us.  For instance, in "Character and Anal Erotism," he prefaces his presentation of

the theory with these words:

I can no longer say on what precise occasions I first received the
impression that a systematic relationship exists between this type of
character and the activities of this organ, but I can assure the reader that
no theoretical anticipations of mine played any part in its production.
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He cannot even remember, much less list, the facts upon which his "impression" is

based; yet he can vouch for its objectivity.  Such rhetorical gambits are employed so

frequently and so baldly that we readers cannot plead that we have been imposed upon

by the author's stylistic adroitness.  The accusations of many of his detractors

notwithstanding, Freud does not write deviously: he writes clearly and engagingly. 

Here he tells us unmistakably that his paper will not offer any clinical observations or

statistical tables, but instead will consist entirely of an exposition of the systematic

relationship between infantile and adult behaviors.  The theory, by his own admission,

is based upon a number of poorly remembered "occasions" that gave rise over time to

an "impression."  Yet he is certain that the theory is uncontaminated by any

predisposition of his.

Because he was highly narcissistic, such assurances are guileless and sincere. 

He was convinced that his theories could stand on their own; therefore he did not

bother to hide his poor methodology, because he did not know it was poor.  He was

self-deluded.  About the anal personality, he tried to be honest, because he was certain

of his theory's rightness.  He told the truth insofar as he knew it when he said that he

found the "anal character," not because he was already looking for it, but only because

it is really there; and he could have practiced self-analysis until the end of time without

discovering his own propensity to observe what he had already theoretically

anticipated.  An outraged reader might be tempted to call his soothing reassurances

little more than confidence tricks; but Freud did not engage in them with any conscious

intent to manipulate or deceive the gullible reader.
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I also disagree with those of his opponents who aver that he consciously

fabricated his evidence.  He was not a propagandist who sets out to convince the silly

geese that white is black: he was a color-blind enthusiast who looks at white, sees

black, and does his best to convince us that he is right, based upon what he takes to be

the merits of his case.  Where he appears to have fudged his data, I believe he did so

only because he was confident that his tampering could be justified by the higher truth

of his stated conclusion.

Another group of his detractors has argued that his theory was motivated by

careerist ambitions, but that changes nothing: Joseph Smith's "visions" also just

happened to aggrandize his position as head of the Church of the Latter Day Saints. 

Of course narcissists see what they want to see: but having done so, they believe with

all their hearts that what they see is what is really there.  Therefore, in contradistinction

to many of Freud's recent critics, who have tried hard to discredit him by their

accusations of intellectual chicanery, I will appear throughout this treatise as a

defender of Freud's integrity – such as it is.

This is necessary for another reason: even if he was ambitious and

opportunistic, he could still be right.  It is logically possible that he was actuated, as he

was quick to say of others, by mercenary and careerist motives, but that he

nonetheless truly discovered the Oedipus complex.  It is incumbent upon anyone who

undertakes a scientific analysis of Freudianism to ignore the red herring of his strong

and strongly flawed personality.  We must keep our eye on the ball: setting aside

Freud's deficits as a person and a scientist, the Oedipus complex cannot be found by
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disinterested researchers.

Throughout this study, I will invoke Freud's personality and psychology

repeatedly to explain two interrelated phenomena: why he dreamed up his arresting

theory, and why it appealed to his followers.  My justification is that the Oedipus

complex originated solely as an idea in Freud's conditioned mind rather than as a set of

facts to be discovered in the world.  Therefore it did not gain cultural currency because

it was true.  If we wish to account for it, we have to turn to the study of character and

psychology.  But I turned to this task only after I satisfied myself that Freudianism has

no scientific basis.

When I fully grasped that Freudianism should never have gotten off the ground, or that,

once airborne, it should have been shot down immediately, my question shifted. 

Serious scientists did attack psychoanalysis and did explode its scientific pretensions,

but the devotees of psychoanalysis were unfazed, and kept making new converts.  The

question then becomes, not, how are we finally to word the refutation of Freudianism so

that it stays refuted, but, how are we to understand the strange fact that, among its

followers, it was then and still is irrefutable?  The mystery is solved when we realize

that it was never science at all – it was and is religion.  I do not mean, as has so often

been said about it, that it is like a religion: I mean that it is a religion, in every important

particular.  Where it seems in places to be like a science, the religious aspect is

nonetheless paramount and accounts for why it so quickly becomes bad science.  More

precisely, Freudianism is a gnostic religion: it offers its adherents a secret key to the
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constitution of the universe.  They, and they alone, are "in the know."  In common with

all other gnostic religions, it flatters the vanity of the believer in multiple ways: the

content is esoteric, bizarre, and hidden from the ignoramuses who have not been

inducted into its mysteries; and it calls upon the disciple to travel a supposedly hard

road of lonely and unpalatable truth.  It is a system rich enough to serve the dual

purpose required of a comprehensive theory about the meaning of life: it is capable of

infinite elaboration, and so can sustain the enthusiasts' interest over the course of a

lifetime; more to the point, its complexity encourages them to believe that, by their

command of it, they can signify to others the depth and subtlety of their intellects.  Its

priests enter the portals of knowledge only after long indoctrination, culminating in a

lengthy "training analysis"; its lay members share in the esoteric wisdom, which is

mediated to them through their own analyses lasting for many years.  Those of us on

the outside are told that, unless we too have been analyzed, we can never understand

these mysteries – and this canard gains in plausibility from the unlikelihood that anyone

who is outside the precincts of psychoanalysis will bother to master its jargon, which

now comprises a huge vocabulary of highly specialized terms.

In light of the narcissistic pleasures of discipleship, we can stop asking how to

bring the deluded adherents of Freudianism back into the community of scientists.  The

short answer is that we cannot – we cannot use science to convert religious believers

to science.  A longer answer would require us to digress into the murky waters of

deprogramming.  A committed Freudian could be weaned from psychoanalysis only by

techniques that are as crude, and as little related to the intellectual give-and-take of
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scientific debate, as the browbeating of a religious cultist throughout a long weekend in

a locked motel room.

(There is a substrate of Freudianism that possesses a veneer of science, just as

there is a smidgen of historical reality in the letters of Saint Paul.  The point is not that

there are no facts or truths at all to be found in the writings of Freud and Paul – only

that Freudian psychology is not science and Pauline reportage is not journalism.)

Freudianism profited from the paradox that, at its historical moment, traditional

religion was waning and science had become a kind of substitute faith.  Therefore, both

Freudianism and Marxism appeared on the world stage during the only century when a

religion could be dressed up as a science and no one was the wiser.  Today, even

though we have advanced another century in our empiricism, and witnessed many

additional scientific wonders and seen scholarship finish the job of demythologizing our

religions, we are more canny about the human need for a spiritual regimen and the

inability of purely scientific theory to supply it.

A religion is a totalizing explanation that accounts for the meaning of the

universe and also tells us the correct way of doing every next thing.  Its purpose is to

restore us to the blessed state of security enjoyed by our animal ancestors – the

security that is bestowed upon them by the instincts that we have lost, that tell them the

infallibly right thing to do in all moments of decision.  All of us want this some of the

time and some of us want this all of the time.

Freudianism and Marxism have sometimes been called "secular religions," but

we may as well drop the qualifier.  A committed Freudian or Marxist more resembles an
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evangelical or fundamentalist Christian than does a Unitarian clergyman.  If we have to

change the textbook definition of religion to accommodate this truth, it is high time.

Freudianism says it is a science.  But having once grasped that Freudianism is

not at all a science but is in every sense a religion, we can make perfect sense out of

what happened: a wide-ranging dogma about the fate of every individual and the fate of

the world is promulgated by a man who is still widely regarded, even today, as having

been endowed with unique (if not quite divine) qualities; the dogma immediately wins

over a large cadre of fanatically zealous disciples (who, on closer examination, prove to

be intellectually undistinguished and emotionally damaged enthusiasts); these fine

fellows in turn disseminate the doctrine to a vast congregation of intensely devoted

followers.

When we know that Freudianism is genuinely a religion, we know why it

appealed to its founder and his inner circle and why it continues to appeal to his true

believers; we know why it spread unchecked by scientific rebuttal, logical refutation,

and outright ridicule; and we know why a remnant of the faithful persists even today in

the face of a widespread breaking of ranks.  In all this, the aptest analogy, including

even the claim to be scientific, is to the religion founded by Mary Baker Eddy during the

same historical period.

Science could not effectively respond to Freudianism for two distinct and

separable reasons: Freudianism is not science, meaning that few of its propositions

can even be formulated in such a way as to be tested and either validated or

invalidated; and Freudianism is a religion, which means that its adherents are
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impervious to demonstrations of its scientific fallacies because they love it and need it

and use it to give meaning to their lives.  They are by no means men and women who

have taken it up out of an interest in determining the facts about the world.  They only

think that they are.  But fundamentalist Christians think the same about themselves,

and continually lament the sad way that secularists blind themselves to obvious truths. 

T. S. Eliot, like Freud a certified intellectual, used the word "reality" to mean an

imaginary event called the Incarnation, when the Creator of a trillion galaxies became a

human being for 30 years in a Roman province.  Eliot bemoaned the predilection of his

fellow humans for dwelling in the "unreal" world, by which he meant the world of atoms

and molecules.

Unquestionably, Freudianism wraps itself in the mantle of science.  Therefore it

certainly is a pseudoscience, which is the label applied to it by most of its critics: but we

have not pinned it to the intellectual map when we call it this, and we cannot fully

comprehend it until we understand that it is primarily a religion.  Once we have done

this, we can grasp the paradox that befuddles us to this day: if Freudianism had been

only a religion, it would not have gotten off the ground as a religion – that is the

historical irony, that after Darwin, it had to come packaged as science.  But if it had

been only a pseudoscience, it would, like alchemy and phrenology, be gone by now.

Freudianism has proven to be far more resilient than such typical

pseudosciences, which do eventually prove to be vulnerable to scientific attack. 

Skeptics, in attempting to issue their critique of Freudianism, are continually frustrated

by a situation that resembles, in all respects, that faced by critics of religion.  The
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philosopher Anthony Flew tried to trap a symposium of Christian believers by framing

the following question:

Now it often seems to people who are not religious as if there was no
conceivable event or series of events the occurrence of which would be
admitted by sophisticated and religious people to be a sufficient reason
for conceding "There wasn't a God after all" or "God does not really love
us then."  Someone tells us that God loves us as a father loves his
children.  We are reassured,  But then we see a child dying of inoperable
cancer of the throat.  His earthly father is driven frantic in his efforts to
help, but his Heavenly Father reveals no obvious sign of concern.  Some
qualification is made – God's love is "not a merely human love" or it is "an
inscrutable love," perhaps – and we realize that such sufferings are quite
compatible with the truth of the assertion that "God loves us as a father
(but of course, . . .)."  We are reassured again.  But then perhaps we ask:
what is this assurance of God's (appropriately qualified) love worth, what
is this apparent guarantee really a guarantee against?  Just what would
have to happen not merely (morally and wrongly) to tempt but also
(logically and rightly) to entitle us to say "God does not love us" or even
"God does not exist"?  I therefore put to the succeeding symposiasts the
simple central question, "What would have to occur or to have occurred to
constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or of the existence of, God?"

The short answer to the question is that nothing can shake the believer's faith in God:

no matter what the evidence, he will go on salvaging his belief.  After this query had

provoked a number of lame replies, Flew memorably proclaimed that God had been

shown to die "the death by a thousand qual ifications."  But Flew spoke too soon: God

remains alive throughout the world and more formidable than ever.  Indeed, at this late

historical date, everything that the skeptic can say against revealed religion has been

said.  Yet religion still stands; and in a personal revelation that rocked the small world

of Anglo-American philosophy, Flew himself confessed shortly before his death that he

had abandoned his lifelong militant atheism and become something of a believer.
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Freud understood very well that psychological satisfaction trumps intellectual

rigor – among theists.  But he thought that psychoanalysis was immunized against the

possibility of this error by the unpleasantness of its conclusions.  A favorite story

among Freudians tells of the time that Carl Jung traveled to America and toured the

East Coast.  He wired Freud, "Psychoanalysis tremendous success in America."  Freud

wired back immediately: "What did you leave out?"  Freud believed that he had

delivered, after Copernicus and Darwin, the third terrible wound to human vanity (such

was his vanity in his choice of comparisons) because he brought the news that man is

not even master of his own house.  But to answer Freud's question, Jung left out

nothing, and Freudianism, in an undiluted form, was wildly popular in America from the

moment it arrived, because it does satisfy the mind of the believer: it rewards the quest

for a Theory of Everything; and the grimness of its determinism is additional sauce to

the appetite of the intellectual who likes to plump himself for his moral savoir-faire – "I

have the courage to see myself as I really am, and I don't need the opiate of religious

consolation."  (Such people – who as a rule exhibit a great deal of kindly feeling and

selfless conduct – enjoy making the provocative claim, in an unruffled manner, over

cocktails, that they know themselves to be prodigies of unconscious evil and capable of

any crime.  There is a bit of boasting in this admission: they exhibit more than a hint of

moral self-approbation in making their claim of brave realism.)

Ludwig Wittgenstein, with his customary penetration, saw through the self-

flattery of Freud's notion:

I, too, was greatly impressed when I first read Freud.  He's extraordinary.
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– Of course, he is full of fishy thinking & his charm & the charm of his
subject is so great that you may be easily fooled.  He always stresses
what great forces in the mind, what strong prejudices work against the
idea of psycho-analysis.  But he never says what an enormous charm that
idea has for people, just as it has for Freud himself.

That they have the character to accept and live by what Freud called his "very grave

philosophy" is a source of endless self-congratulation among such people.

Contemporary Freudians do not stake their all on Freud himself, needless to

say: they also believe that the theory of the Oedipus complex has been confirmed by

clinical observations; they insist that all the propositions have been verified by the

behavior of analysands in millions of psychoanalytic hours.  Elisabeth Young-Bruehl

writes with massive conviction and naivete:

There are, of course, mainstays of theory that nearly one hundred years
of psychoanalyzing have, for analysts, proven over and over to be as true
as the laws of thermodynamics.  You do not have to be a towering genius
– there are none in psychoanalysis now – to hear an Oedipus complex in
every patient, fascinatingly unique and universal at the same time.

There are numerous illuminating touches in this testimonial.  There is the lament over

the tomb of the dead hero: no geniuses today – Freud is dead.  There are those two

giveaway words, "for analysts," placed discreetly in apposition.  True enough, analysts

see the confirmations of theory that remain invisible to the rest of us, and are able to

convince each other to see them, but this is not propitious for a putative science.  A

chemist is usually able to persuade a biologist, or a musician, about what is under the

microscope.

In fact, we have here another illustration of the commonest fact of mental life:
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believing is seeing.  Young-Bruehl might also have said that two thousand years of

answered prayers have, for Christians, irrefutably demonstrated the truth of God's

active presence in human affairs.  This familiar phenomenon has been aptly named

"confirmation bias" by students of bad science: we see only what buttresses our beliefs;

what contradicts them fails to register with us at all.

For the curious, here are two examples, taken from Lucy Freeman's Freud

Rediscovered, that explain how the "findings" of psychoanalysis continue to be

"verified":

Recently a five-year-old girl, whose father had left home when she was
two to remarry, was introduced to a man taking out her mother and said
hesitantly, "I want to ask you something."  And then, "No, I can't."  She
blushed and ran away.

Later the girl's mother, putting her to bed, asked what she had
wanted to say to the man.

"I wanted to know if he had a thing – " and she touched her
genitals – "like Bobby."  Bobby was her eight-year-old brother.

Never having seen (or not remembering) the naked body of her
father, she was trying to find out if men had penises like little boys and
trying to puzzle through why she had none, only what Freud called "the
stunted penis."  [Emphasis added]

The italicized portion is a further interpretation unwarranted by anything the little girl

said.  She was merely curious as to whether boys and grown men possess the same, or

same-sized, equipment.  She said nothing at all about her own genitals.

A psychoanalyst told this writer of a little girl of six who would go into her
mother's bedroom, open the drawers of her bureau and search endlessly
for what she called "treasures."  She was unconsciously searching her
mother's other "drawers" to find out if her mother possessed the coveted
penis.
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Are we allowed to point out that, at the age of six, a girl would have to be unusually

thick-witted not to grasp that a penis, if her mother did have one, would probably be

attached to, or concealed within, her body?  No.  After all, the little girl was searching

unconsciously.  As the English writer Donald Francis Tovey once noted, the

unconscious is a useful donkey – it can carry any load at all.

May we at least point out that the word "drawers," as a synonym for underwear,

is not even used in many families?  No.  In psychoanalysis, the linguistic virtuosity of

the analyst is just as empirical as the behavior of the patient.  And Freud retains his

exalted status as the avatar of psychoanalysis partly on the basis of his supremacy in

this art.

So we see what passes for scientific proof to a Freudian.  Reframing Flew's

question, then: What, to a psychoanalyst, would count as evidence against the theory

of the Oedipus complex?  Clearly the answer is "Nothing."  And if that is the answer,

then Freudianism is neither science nor pseudoscience, but religion – the original

target of Flew's intellectual sally.

Faced with this disorienting situation, made even stranger by the

psychoanalyst's claim that Freudianism is a science, the anti-Freudian, like the critic of

religion, finds himself repeating objections that are now a century old – objections that

are indisputably valid and have often been acknowledged to be valid even by the

friends of psychoanalysis, but which nonetheless never succeed in disturbing the

psychoanalytic enterprise.

To take only the most egregious example: Freud treated every criticism of his
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theory and methodology as resistance.  He deployed this maddening riposte both when

his patients in therapy disagreed with his interpretations of their dreams and when

scientists took issue with the empirical basis of psychoanalysis.  If you agree with him,

you and he are right together; if you disagree with him, he is right and you are wrong

because you cannot bear to face up to his rightness.  Let me render this graphically:
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2 possible reactions

I agree with the interpretation

 I disagree with the interpretation

Result

Its truth is verified

Its truth is verified

The critic's first impulse is to think that, merely by pointing out the absurdity of this, he

has hit a home run in the bottom of the ninth and the ball game is over.  But as he trots

around the bases, he notices that the players are still on the field, the fans are still in

the stands, and the game is continuing as if he never stepped up to bat at al l.  Or

rather, everyone acknowledges that he did step up and he did hit the ball out of the

park; but the scoreboard has not been changed, and will not be changed.

What is a critic to do next?  Reword and resubmit the accusation?  Raise his

voice?  Strangely, if he takes these steps, it is the critic, and not Freud, who is on his

way to appearing absurd.  The Freudians then say, "Of course we have heard all this

before . . . Why is that poor man shouting?" – which can be an eerily effective way of

deflating the question.

Frederick Crews is a respected critic and a lapsed Freudian to boot.  On

November 18, 1993, he wrote as follows in The New York Review of Books:

The movement's anti-empirical features are legion.  They include its cult
of the founder's personality; its casually anecdotal approach to
corroboration; its cavalier dismissal of its most besetting epistemic
problem, that of suggestion; its habitual confusion of speculation with fact;
its penchant for generalizing from a small number of imperfectly examined
instances; its proliferation of theoretical entities bearing no testable
referents; its lack of vigilance against self-contradiction; its selective
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reporting of raw data to fit the latest theoretical enthusiasm; its
ambiguities and exit clauses, allowing negative results to be counted as
positive ones; its indifference to rival explanations and to mainstream
science; its absence of any specified means for preferring one
interpretation to another; its insistence that only the initiated are entitled
to criticize; its stigmatizing of disagreement as "resistance," along with the
corollary that, as Freud put it, all such resistance constitutes "actual
evidence in favor of the correctness" of the theory; and its narcissistic
faith that, again in Freud's words, "applications of analysis are always
confirmations of it as well."

This devastating broadside tells nothing but the truth.  In the pages that fol low, we will

test, and affirm, the accuracy of each and every clause.  Yet Freud continues to show

up in every brand-new book about genius.  So far as the true believers were

concerned, Crews might have saved his breath to cool his porridge.

Nor do I have any new knock-down argument to make in this book.  My

arguments have been made before, by people with impressive credentials like Crews,

as well as by many turncoat analysts and disillusioned patients.  The interesting thing

is that the refutation of psychoanalysis has had little effect among committed

Freudians.  This book studies that interesting thing.  I have used the critique of Crews

as a starting point rather than a terminus – I wish to examine certain puzzles that arise

after we take his critique to be decisive.  How could Freud have palmed off this farrago

as science?  How could his early disciples have swallowed it whole?  Why did it catch

on in the greater world, especially at what academic scholar Morse Peckham calls "the

apex of the cultural pyramid"?  How can Freud continue to be regarded today as a

genius on the same level as Darwin and Einstein?  How can psychoanalysis continue

to thrive as a profession and maintain its status as the most expensive and prestigious
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therapy and the "deepest" theory of personality?

Phrased once again as a single question: if Freudianism is a hot air balloon so

easily punctured, how did it ever get inflated in the first place?

Inevitably, in the pages that follow, I will examine the balloon itself, and stick as

many pins in it as I can.  I can hardly study the pathology of Freudian belief without first

proving that it is pathological; but I am also assuming that many readers will occupy the

same position I did when I embarked upon this odyssey – they will have read very little

Freud and will know of him only through popularizations that dumb down his core

concepts and omit the cases where he embarrassed himself.  (For instance, Peter Gay,

with 650 pages at his disposal, does not feel we need to know anything about Freud's

thinking on the question of masturbation, which was only a little less benighted than

that of his medical contemporaries who warned of blindness and insanity.  He

considered it, in all cases, a sign of neurosis and a problem to be solved; and in his

early career, the solution he recommended to some of his patients was an operation on

the nose.)

The reader who has never perused Freud's writing is invited to learn about him

through the pages of this book.  I quote extensively from Freud himself, and from

contemporary Freudians.  My position will appear clearly in my own words – but only

after Freud has been given the opportunity to make his own case.

In sketching a brief history of my own perusal of Freudian materials, I have also

anticipated several of the most important themes of this study.  I will take a long look at

Freud's treatment of Dora and at today's apologists for that treatment.  I will give a
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thorough presentation of some of Freud's less publicized and more extravagant

theories.  I will examine at length the conspiracy of silence that surrounds some of his

zanier intellectual allegiances.  I will point out the dishonest means by which his

reputation has been defended and the motives of his opponents impugned.

When I turn my attention to Freud's unpleasant and sometimes alarming

personality, I may seem to be engaging in some of the tactics that I deplore in

Freudians themselves.  I cannot refrain from examining Freud's psyche for two reasons

that I have already mentioned: first, inasmuch as he did almost no scientific research

during his mature years, his own mind must be taken to be the origin, not merely of his

theories, but of most of the supposed facts that he thought he had obser ved prior to his

theorizing; second, my subject being the religious mentality that is drawn to gnosticism,

Freud naturally recommends himself to me as the most obvious exemplar of this

mentality.  His mind is the origin of the gnostic religion that I am examining.  The mind

of Peter Gay would do just as well for this part of the study, but considerations of tact

make me prefer to concentrate upon Freud himself, who, as the first perpetrator of

psychoanalysis from afar, can be put on the couch without any violation of propriety.

To the complaint that I am an amateur in this field, I must reply that the

professionals have bought stock in the corporation and cannot be trusted. 

Furthermore, the library shelves are full of books written by former Freudian therapists

and patients who attack the Master more vehemently than I do; but I would urge the

reader not to trust those analysts who have fallen away any more than those who have

not.  Trust yourself.  Freud is not at all difficult to read or to understand, except insofar
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as his ideas are sometimes so bizarre that they make your head hurt.

To the argument that no one who has not been psychoanalyzed is in a position

to criticize Freud, I will say only that this is on a par with the argument that no one who

has not read the book written by David Koresh about the seven seals of Revelation is

qualified to have an opinion about the Branch Davidians of Waco, Texas.  Art is short

and life is long, but not long enough for me to have any time left over to engage in

psychoanalysis.  I have, however, read Lucy Freeman's account of her psychoanalysis,

and she assures me that my own would duplicate hers down to the last detail.

Freeman's analysis changed her life.  I would never deny that many people have

found psychoanalysis efficacious.  If we succeed in dislodging the propositional "truths"

of Freudianism from intellectual respectability, we can still gladly concede that belief in

false propositions may have a curative power for the believer.  This would be in

keeping with the operation of one of the best-established facts of medicine, which is the

extraordinary healing power of a placebo.  I say only that the theory of the castration

complex has no more to recommend itself to a scientifically inclined individual than the

theory of Mary's assumption into heaven.  Once I have establ ished that Freudianism,

like Catholicism, is a religion to be taken on faith, I will have no further interest in

disputing that it may be a satisfying faith to those who hold it.  Catholicism is fructifying

in the lives of many people, some of whom I admire deeply and would be glad to

consult in matters of morality.  But Catholics know that theirs is a religion of revelation,

and that ultimately they must have faith in that revelation.  They know that the authority

for Mary's assumption can never be established by research, because it rests on the
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belief that the Pope receives infallible guidance directly from God.  Freudians do not

know this about their religion.

This simple point will bear repeating throughout this study and should be borne

in mind at all times.  It may turn out that the transcendent god of Christianity does exist

and does answer prayers: but no study has ever demonstrated the scientific truth of this

proposition; and no scientist in his laboratory is permitted to reach a valid conclusion

using this proposition as a premise.  As logicians are fond of reminding us, it is

impossible to prove a negative, so I cannot conclusively demonstrate the non-existence

of god or of the Oedipus complex.  Absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of

absence.  I can only demonstrate that Freudianism is not science.  Then I must rely

upon my reader to realize that if this is the case, then Freudianism does not give us

statements of fact.  If we then continue to believe in Freudianism as a body of

propositional truths, we are deluded; if we are merely entertained by its ideas, we might

want to call it art; but if we cling to it as any sort of knowledge, we should call it what it

is – a gnostic religion.

Some of my readers believe that the battle is over already.  They point out that

Freud has been largely superseded in the therapeutic industry: there are now dozens

of competing methodologies, and most counselors today are highly eclectic to boot. 

Only a handful of hard-line, hard-core Freudians remain.  To this I would respond, first,

that many non-Freudian therapies are permeated by aspects of Freudianism; and

second, that my book is not about contemporary therapeutic practices in any case. 

Mine is a book about belief systems and our susceptibility to them; about hero-worship



Prologue to a consideration of Freud, Freud, and Freudianism - 36

and the difficulty that we have in giving up our heroes.

As if to confirm this, many readers of this work in manuscript have shaken their

heads at the outlandish things Freud said, agreed with my criticism, and then said to

me that there must be something important about Freud because we all know that

Freud is important.

This is true in part.  In evaluating Freud's contribution to the history of ideas, it is

necessary to distinguish between his spadework among certain broad concepts that

have become the common intellectual property of almost every educated person of the

20th century, and the highly reductive doctrines about universal human psychology and

the origin of civilization that he propounded after his 40th birthday.  I shall use the term

"Freudianism" to designate the essentially worthless theoretical construct of his later

years.  Although he was slow to say so, this construct represented a repudiation of

most of his early work.  It is this construct that continues to this day to animate the

peculiar therapeutic endeavor known as psychoanalysis.

Freud is justly considered to have played a pivotal role in furthering the study of

non-organic factors in "diseases" such as hysteria and neurasthenia (a catch-all term in

the 19th century for neurotic maladaptations) and with discovering, or at least naming,

the phenomenon of transference in the doctor-patient relationship.  Today, few

therapists or even lay people would question that the unconscious exists (if only in the

sense that my motives are often invisible to me and I do not myself understand why I do

what I do); that psychic material can be repressed, or at least thoroughly forgotten, and

can do great mischief thereafter; that the incidents of early childhood may be important
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in the formation of neuroses; that sexuality is a significant aspect of psychological

functioning; that transference can and does occur in the therapeutic environment; that

patients often resist treatment because the neurosis seems to have a life and will of its

own; and that insight therapies have sometimes produced salutary effects in patients'

lives.  Because he brought these ideas to the attention of the wider public, and is

associated with the founding of talk therapy as a way of dealing with psychological

problems, Freud's name can never be expunged from any fairly written history of ideas.

But it is also possible, and indeed plausible, that Freud got the particulars

wrong: that his account of what is actually to be found in the unconscious is incorrect;

that sexuality and childhood are important, but not in the way he thought; that

transference occurs but does not have the significance he attributed to it.  To imagine

that he not only discovered the importance of all these matters, but also investigated

them thoroughly and reached unimpeachable conclusions about them, all in one

lifetime, is to assign him the stature of a demigod – as his followers indeed do.

Freud's canonization is the more premature in light of the facts about him

provided by his biography.  I will refer often to his most debilitating trait, his profound

narcissism, pausing here only to note how I am using the word – not in Freud's highly

technical sense to describe the first stage of infantile eroticism; not as shorthand for

what clinicians today call Narcissistic Personality Disorder (although Freud is

recognizable in the list of symptoms); and not as the popular press uses it to mean the

acting-out of self-absorbed celebrities.  I mean by it a marked impairment in the

understanding of self and others, incapacitating the afflicted party for self-awareness
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and empathy.  Narcissists are characterized by an extreme brittleness in all their

relationships: they are certain that they are right; they are deeply wounded by criticism

and attribute it to ulterior motives and active malice; they cannot "agree to disagree";

and they cannot imagine that this portrait could possibly apply to them.  Their most

salient quality may well be their burning sincerity, which only increases their bafflement

at the opposition engendered by what they "know," with such complete confidence, to

be true.

Freud, in spite of his fabled self-analysis, understood almost nothing about

himself.  Like all narcissists – the reader might find it interesting to look over

autobiographical statements by Friedrich Nietzsche and Ayn Rand – he believed that

he could examine the entire contents of his own mind and report them infallibly.  But

one tell-tale sign of narcissism is the way such writers, in rendering their reports of

themselves, collapse the psychological into the intellectual and the ethical; and strange

as it may be to say about the man sometimes credited with discovering the realm of the

psychological, this was true of Freud – his autobiographical sketches of himself are,

amusingly enough, almost entirely devoid of psychological interest.  In spite of being

the prophet of the unconscious and its inaccessibility, he believed that his perspicacity

was such as to compel his id to give up all its secrets to him.  In fact, however, he was

extraordinarily blind to his own motivations, and in his self-examination did not find

evidence of even his most salient qualities – his raging ambition and competitiveness. 

More remarkably still, in light of his own theory, he did not suspect that his failure to

find any such urges was itself suspicious.  Instead, he believed that he had traced



Prologue to a consideration of Freud, Freud, and Freudianism - 39

everything in his own mental life to its source and converted all the monsters of his own

id into sublimations of uncompromising rationality and incorruptible morality.  Being

unable to see what he could not see, he mistook his glimpse of the shallows of his

consciousness for a view of the entire ocean.  Startlingly, this depth psychologist

deluded himself that he had conducted an exhaustive investigation after he retrieved

only a few mundane facts and fictions about his childhood and then proceeded to

intellectualize about them for several months.

Finally, it should be mentioned that most narcissists imagine that they are

additionally armed with special intuitive powers, and Freud was no exception. 

Throughout his life, he had great confidence in his hunches, and – as with his feeling

that certain character traits align themselves with anal eroticism – it seemed to him that

they always panned out.  Time and again he tells us how he groped toward a

theoretical insight, only to see it "confirmed" by "analytical experience" or "observations

made during psychoanalysis."  The purity of Freud's innocence about these claims is a

wonder to behold.  His convictions about his own generosity of spirit, disinterestedness,

and lack of worldliness, are no less touching.

The personal lives of such people are a series of disasters.  It is easy to miss

this about Freud because, as a famous man, he naturally had many superficially

successful relationships with adoring students, casual correspondents, and a handful of

zealously devoted disciples who were consumed with the authentic Freudian fire and

kept their inmost thoughts about him to themselves.  But for the most part, his

relationships with his closest associates were deeply troubled unless he could
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dominate them completely.  With his wife, that domination was never disturbed and

they made, or gave the appearance of, a happy couple: that is to say, he professed his

everlasting love and respect.  In point of fact, however, he treated her throughout their

life together as domestic drudge and childbearing machine, and had an affair with her

sister, all the while holding up married love as a fusion of the tender and the sensual

and the model of a mature resolution of the Oedipus complex.  In friendships, he fared

even less well.  He was highly susceptible to infatuation with charismatic men, sure to

be followed sooner or later by disenchantment – a typical narcissistic pattern.  When

he inevitably turned against his colleagues, he always complained bitterly that they had

betrayed him.  These estrangements were invariably caused by their withholding their

endorsement from some aspect of his intellectual system: he could not bear for anyone

to dissent from the least particle of his Theory of Everything.  When, seeking to defend

himself against this very accusation, he bragged in his autobiographical sketch that

many men had remained steadfast in their friendship with him, he neglected to mention

that these men were, without exception, star-struck disciples of mediocre ability who

gave themselves up wholly to sycophancy and never expressed a single public doubt

about his work.  All those who took an independent line to the slightest degree – Josef

Breuer, Wilhelm Fliess, Wilhelm Stekel, Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, Otto Rank, Sándor

Ferenczi – were banished to outer darkness with some version of his favorite formula of

anathema: "So-and-so no longer belongs to us."  His daughter Anna, having been

drawn into the charmed circle of his narcissism, picked up this quasi-religious phrase

and used it also.  Eventually, the two of them stood, or imagined that they stood, alone
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against the world.  Today, Freudian orthodoxy is kept going by those whose own

narcissism is flattered by its gnosticism.  These acolytes believe that the world consists

of two groups: the unconscious many; and the special few who have been analyzed

and have seen into the secret constitution of the psychological universe.  The circle of

narcissism has expanded outward and the true believers have joined Freud on the

inside.

Highly narcissistic people sometimes make valuable contributions to human

knowledge, and Freud himself might have done so in a field other than psychology. 

But he was temperamentally unsuited to the very work that he chose to do.  In his

professional life, as I have already intimated, Freud was Darwin's antithesis – eager for

recognition, vain about his intellectual priority, jealous of others.  He was just such a

man as is most unlikely to make a reliable contribution to scientific research.  He had

no patience with the slow accumulation of data that makes Darwin so inspirational in

our own day.  Instead, he speculated first and then, by a process of selective attention,

made "observations" in the analytical setting that became such facts as he ever

claimed to have.  The older he got, the more he indulged in manic bouts of

promiscuous theorizing.

He was also a man of his time who was singularly blind to what belonged to his

time.  He was socially conditioned but deeply insensible to the power of that

conditioning.  His self-analysis never touched these genuine wellsprings of his thought. 

Therefore he was unaware of the true origin of many of his "findings."

If facts must be situated in theories, theories themselves must accord with what
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we might call axioms.  An axiom is a piece of bedrock in the universe of knowledge. 

The dictionary defines it this way: "a self-evident truth; a universally accepted principle

or rule; a proposition which is assumed without proof for the sake of studying the

consequences that follow from it."

An axiomatic truth strikes a thinker as something that is intuitively the case,

impossible of contradiction, as plain as the hand before his face.  It must be

acknowledged by all sane and rational people; it cannot be denied.  We can always

mouth the postmodernist credo that even axioms are contingent – socially and

culturally produced, invented rather than discovered, propped up by political power

rather than ontological truth.  Well, we can say anything; but we will not believe our

own words.  All of us carry certain ideas that we believe to be obvious and irrefutable. 

When we encounter beliefs to the contrary, we rarely even bother to respond.  If our

opponents persist with cogent arguments, we shrug them off – "You can say what you

want, but I know I'm right."  And if we come across evidence that our axioms are

incorrect . . . but the very manner in which I have phrased the matter points to the

method of resolving the cognitive dissonance that ensues.  An axiom cannot be

incorrect.  We will sooner deny the evidence than deny the axiom.

Freud subscribed to the belief that "the position of woman cannot be other than

what it is: to be an adored sweetheart in youth, and a beloved wife in maturity."  I have

italicized the words that indicate that he thought he was expressing an absolute truth

that is valid for eternity.  He never bothered to argue for this assertion, because he

thought it was incontrovertible; the opposite view, which he called "absurd" and "not



Prologue to a consideration of Freud, Freud, and Freudianism - 43

quite human," was unworthy of a reasoned refutation.  This axiom preceded, and

therefore conditioned, the making of his theories.  He could depart boldly from the

received wisdom about hysteria; he could introduce revolutionary, bizarre, repugnant

ideas about infantile sexuality, perversion, repression, regression, and neurotic love-

transference; but his pronouncements on all these topics had to accord with this core

axiom.  He could no more theorize outside the magic circle of his own axiomatic

constraint than a physicist can ignore gravity or a chemist can renounce the periodic

table of elements.

It is an article of faith among educated people today that Freud's core axiom

about women, with its concomitant propositions about anatomical and ethical inferiority,

is as false as the core belief of a proponent of white supremacy or a member of the Flat

Earth Society.  Yet throughout his long life, Freud kept finding "confirmations" of his

false axiom.

Why, then, do I insist that he was "smart"?  My answer is that the adherence to a

core belief transcends the issue of intelligence.  Isaac Newton believed complete

nonsense about the book of Revelation.  This did not hamper his understanding of

calculus.  Freud, however, was more vulnerable than Newton to having his prejudices

infect his theory – partly because psychology is a "soft" science that must address, as

part of its domain, the very issue about which Freud is prejudiced; but mostly because

Freudianism is not a science, soft or hard.

We cannot see what we cannot see.  The field of the intellect is within the seen

– or, in J. Krishnamurti's words, "the known."  This hampers us two ways: as the old
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saying has it, we "know" so many things that "just ain't so"; but additionally, even where

our information is correct, we are kept within the circle of the known, and cannot reason

outside it.  Within that circle, Freud's intellect operates in high gear: he lays out his

theory clearly, coherently, even beautifully; he anticipates and answers objections; and

he frames his explanations so that they preserve the consistency and the intellectual

integrity, not of the world, but of the theory itself.  Furthermore, he writes persuasively. 

He mastered the art of self-presentation, making himself appear to be sober, careful,

and temperamentally incapable of tampering with the truth.  So successful was this

self-portrait that for over a hundred years now, his biographers and disciples have

taken it at face value – not because of any corroborating evidence to be found in the

record of his life, but solely because they are captivated by it.

Of course, Freud came across evidence that his core axiom about women was

incorrect.  In fact, he was well aware of the existence of a class of women who appear

to be wholly unfit for the role of adored sweetheart in youth and beloved (or endured)

wife in maturity; and he knew that these same women often compete successfully with

men in traditionally male-dominated arenas.  Lou Andreas-Salomé, who became one of

Freud's closest intellectual companions and contributed psychoanalytical papers to

prestigious journals, was one such woman.  But there are multiple methods of making

evidence go away: indeed, in such moments of crisis, the intellect really earns its keep. 

Accordingly, Freud made a place for exceptional women in his theory, without

abandoning his axiom.  He grafted Wilhelm Fliess's concept of universal bisexuality

onto his own account of infantile polymorphous perversity.  Women who defeat
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expectations as to their "position" can, he said, be understood to be women whose

masculine component has come to the fore.  Psychologically, they are men.

*Marie Bonaparte, Helene Deutsch, Ruth Mack Brunswick, and the last of his heirs

apparent, his own daughter Anna.  Obviously the theory implies that scientific

achievement in women is owing to their neurotic failure of adjustment.  They have

regressed to the age of four, when penis envy is natural for them.  Girls who properly

mature grow out of this infantile stage by accepting their castrated state, giving up their

"masculine protest," and diverting their libido into passive adoration of a man and a

desire to give him a baby in lieu of actively stealing his penis.  The calumny that our

greatest achievers are our greatest neurotics feeds the gnostic preciousness of

psychoanalysis: such a proposition is the more cherished because it is counterintuitive

and mortifying to our human pretensions.  There is no likelihood that the hoi polloi will

agree to it: they will remain stupidly philistine in their hero-worship, while the

cognoscenti will understand that the greatest art is produced by the most crippled

neurotics.

This reasoning may appear to be ludicrous to the reader of today – but partly

because, during the intervening century, we have seen the incursion of women into

almost all the former bastions of male privilege.  At the apex of the cultural pyramid,

many suave thinkers have adopted, as one of their core axioms, the belief that gender

is nothing more than a social role.  But setting aside the political correctness of these

competing views of women, each so bound to its historical period, the key point to

notice about Freud's "solution" to his problem is its improvisatory deftness and its
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reliance upon a new, ad hoc theory to paper over a hole in an old theory.

Freud was blind to two things – but we ought to be sympathetic in some degree,

because we are almost surely just as blind in some other area.  He could not see that

most of the behavior he was analyzing was caused, not by intrapsychic conflicts cut to

a universal pattern, but by the responses of his patients to specific societal and cultural

pressures.  And he could not see that his own activity of theory-formation was

conditioned by core beliefs, such as those he entertained about the inferiority of women

and the culture-bearing mastery of men, that were acquired at a very young age from

the society and culture in which he grew up.  These beliefs made a circle within which

he could be as daring as he pleased, but outside of which he could not go.

The difficulty confronting the reader who is swimming in Freudian deepthink is to

stand back and reconstruct his arguments from the ground up.  We need to note very

closely the premises that are sketched lightly on the first page of Freudianism; even

more, we need to ferret out the premises so pervasive and all-controlling that they do

not even appear in the text.  When Freud writes about the penis-envy of women, he is

not going to reference his youthful letter to his fiancée, Martha Bernays, from which I

have drawn my quotes.  But the reader needs to understand that the thought expressed

in that letter colors Freud's entire "science."  His belief in the "masculinity complex" of

the emancipated woman follows as a matter of course – not from the empirical data he

collected over a lifetime of research, but from the highly comforting prejudice he had

formed before he gathered any data at all, and from the need to plug an obvious gap

between his axiom about women and the observed facts.
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The story of Freudianism is an exemplary tale of a great outbreak of irrationalism

during the century that gave us the physics of relativity and quantum mechanics, but

also Stalinism, Nazism, Maoism, Scientology, an upsurge in religious fundamentalism,

and a remarkable panoply of New Age mysticisms.  This story is all the more thought-

provoking because so many of the true believers prided themselves on their secular

humanism, their atheism, and their commitment to science.

The irony of this has woven a kind of Orwellian doublethink into the very fabric of

the psychoanalytic enterprise.  Pure revelation is treated as scientific finding; the

tautological manipulation of psychoanalytical propositions is treated as scientific

methodology; the proliferation of metaphorical entities, verbal categories, and invisible

substances is treated as the discovery and naming of structures, drives, and

complexes.

The man who founded this religion disguised as a science was an armchair

intellectual who also happened to practice, somewhat reluctantly and rather

ineffectively, as a faith healer with medical credentials.  To define him as an intellectual

means, not that he was smart – although he was – but that he lived in the world of his

own ideas.  He could hardly wait to see what he was going to think next.  He once

confided to Ferenczi that most of his patients were "rabble," but he went on to say that

he learned a lot from them.  He was addicted to theorizing, and had very little aptitude

for careful research.  He said as much himself:

I am really not a man of science, not an observer, not an experimenter
and not a thinker.  I am nothing but by temperament a conquistador – an
adventurer, if you want to translate that word – with the curiosity, the
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boldness and the tenacity that belongs to that type of being.

I will grant him his self-adulating adjectives, noting only that a man can be curious,

bold, and tenacious and still be wrong about almost everything he thinks he knows.

Indeed, for all his venturesomeness, Freud was emotionally and erotically

stunted, morally unimaginative, and psychologically damaged; and he was especially

handicapped intellectually and temperamentally for a career as a scientist of any kind. 

He compensated for these failings by means of a wide-ranging literary imagination –

and perhaps we should go ahead and say a religious imagination.  He also turned his

workaholism, pugnacity, wit, and economy of expression to good account: he had the

wherewithal to enter the fray and stay on the field of battle against his myriad enemies

real and imagined; he was a skillful polemicist and an indefatigable self-promoter.  Add

to this a kind of integrity: since he aspired, not merely to make a lot of money or to

garner a lot of headlines, but to see his bust next to those of the greatest philosophers

and scientists of all time, he possessed an austerity that actually does do him credit –

particularly in our own age of hucksterism and hypocrisy.

Even his narcissism served him well, for it conferred upon him that charisma of

absolute certainty that so often mesmerizes a leader's disciples and confuses the rest

of us.

In brief, he was theory-mad and intellectually blind, but canny – and a hard

worker.  With this array of qualities, he first convinced himself, and then much of the

Western world, that his gnostic religion was a genuine psychology.
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This exploration of Freudianism is laid out in six broad sections.  The first sets forth the

theory of the Oedipus complex, by means of which Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was

transformed into Freud, one of the recognized geniuses of the 20th century and one of

the most culturally influential thinkers in history.  Educated people usually have a

notion of what the Oedipus complex is, but many will be astonished to read what Freud

actually wrote about it.

The second section provides a biographical sketch of Freud, stressing the

circumstances in his life at the time he "discovered" the Oedipus complex.

The third section presents an inventory of his many other theories, and is

mandatory reading for those devotees who assume that they have adequate knowledge

of his thought and his life.  Faith in Freud as a scientist cannot survive an impartial

reading of this section.

The fourth section locates Freud's scientific errors in the axioms that he carried

forward from his youth – Freudianism is the founder's personality writ large.

In the fifth section, I demonstrate, not satirically but soberly, that Freudianism is

a religion.  Owing both to the breadth of its claims and the hold it exerts on its

adherents, it cannot be understood merely as pseudoscience.  My thesis commits us to

revising our understanding, not only of what Freudianism is, but also of what religion is. 

This undertaking is long overdue: as religion maintains its hold on humanity in the face

of an explosion of scientific knowledge – indeed, as Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and

Hindu fundamentalisms actually gain in strength – we need to reconsider the causes of

our susceptibility to it.  Clearly, traditional accounts have failed to identify the core of
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religion.

In the sixth section, I demonstrate the continuation of Freudianism into the 21st

century.  "Classical" psychoanalysis is in decline, but Freudianism has made so many

inroads into therapy, sociology, literary studies, art criticism, and popular culture that it

is now a hydra-headed monster, and killing it will be a Herculean labor.  The intrinsic

worth of Freudianism is about the same as that of phrenology, but no one would

suggest that Freud's reputation has yet sunk to the level of Franz Joseph Gall's.  Until it

does, the intellectual community will still be failing in the only important task that we ask

it to perform – that of distinguishing what is true and valuable from what is false and

trivial.



I

FREUDIANISM



The theory of the Oedipus complex

I assume most readers are familiar with the rudiments of the theory of the Oedipus

complex, but few are likely to be aware of all its implications.  The dictionary defines it

as "a desire for sexual involvement with the parent of the opposite sex and a

concomitant sense of rivalry with the parent of the same sex."  This is fine as far as it

goes but it does not go very far.

I will outline the theory as it pertains to males.  I will also carry the account

forward through its final phase, which Freud named the castration complex.  You will

see that the definition cited above does not do justice to the darkness of Freud's vision:

"sexual involvement" means intercourse, copulation, coitus; "rivalry" means the son

wants to kill his father; "castration" means (to Freud, though not to your dictionary) the

actual cutting off of the penis.

Janet Malcolm's account acknowledges the grimness of the concept: "The

complex describes the shattering, by fear of castration, of a small boy's dream of

making love to his mother, and the formation of the superego as a permanent memorial

to his dread."  She rightly draws attention to the breadth of Freud's claim, referring to

the complex as "a particular, fateful, universal experience."  Peter Gay calls it a

"universal family triangle."  Elisabeth Young-Bruehl says that it shows up in every

patient.  Historian John E. Toews notes that it embodies "the distinctive psychoanalytic
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perspective on the impersonal universal 'fate' governing human existence."

According to this theory, children, during the pre-Oedipal years, are sexually

active and wholly narcissistic.  They pass through stages of oral and anal eroticism

during early infancy; should they fail to negotiate these stages, they will be afflicted

with corresponding perversions during adulthood.  But these are worst-case scenarios. 

For most children, the critical phase is the Oedipal stage, which typically occurs during

the fourth and fifth years of life.

At this time, the little boy falls in love with his mother and wants to have sexual

intercourse with her.  He wishes his father could be gotten permanently out of the way. 

He is deterred from his project by the threat of castration, which in many cases is

uttered out loud by the father, but is also present in the child's unconscious as an

inherited memory.

The threat lodges in his mind and casts a cloud over every Oedipal fantasy. 

Whenever he feels erotic stirrings toward his mother, he remembers that the

consummation of his passion can be purchased only at the cost of his penis.

This dread takes up permanent residence inside him as his superego.  What we

call morality is nothing more than a reflexive check upon our desires, originating in

parental prohibition.  The voice of conscience is the adult version of the internalized

voice of the father in the child, forbidding his desire for his mother and pronouncing the

threat of castration.

All this is normal.

The abandonment, during adolescence, of the Oedipal longing for one's mother,
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in favor of more socially acceptable erotic attractions, is the better part of maturity.  But

should the Oedipal drama fail of a resolution, the little boy will resort to correcting an

unsatisfactory reality in his fantasies and dreams, which have as their theme the

fulfillment of wishes.  The unacceptability, to the superego, of these incestuous wishes

will cause them to be repressed; years later, Freud tells us, they will return to haunt the

young adult in the form of neurotic symptoms, a "flight into illness."

The first motive for the formation of symptoms is, chronologically, libido. 
Thus symptoms, like dreams, are the fulfillment of a wish.

Neurosis, then, is not the result of anything that actually happened, even if something

did happen: it is the result of guilt over our fantasies of the terrible things we wanted to

do.  As Toews says, "We are all psychologically guilty of the horrendous crimes we find

most abhorrent – incest and murder." 

In treatment, the patient overcomes his resistance to these distasteful facts

about himself, re-experiences the trauma of his thwarted Oedipal longing under the

watchful eye of the analyst, and gains conscious mastery over the repressed material

of the unconscious.

(On this point, I had best anticipate those Freudian commentators who will

hasten to point out my failures of understanding.  The Master distinguished a small

class of actual neuroses, produced in the present by sexual frustration and

characterized by conscious behaviors such as excessive masturbation, from the much

larger class of psychoneuroses, which became his exclusive interest.  Even a diehard

Freudian like David Stafford-Clark thinks that Freud was mistaken about this
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distinction; in any case, for all practical purposes, the distinction soon ceased to matter

even to Freudians.  Therefore, throughout this study, all references to neuroses will be

references to what Freud originally termed the psychoneuroses.  Similarly, I have not

bothered to invoke Freud's distinction between the preconscious mind and the

unconscious mind; but it is worth mentioning as an example of Freud's penchant for

stopgap theorizing.  Having made much over the unconscious as a repository for

materials that are so repressed that the patient cannot find out about them without his

expert help, he needed a place for those more mundane memories that the patient is

not currently thinking about, but which can be accessed through conscious reflection. 

Presto!  Such a place was conjured into existence on his say-so.  The preconscious is

the part of the iceberg that is just below the surface – of little interest to a depth

psychologist.  Finally, I will remind the reader here and now that the unconscious is a

controversial subject among contemporary researchers.  About all that they agree on is

the inadequacy of the Freudian model.  My own interest is the fascinating and

sometimes uncanny ability of an individual to hold simultaneously two conscious ideas

that are mutually incompatible, such as a belief in the divine inspiration of the Sermon

on the Mount along with a belief that America should pursue its own selfish ends by

violence.  Or I might cite polling data that show 97% of Americans believing that "following

your own conscience" is a mark of strong character and 92% also believing that "obeying those in

positions of authority" is a mark of strong character.  Most people, confronted with these

contradictions, just laugh them off, as if it would be an easy matter, but not worth their

trouble, to resolve them; and psychologists have hardly gotten any further with this baffling
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phenomenon than merely pointing it out.  The reader should keep an open mind as to whether or

not almost all of what Freud called "unconscious" is in fact conscious but vehemently

denied.  Perhaps it is not so much the case that people harbor unconscious hatred and

selfishness as that they harbor covert hatred and selfishness.)

Here is Freud himself on the subject of the course of the Oedipus complex in the

female, excerpted from the New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis:

We are now obliged to recognize that the little girl is a little man.  In boys,
as we know, [the pre-Oedipal] phase is marked by the fact that they have
learned how to derive pleasurable sensations from their small penis. . . .
Little girls do the same with their still smaller clitoris. . . . With the change
to femininity the clitoris should wholly or in part hand over its sensitivity,
and at the same time its importance, to the vagina. . . . We will now turn
our interest on to the single question of what it is that brings this powerful
attachment of the girl to her mother to an end. . . . I believe we have found
this specific factor, and indeed where we expected to find it, even though
in a surprising form.  Where we expected to find it, I say, for it lies in the
castration complex. . . . It was, however, a surprise to learn from analyses
that girls hold their mother responsible for their lack of a penis and do not
forgive her for their being put thus at a disadvantage. . . . They feel
seriously wronged, often declare that they want to "have something like it
too," and fall a victim to "envy for the penis". . . . One cannot very well
doubt the importance of envy for the penis. . . . I assert that envy and
jealousy play an even greater part in the mental life of women than of
men. . . . The discovery that she is castrated is a turning point in a girl's
growth. . . . Her self-love is mortified by the comparison with the boy's far
superior equipment and in consequence she renounces her masturbatory
satisfaction from her clitoris. . . . Passivity now has the upper hand. . . .
The wish with which the girl turns to her father is no doubt originally the
wish for the penis which her mother has refused her and which she now
expects from her father.  The feminine situation is only established,
however, if the wish for a penis is replaced by one for a baby. . . . With
the transference of the wish for a penis-baby on to her father, the girl has
entered the situation of the Oedipus complex. . . . And we are now struck
by a difference between the two sexes, which is probably momentous, in
regard to the relation of the Oedipus complex to the castration complex. 
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In a boy the Oedipus complex, in which he desires his mother and would
like to get rid of his father as being a rival, develops naturally from the
phase of his phallic sexuality.  The threat of castration compels him,
however, to give up that attitude.  Under the impression of the danger of
losing his penis, the Oedipus complex is abandoned, repressed, and, in
the most normal cases, entirely destroyed, and a severe superego is set
up as its heir.  What happens with a girl is almost the opposite. . . . In the
absence of fear of castration the chief motive is lacking which led boys to
surmount the Oedipus complex.  Girls remain in it for an indeterminate
length of time. . . . In these circumstances the formation of the superego
must suffer . . . and feminists are not pleased when we point out to them
the effects of this factor upon the average feminine character.

This is not an early account.  This is Freud's last word on the subject.  He had long

since angered feminists, but with the kind of "integrity" that you will learn to expect from

him, here he not only declines to sugar-coat his strong medicine, he actually increases

the dosage.

Let us review the components of the theory.  At the same time, I will quote from Janet

Malcolm's 1981 book about the New York Psychoanalytic Institute, The Impossible

Profession, to show how Freud is understood today.  (Malcolm interviewed a

pseudonymous psychoanalyst, "Aaron Green," and culled his thoughts about Freudian

theory.)

First, the theory presupposes sexuality as the fundamental life force.  Infants are

already libidinous and "polymorphously perverse."  In the fourth of the Five Lectures on

Psychoanalysis, Freud says that the "powerful wishful impulses of childhood may

without exception be described as sexual."  Aaron Green says that "sex is the source of

all human motivation."
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Second, the Oedipal period, between the ages of three-and-a-half and six, is, in

the words of Green, "the most formative, significant, molding experience of human life." 

Its effect is not confined to the drama of the bedroom:

If you take a person's adult life – his love, his work, his hobbies, his
ambitions – they all point back to the Oedipus complex.  [Emphasis in the
original]

Third, all neuroses originate in the repression of infantile sexuality.  In Malcolm's

words, "the cause of the trouble, the start of the debility, is traced back to childhood." 

In Freud's words, "the imperishable, repressed wishful impulses of childhood have

alone provided the power for the construction of symptoms."  This is sometimes called

"the return of the repressed."  In the fifth lecture, Freud elaborates upon this theme:

We see that human beings fall ill when, as a result of external obstacles
or of an internal lack of adaptation, the satisfaction of their erotic needs in
reality is frustrated.  We see that they then take fl ight into illness in order
that by its help they may find a satisfaction to take the place of what has
been frustrated. . . . The flight . . . takes place along the path of
regression, of a return to earlier phases of sexual life.  [Emphasis in the
original]

A perverted individual returns to "earlier phases of sexual life" with gusto – he literally

acts out his infantile desires.  The neurotic individual merely fantasizes doing so, and

undergoes the excruciating torment of a guilty conscience.  Fear of the stern morality of

the superego (which is to say, fear of castration) drives his fantasies into the

unconscious.  But the fantasies that have been repressed emerge in his symptoms,

which, conveniently for the therapeutic project, betray their origin by the manner of their
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construction: a sore throat points to oral perversions, constipation to anal perversions,

and so on.

Fourth, the neurotic patient relives the Oedipal drama as a "transference-

neurosis."  In the course of therapy, the female patient will transfer the old Oedipal

longing for her father onto the male therapist.  The therapist, far from responding in

kind to this outbreak of neurotic love, should take advantage of the transference to

analyze the primitive feelings that underlie it.  Here is Aaron Green, in dialogue with

Malcolm, addressing this embarrassing phenomenon:

"How does it feel – and this is the tragedy of every child – how does it feel
for a little girl to find that the most important person in her life, the person
she loves most passionately, and loves in a particular way – namely, that
she wants him to give her a phallus-child – is not going to do it?  No
matter what she does and however she tries to maneuver him, he is still
not going to do it."

"And the wish is reactivated and the attempt is repeated in
analysis."

"It is.  It can't help but be, and it would be a bad analysis if it
wasn't."  [Emphasis in the original]

Fifth, by itself, the process of dredging up the repressed material from the

depths of the unconscious confers a benefit upon the patient.  Psychoanalysis is an

"insight therapy."  Lucy Freeman describes the aim of psychoanalysis as "the

conscious understanding of the unconscious processes."  This is a way of rephrasing

Freud's own formulation, "Where id was, there let ego be."  The Master also gave a

famously pessimistic statement of the goal of psychoanalysis: "to transform neurotic

misery into normal human suffering."

There is little reason to believe any of this.  But it does make for a colorful
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narrative – one that possesses, moreover, the added attraction of reducing all human

motivation to a single principle and using it to explain the fate of the world.  We see the

breadth of the claims in the language employed by Freudians: Malcolm and Gay say

that the Oedipus complex is a universal experience and Green calls it the tragedy of

every child; Green says that sex is the source of all human motivation and that a man's

love, work, hobbies, and ambitions find their explanation there; Freud says that every

neurotic symptom originates in the repressed sexual impulses of childhood.  These are

not careless exaggerations, but precise statements of psychoanalytic theorems.

The categorical nature of these statements gives the clue to the real nature of

the Freudian enterprise.  We are in the presence of religious conviction, as betokened

by the grandeur and comprehensiveness of the assertions and the obstinacy with which

they are held.  They are first adopted on the strength of a few doubtful observations,

and subsequently maintained in the teeth of massive evidence to the contrary.  Belief,

in such a situation, depends upon the authority of the founder, and such authority

Freud has been granted.  Even today, when few therapists would sign on to every

element of the account that I have just given of the Oedipus complex, they are reluctant

to relinquish the myth of Freud's superhuman perspicacity.

It remains only to add that the theory of the Oedipus complex originated entirely in

Freud's analysis of his own memories and dreams – he said so himself.  The memories

were mostly "recovered" and "reconstructed."  Therefore the theory tells us a great

deal, not even about Freud's childhood, but about Freud's adult opinion of his
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childhood; but that is all it tells us.  Furthermore, it is only a happenstance that we know

it by the name of Oedipus, because Freud also used his recovered memories to

explicate Hamlet's famous delay in killing King Claudius: the lad loved his mother, you

see, and hesitated to kill the benefactor who had killed his father for him.



Sophocles and Oedipus

In conversation with her sister recently, a friend of mine was abusing Freud for having

burdened us with the Oedipus complex, and her sister retorted that Freud did not

discover the Oedipus complex – the Greeks did.  This argument was so unexpected

that my friend was momentarily silenced.  Her sister went on to assure her that the

power and popularity of Oedipus Rex through the ages is owing to its embodiment of

the Oedipal conflict.

Now while Freud would have been the last person in the world to cede the

discovery of the Oedipus complex to anyone else, he did give the same explanation for

the fame of the Sophoclean drama – one that followed naturally from his "solution" to

Hamlet.  Oedipus does the deed that every male in the audience unconsciously wishes

to do; watching the play is a wide-awake dream, the ultimate wish-fulfillment.  (The

grumpy ending satisfies the superego, and we consciously approve of a "moral"

denouement; but this reinstatement of the reality principle comes too late to dampen

our ecstacy over a long contemplation of forbidden pleasures.)

The unsophisticated reader is likely to take the Oedipus story at face value:

incest is the greatest taboo because it is the most abhorrent crime; the disturbing

power of the story stems from its direct depiction of the greatest taboo; we are

fascinated and appalled because Oedipus does things that it would horrify any of us to
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do.  The naive reader might go on to point out that the drama originates in an act of

violence by a father against his infant son; that Oedipus does everything in his power to

avoid killing his father; and that the whole horror – the whole point – of the story seems

to lie in his having killed his father and married his mother through a series of accidents

and coincidences that achieved his fate in spite of his effort to evade it.

Now the psychoanalytically inclined critic will have a good snort at such an

ingenuous fellow.  And I do not deny the possibility that we might be consciously

attracted to things that also consciously repel us.  (I do not say we might be

unconsciously attracted: we could be unconscious of why we were attracted to the sight

of something, but hardly unconscious that we were attracted to it, because we are, after

all, looking at it.  Our insistence that we were looking intently at it but were repelled by

it would then be an example of a common defense mechanism first identified in

Paleolithic times and called "a lie.")  However that may be, I wish to make a single point

about the rube's version of Oedipus Rex: its explanatory power is just as great as

Freud's interpretation.  Let us go a step further.  The surface of a work of art – like the

manifest content of a dream, or the memory of a real event – is undeniably there, and

to a great degree penetrable by the critical intellect.  The depths must always remain a

matter of speculation.  Freudian interpretations of literature can no more be falsified

than Freudian theories of personality, which is very convenient for the critic; but the

rest of us should not be deterred from returning to the surface, and insisting that, at the

very least, it be respected as a surface.  And the depths that are proposed to underlie a

surface must be consistent with it.
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Contemplating the fate of Oedipus in the theater, are we moved by "pity and

terror" because he was a fundamentally good man who could not avoid a bad ending? 

So said Aristotle, giving his famous (and foolish) explanation of the "cathartic" effect of

tragedy.  But are we simultaneously titillated and gratified by the protagonist's

accomplishment of the Freudian deed?  It sounds "deep" to say so, but such a view is

incoherent.  If the sewer of the unconscious is so appalling that, as Freud argues

elsewhere, only a manhole-cover the size of civilization can keep the stench away from

us, then Sophocles – himself a product of civilization – could not have accessed the

sewer's contents, and his audience would not have stood for it if he had.  If the gulf

separating the unconscious and the conscious mind is so immense that, until Freud, we

did not even know that it was there, then Sophocles could not have bridged it.

Freud claimed that dreams, and even symptoms, operate symbolically, because

we are compelled to censor our nasty proclivities before admitting them to

consciousness.  This means that art, too, must subject itself to the superego's approval. 

As an example of how this works, Freud wrote that "the blinding with which Oedipus

punishes himself after the discovery of his crime is, by the evidence of dreams, a

symbolic substitute for castration" – which is to say that castration is too hot a topic for

dreams, or myths, or plays performed before the entire Athenian public, to deal with

directly.  By these lights, the subject of incest would also have been treated

symbolically by Sophocles; similarly, Aeschylus would have hinted at the act of

cannibalism that looms so large in the myth of the House of Atreus instead of

mentioning it directly.
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We have here an example of the way Freudian interpretation, whether

psychoanalytical or literary, shuttles back and forth between thoughts that are said to

lie too deep for words, and thoughts that are attributed to the unconscious but are

expressed in words – words that are too plain in their meaning to be misunderstood.  If

we watch, with pleasure, a play about a man who marries his mother, we are hardly

dealing with a disguised representation of the greatest taboo.

Note, too, the absurdity of arguing that Sophocles, because he was an artist,

must have been adept at visiting his own unconscious.  Maybe he was, and maybe he

found there a cauldron of unholy terrors; but he would still have possessed a superego. 

Sophocles could not have brought back an account of the id without subjecting it to the

scrutiny of his own censor; and after that, he would have asked himself what he was

willing to risk with his audience.  For in spite of our romanticized view of the artist as a

compulsive teller of unpalatable truths, does not Freud himself say that actually the

artist, like other men, is motivated by "honor, power, riches, fame, and the love of

women"?

Nor is it likely that even the great Sophocles, having overridden his own censor

and thrown caution to the winds, could have succeeded in giving the unconscious

material a sure-handed artistic form, for by its very nature it is astounding, shameful,

and inchoate.  The only way the Freudian account makes sense is if the artist, like the

dreamer, alters his material until the repugnant aspects have been covered by a

screen.

Indeed, this is what Freud and Ernest Jones say about Hamlet, and here at least
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the interpretation is self-consistent: they aver that Shakespeare had no idea that he

was writing about a son's incestuous desire for his mother; that Shakespeare therefore

did not himself know why his character was paralyzed by inaction; and that the

audience did not know why it was fascinated by the character's plight.  In this account,

both artist and audience remain completely unconscious.  But if the Oedipus complex

can serve to explain Hamlet, it is thereby ruled out as an explanation of Oedipus,

because Sophocles makes the contents of the unconscious plain to himself and to the

audience: we cannot watch this direct representation of incest and pretend that we are

really interested in something else in the play that is more acceptable to the superego.

At a more practical level, if we lay it down as a law that conscious pity and terror

always mask a rancid unconscious joy, we will be driven to treat our own emotional

lives as if they are someone else's – the unknown and unknowable id's – and we will

have to be wary of both ourselves and others.  This reductio ad absurdum is captured

by a famous joke depicting two psychoanalysts who pass in the hall: one says "Good

morning" and the other says to himself, "I wonder what he meant by that."

Freud could not have won any disciples at all had his view not been true in certain

circumstances.  The psychic conflict he posits as perpetual and universal is a sometime

thing in a few isolated individuals.  Freud discovered, perhaps, one type of neurosis –

that evinced by a person who is, or feels, insufficiently loved in childhood and therefore

harbors intense envy and hatred, but who nonetheless possesses a powerful superego. 

Such a person's conscious thoughts and feelings may well be only a froth that covers
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an ocean of unconscious anger, with the lid on the id being kept the more compulsively

in place because the individual suspects what his depths contain.  We know that some

conventionally good people harbor many interior resentments and rages.  To propose

them as the universal type is an elementary error – one that ineluctably suggests that

Freud made the classic narcissistic mistake of projecting his own personality upon the

entire human race.



The hydraulic metaphor

In trying to grasp Freud's theory of the Oedipus complex, we would do well to

remember that Freud believed in the existence of physical concomitants for all his

psychical drives.  He began as a physician and never strayed from the materialist

conception that psychic energy is fueled by real physiological forces.  His hostility to

the Adlerian and Jungian revisions stems in part from his unwillingness to credit any

interpretation of libido that is purely psychic or spiritual.

Sexual arousal is real and tangible, a response to a tide of hormones, whereas

the will to power, the desire to overcome organ inferiority, or the quest for

transcendence cannot be similarly shown to flow out of physiological events.  So, for

Freud, libido had to be one hundred percent sexual.  Later, when he theorized a

principle of destruction into existence, sometimes called "thanatos," he speculated that

this death-stuff would eventually be found in human cells by biologists.

But Freud was hampered by his (no doubt unconscious) acceptance of a

metaphor that was operating covertly in all the science of his time.  Here is Tom

Wolfe's pithy summation:

During Freud's university years (the late 1870's and early 1880's) young
enthusiasts in the fuzzier disciplines, such as psychology, liked to borrow
terminology from the more rigorous and established field of mechanical
physics.  The borrowed terms became, in fact, metaphor; and metaphor,
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like a shrewd servant, has a way of ruling its master.  Thus Freud wound
up with the idea that libido or sexual "energy," as he called it, is a
pressure that builds up within a closed system to the point where it
demands release, as in a steam engine.

This is not the fanciful reconstruction of an unfriendly satirist.  Philip Rieff understands

Freud the same way:

Freud warns us that the instincts exert a positive threatening pressure; if
they are dammed up, they will explode . . . .

And here is Freud's account in 1932, which uses a different metaphor but makes

explicit his commitment to physical, rather than purely mental, forces:

The libido must be stored somewhere.  We conceive that it "charges"
certain areas and parts of our psychic apparatus, as an electric current
charges a storage battery or accumulator; that, like a charge of electricity,
it is subject to quantitative alterations; that, dwelling without discharge, it
shows tension in proportion to the quantity of the charge and seeks outlet;
further, that it is continually fed and renewed by physical generators.

Wolfe points out that the vulgar version of Freud's thesis is the gospel of the guilt-free

orgasm as the key to mental health.  Not that Freud was free of this vulgarity: Wolfe

quotes several Freudian pronouncements testifying to his belief that undischarged

libido is the harbinger of neurotic symptoms.  (At the same time, however, he was

opposed to discharging it by means of masturbation.)  Janet Malcolm admits that Freud

in the early 1890s seemed mostly concerned about how to free sex from the dark cloud

of possible pregnancy hanging over it.  Part of his infatuation with Fliess was his belief

that the Berlin magician was going to devise a foolproof method of natural birth control
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based upon his discovery of biorhythms.

Be that as it may, Wolfe points out that Freud's hypothesis of physical

accumulation and discharge has never been proven.  (If a backer of Freud wishes to

interject a comment here about nocturnal emissions, we may in turn ask why these wet

dreams do not reliably discharge the accumulated tension and so spare the dreamer

any necessity of a "flight into illness.")  Meanwhile, Wolfe notes a competing

explanation from a later age, which also utilizes an electrical metaphor, but with the key

difference that the energy remains constant:

Neurophysiologists have begun to study the actual  workings of the brain
and central nervous system.  These investigators find no buildups of
"pressure" or "energy," sexual or otherwise, for the simple reason that the
central nervous system is not analogous to an engine.  They regard it as
more like an electronic circuit, such as a computer or a telephone system. 
Millions of neurons fire continually, and the electrical energy within the
system remains constant.  Behavior is determined, instead, by which lines
are open and what messages get through.

This means that our sex-saturated culture may be overloading the circuits, and that we

think about sex all the time, not because the topic is taboo, or the libido is building up,

but because we are bombarded by messages about it.

This model, like Freud's, may owe too much to contemporary hard science.  I

would suggest that our sexuality is a phenomenon with multiple causes – among them

a great many that are idiosyncratic to each individual, and few of them rooted in

universals of any kind.  Mark Twain noted that the human sexual appetite is extremely

variable: some men are turtles and others are billy goats.  But Freud always believes

that "one size fits all," whether he is examining sex, aggression, dreams, or a woman's
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capacity for ethical behavior.



An alternative explanation of hysteria

Viewing human murder, mayhem, sadism, lust, and depravity, a thinker might plausibly

suspect that something is going on in the depths of human psychology; and after the

time of Darwin, the focus of attention understandably shifted to our animal inheritance

and to sex in particular, which plays such a conspicuous role in animal behavior.  So

among the popular, and incorrect, notions about Freud is that "he recognized that we

are animals."  But the Freudian unconscious is like nothing that can be found in the

animal kingdom, and Freudianism gives an account of sex and violence unrelated to,

and unsupported by, any zoological findings.  Raccoons do not wish to kill their fathers

and marry their mothers, only to abandon the idea under the duress of threatened

castration; lady raccoons betray no signs of penis-envy, even under hypnosis.  Not

even among our primate ancestors, where we find plenty of sex and aggression, do we

find anything resembling the Oedipus complex or the death drive.

Here is a 1917 statement by Harvard biologist William Morton Wheeler:

[The psychoanalysts] have had the courage to dig up the subconscious,
that hotbed of all the egotism, greed, lust, pugnacity, cowardice, sloth,
hate and envy which every single one of us carries about as his
inheritance from the animal world.

You do not need to be sentimental about wildlife to recognize that not one of these
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defamatory terms can be applied sensibly to animals.  Since they are programmed to

maximize their reproductive success, animals sometimes eat each other, sometimes

fight each other, and sometimes kill each other – but never for reasons of "egotism,

greed, lust, pugnacity, cowardice, sloth, hate and envy."  (Lust and pugnacity are the

only two qualities on the list that even appear to appear among animals – but a

biologist, of all people, should know that these terms, laden with moral connotations

and redolent of specific human behaviors, are inappropriate as signifiers of animal

sexuality, territoriality, and self-preservation.)

Even where an animal seems most Freudian, it is missing the key ingredient of

expressive behavior.  Every human act makes a statement, and symbolizes who we are

and what we wish to be taken for.  Every erotic act is socially constituted, and

aggrandizes the sense of self that we share with no other animal.  So, for instance,

when a sociobiologist rationalizes human male promiscuity as a reproductive strategy

to spread the genes as widely as possible and thus dominate the herd, he overlooks

the male's desire to symbolize his potency (mostly to himself, but it is a rare fellow who

doesn't let others know).  He also falls into absurdities trying to explain away the care

such a man may take to avoid impregnating his partners.

A ram gathers up the ewes but does not put notches on his bedpost.  He does

not say anything, to himself or to others, by means of his actions.  If he could talk, he

would say, "I butt heads.  It's what I do."  If he could acquire a bit of human

consciousness, and use part of it to take a closer look at himself, he would probably

say, "I wish I could stop.  My head hurts all the time."
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Freud was right to be curious about the florid aspect of our sexual acting-out and

the lurid aspect of our deadly aggression.  But he possessed a blind spot that just

happened to cover precisely that part of his visual field where the answer lay.  Freud

glossed over the most interesting and pertinent part of our minds – the part that is

conscious.  This is the part that is socially conditioned, the part that is receptive to

cultural cues.

Human sexuality, in Freud's account, is neither socially constructed nor an

instinct such as might be found in an animal.  It is a drive – but one which is subject to

all manner of malfunctioning.  How many animal species suffer from such an array of

problems? – impotence, frigidity, hysteria, and the full panoply of perversions-

according-to-Freud, such as masturbation, oral sex, anal sex, fetishes, masochism,

sadism, exhibitionism, voyeurism, homosexuality, and that "commonest degradation in

the sphere of love," namely, the ability to respond to a prostitute but not to one's wife. 

Yet in examining all these "neuroses" and "perversions," Freud never suspected the

importance of cultural ideas.

For instance, he asserted boldly that most men are impotent with their wives. 

But he mistakenly attributed this to the wives' well-bred reluctance to be randy enough

and the husbands' middle-class respect for their wives' scruples.  For the dedicated

Don Juan, however, the supremely delicious moment comes, not when he ejaculates,

but when he succeeds in removing the last petticoat.  Wherever women are required to

safeguard their chastity, and men are challenged to assail it, the erotic charge attaches

itself, not to lovemaking per se, but to the conquest: to the dyadic ritual of persuading
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and yielding, seducing and surrendering, dominating and submitting.  It is whispered

about that during these liberated times, female sexual emancipation is causing a

certain amount of male impotence, and not only in husbands.  I do not doubt i t.  A man

who has been socialized to expect resistance, and who is accustomed to encountering

it in women who have been socialized to provide it, is quite likely to be "turned off" by a

sexually forthright female who removes her own clothes after making a carefully

thought-out autonomous decision to engage in a hygienic sexual act with a suitably

healthy male, uninfluenced by elements of coercion including those of physical brawn

or social charm.  And such a female is, in her turn, barred from the dubious but perhaps

delicious pleasure of experiencing her own moment of sweet surrender as a largely

unpremeditated act – as a yielding to sweet persuasion.

These unpalatable facts may illuminate certain unsavory features of the love/sex

nexus in contemporary civilization.  They explain, more convincingly than sociobiology,

why men who are married to wonderful, sexually alluring wives still prowl compulsively

for other women; they explain why abusive marriages may be held together for years

on end by "great sex."  Men desire "strange," as some like to put it, because the erotic

spark of seduction is missing with "familiar."  However, if a spousal relationship is

tempestuous enough, then the husband i s continually put in the position of having to

win the wife back after each blow-up: the greatest challenge is the seduction of his own

mate.  Many battering relationships evince cycles of romantic courting behavior that

alternate with the episodes of physical abuse.  The battered wives themselves often

balk at making a final break, in light of the highly charged erotic relationships that they
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enjoy with their abusive husbands.

I do not claim to have provided an exhaustive account of sex in our times with

these few remarks.  I only want to give an example of one line of reasoning drawn from

the realm of social psychology – a realm that was invisible to Freud.

From the time of Aristotle through the time of Thomas Jefferson, philosophers

took the social, or public, persona to be more real than the private self.  Man was civic

man.  These thinkers overrated the individual's capacity to shape society and

underrated society's capacity to shape the individual, but they never doubted that the

individual was a creature of and in society.  The loner who secedes from society and

carves out a niche of personal happiness is a familiar figure in our modern

mythography, but such a person was a freak or a downright impossibility to Aristotle.  In

Hellenic thinking, man is a social animal; therefore, an antisocial individual is a

contradiction in terms.  If he existed, he could not be truly happy.

Only since the 19th century have we taken seriously the notion of an individual

capable of transcending social conditioning, and we have accordingly celebrated the

great rebels against society.  This explains much of Freud's appeal to intellectuals at

the dawn of the 20th century: Freudianism not only fits superficially with Darwinism; it

also accords well with the Romantic notion of the individual whose drama is entirely

intra-psychic.

We are accustomed to thinking that the great sea-change of the 19th century

was the death of religious certitude and the onset of doubt.  It i s said that we have lost

our moorings because we no longer believe in God.  It is more significant that we no
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longer believe in Society, whether founded on God or on anything else.  Liberal

individualism is the worm in the apple, and strange to say, Freud, in spite of his

personal, social, and political conservatism, exalts liberal individualism beyond any

other thinker of the modern era, because he simply discounts society.  Some of his

followers insist, contrary to the Master's own teaching, that society is inimical because

it is sexually repressive; but all Freudians see society as the individual writ large,

instead of the individual as a microcosm of society.  Freud sees the origin of civilized

society in the individual's self-repression.  Neither Freud nor his radical followers ever

bother to analyze our social role-playing or our will to power, except as sublimations of

sex.

Freud's view would not have swept through Western civilization unless it had

been an idea whose time had come.  It was fashionable.  It catered to our favorite ideas

about ourselves.  Even its bizarrerie and its pessimism were fashionable – to confirm

this, you have only to read the poetry written during the early years of psychoanalysis

or listen to the music composed by Arnold Schönberg, Richard Strauss, or Bela Bartok. 

But as grim as Freud's view is, it allows us to operate in a theater of heroism.  As our

demons are within, so are our triumphs.

Before Freud arrived at his purely intra-psychic theory of hysteria, which traces the

illness back to a sexualized father-fixation, a much greater thinker had explained the

phenomenon entirely in terms of social dynamics.  In 1889, Leo Tolstoy, in The

Kreutzer Sonata, addressed the epidemic of hysteria afflicting respectable European
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women.  (Tolstoy, but not Freud, noticed that the syndrome preponderates in a specific

social class).  Tolstoy provided a convincing explanation at a time when Freud was still

dabbling in hypnotism and snorting cocaine:

Charcot's patients are complete wrecks, you know, but the world is full of
half-crippled women.

.     .     .

They emancipate women in universities and in law courts, but continue to
regard her as an object of enjoyment.  Teach her, as she is taught among
us, to regard herself as such, and she will always remain an inferior
being.  Either with the help of those scoundrels the doctors she will
prevent the conception of offspring – that is, will be a complete prostitute,
lowering herself not to the level of an animal but to the level of a thing –
or she will be what the majority of women are, mentally diseased,
hysterical, unhappy, and lacking capacity for spiritual development.  High
schools and universities cannot alter that.  It can only be changed by a
change in men's outlook on women and women's way of regarding
themselves.

.     .     .

According to the view existing in our society a woman's vocation is to
afford pleasure to man, and the education given her corresponds with this
view.  From childhood she learns only how to be more attractive.  Girls
are all taught to think entirely of that.  As serfs were brought up to satisfy
their masters and it could not be otherwise, so also all our women are
educated to attract men and this too cannot be otherwise. . . . All female
education of whatever kind has in view only the capture of men.  Some
girls captivate men by music and curls; others by learning and by political
services.  But the aim is always the same and cannot be other, because
there is no other than that of charming a man so as to capture him.  Can
you imagine courses for women, and scholarship for women, without men:
that is to say, that they should be educated but that men should not know
about it?  I cannot! . . . You know one need only think – forgetting how
customary they are – of the conditions in which our young ladies are
brought up, and we shall be surprised not at the vice which rules among
the women of our propertied classes, but on the contrary that there is so
little vice.  Only think of the finery from early childhood, the adorning of
herself, the cleanliness, the grace, the music, the reading of verses and
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novels, the songs and theaters and concerts for external and internal
application, that is those they hear and those in which they perform.  And
with it all their complete physical idleness and the food they eat, with so
much sweetness and so much fat in it.  You see, it is only because it is all
wrapped up and concealed that we do not know what those unfortunate
girls suffer from the excitation of their sensuality; nine out of ten suffer
and are unendurably tormented at the period of adolescence and later, if
they do not get married by twenty.  You know it is only that we do not want
to see it, but anyone who has eyes sees that the majority of these
unfortunates are so excited by this concealed sensuality (it is well if it is
concealed) that they can do nothing, they only begin to live in the
presence of a man.  Their whole life is passed in preparations for
coquetry and in coquetting.  In the presence of men they overflow with life
and become animated with sensual energy, but as soon as the man goes
away their energy all droops and they cease to live.  And this is not with
some particular man but with any man, if only he is not quite repulsive. 
You will say, that is exceptional.  No, this is the rule.  Only it shows itself
more strongly in some girls and less in others; none of them however lives
a full life of her own, but only in dependence on man.  When he is absent
they are all alike and cannot help being alike, because for them all to
attract to themselves as many men as possible is the highest ideal both of
their girlhood and of their married life.

Tolstoy's views in The Kreutzer Sonata are easy to dismiss, because, in his

identification of lust as the most disruptive force in civilization, he almost out-Freuds

Freud; and in pursuit of a solution, he embraces a vision of Christianity so spiritualized

and radical as to entail complete chastity.  But Tolstoy's analysis of the problem is

startling, original, and sufficient to account for the facts.  We need not follow him

wherever he leads, but we should note that he is within hailing distance of a solution,

whereas Freud is miles away.

Where Freud blames the human psyche, Tolstoy blames the social system.  This

is the more impressive because, when he was young and famous, Tolstoy had pictured

Russia's defeat of Napoleon in cloudy mystical terms, portraying the generals and the
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armies as embodiments of a transcendental will and purpose; and he had painted

Russian family life in idealized, sentimental terms.  There is hardly a hint of social

criticism to be found in War and Peace, other than some harmless satire on the fatuity

of upper class salon life.  In a word, Tolstoy began as a Romantic – even an arch-

Romantic.

The Romantic era was the first to become intoxicated by the Wonder of Man. 

What a marvel, the Byronic hero – so marvelous that it counts as a further marvel that

he harbors depths of murder and lust.  Freud comes in the wake of this Romantic

celebration of the depravity to be found in this paragon of nature.  When Freud brought

up, de profundis, an account of infantile polymorphous sexual perversity, childish

Oedipal hatred, and adult neurosis even unto self-destruction, he vindicated these

pretensions.  The late Romantics applauded a vision after their own hearts – one

prefigured almost a hundred years earlier in Byron's Manfred.  Freudianism was

"deep," it was "interesting"; but best of all, it appealed to a kind of Byronic vanity about

how bad we are.

Edgar Allan Poe, anticipating Freud by a full 50 years, warned that every rational

project stands in jeopardy of "The Imp of the Perverse" – the darkness in our secret

hearts.  Dostoevsky brought Poe up to date, arguing that man's very perversity would

insulate him against the dangers of scientific conditioning.

Poe also said that no man – no matter how greedy for present fame and how

indifferent to the judgment of posterity – would ever dare to write an autobiographical

account truthfully titled "My Heart Laid Bare," because he would quail to render an
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account of the horrors to be found there.  "The paper would shrivel and blaze at every

touch of the fiery pen."

Oh, Edgar, what a monster you are.

It was the conceit of the Romantics to believe that no one before them had ever

dared to acknowledge the criminality of our innermost human nature.  But their

breakthrough into literary roulades about suicide, murder, and incest was hardly as

audacious as they imagined.  Men before Poe knew that human thoughts often alight

upon mayhem, rape and annihilation.  They differed from him, and from Freud, in

understanding tranquilly that this is not the whole truth, not the entire contents of the

heart laid bare, and that our true selves are embodied in our actions, not our fantasies.

Freud, in his emphasis upon the individual struggling with his personal demons,

also began as a Romantic; but unlike Tolstoy, he remained a kind of Romantic

throughout his life.  Employing the tools of scientific materialism, he subjected the

metaphysical shibboleths of early Romanticism to a grim de-spiritualization:

disembodied will turns into unbridled id; Hegelian historical inevitability gives way to

Darwinian fatalism; idealism converts to pessimism.  Freud confronts the Byronic hero,

reduces him to permanent status as a mama's boy, and then delivers the really bad

news: not only is the hero's daemonic energy explicable in terms of redirected infantile

lust, and his grandest political gestures just a matter of sublimation and reaction-

formation of same, but he does not even stand out as an incestuous monster, because

everyone else is incestuous too.  Byron is Everyman, and every man is a case of

arrested development.
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Yet in the final analysis, after cutting the hero down to size, Freud preserves his

alienation and aloneness.  As in the Byronic scenario, each man's psychodrama is still

played out in the lonely theater of his own psyche.

Freud ultimately confirms those Romantic intuitions about the heart laid bare

and, in spite of his scientific training, preserves the metaphysics of Hegel and

Schopenhauer: "spirit," "will," and "id" are equally unlikely to be found by an autopsy. 

Tolstoy began as a Romantic; he ended as a realist.  When the heart is laid bare in the

late work of Tolstoy, we find, not fashionable monsters, but the dreariness and

smallness of evil.  The Kreutzer Sonata is not the work of a man who can any longer

deceive himself that Mother Russia cleansed Europe of the Napoleonic nightmare; and

its author no longer finds anything at all to admire in modern family life.  At the same

time, we come to appreciate the very thing Freud never could see at all – that society,

not anatomy, shapes and warps individuals.  There is nothing darkly magnificent about

the forces that are doing us to death.  We just go on being hypnotized, generation after

generation, by the stupid, evil, and inane propaganda that convinces us to render our

allegiance to the fictions of gender, race, nation, tribe, sect, and family – fictions that

Freud himself embraced with hardly a second thought.



An exemplary analysis

It has been shown by scientific experiment that faith in something is more efficacious

psychologically than faith in nothing, even if the something is patently bogus.  It does

not matter which folk remedy you believe will cure your warts – they all work.  Every

new study of the placebo effect bears this out.  But you cannot believe that the placebo

is a placebo.

Lucy Freeman is a writer who built a career beginning in the 1950s beating the drums

for psychoanalysis.  She had her head shrunk, pronounced herself saved, and set out

to save the world.  In her book What Happens in Psychoanalysis, she gives an

excellent account of the course of a typical analysis.  Her use of the second person

throughout is intended to universalize her autobiography.  Such license is probably

justified in the case of psychoanalysis: every analysis is the same; your analysis will

turn out the same as hers.  If it does not, the therapist has failed.

She thinks her account is the more powerful because she presents herself as

classically resistant at first: the truths of psychoanalysis, you see, are so true that they

are in the end irresistible.

As with every other book of a kind written to persuade, you need to begin with

the unstated premises, and with the premises sketched lightly on the first couple of
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pages.  Although she portrays herself as a skeptic when embarking upon her therapy,

nonetheless Ms. Freeman put herself completely in the power of her authoritative male

analyst.  She resisted his interpretations, but she trusted him.  She could be stubborn

and petulant, but she had no world-view of her own to oppose to his.  Like any sinner,

she was sometimes rebellious when her sins were named to her, but ultimately she was

as compliant as any penitent before a priest.  She was overwhelmed by his greater

intelligence – or, more accurately, his greater confidence in his intelligence. 

Furthermore, the very problems she had come to attack – her slavishness to the values

of our culture, her thralldom to the opinions of her parents, in short, her immaturity and

lack of autonomy – perfectly predisposed her to submit to him.  She did exhibit

transference, absolutely, in the classical manner – but all this tells us is that her

childish quest for authority had fixed itself on someone other than her father.  She thus

shifted her father-fixation to a more benign and disinterested deity.  The psychoanalytic

relationship is, as Karl Kraus quipped, a further symptom of the disease it is supposed

to cure.  Freud does not deny it: he agrees that "transference is a proof of the fact that

adults have not overcome their former childish dependence," and he urges the analyst

to capitalize on this opportune appearance of the neurosis in order to treat it. 

Psychoanalysis, then, is a kind of homeopathy.  But how, really, can it work?  The

patient's dependence upon the analyst is an improvement in degree, but not a change

in kind.

The theoretical underpinnings of psychoanalysis emerge clearly in Ms. Freeman's
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book.  On page 33, the analysand learns the following about her own, and everybody

else's, childish fantasies:

They include, among other acts, indulging in sexual intimacy with anyone
in the immediate vicinity, be it father, mother, sister, or brother; stealing
anything that catches your eye from anyone who passes by; and doing
away with anyone you do not want around, for whatever reason.

Ordinarily the psychoanalyst is silent, but on page 53 he leaps in with an interpretation. 

The analysand is reminiscing about her father:

"Ever since I can remember he called me a stinker when he was
displeased with something I did, whether it was keeping him waiting five
minutes or not dressing fancy enough for a party."

"He probably first called you that when he was trying to help your
mother toilet-train you," the analyst says.  "It's a descriptive word for that
period of your life.  And then, with all the might at your small command,
you probably tried to stop being 'a little stinker,' at the same time furious
at him for insisting you control the pleasures of your body."

All this is put forth to explain the patient's having a cold, in the present, which has

stopped up her nose.  (This tendency to interpret every physical symptom or illness

psychosomatically has a distinguished pedigree straight out of Freud's own case

histories; and the therapist's belief that the symptom is symbolically constructed to

reveal the patient's personal history is perfectly orthodox.)

On page 80, the analysand arrives at the whole Oedipal truth:

[Your first sexual stirrings] occurred when you had no way of releasing
desire, for you were not advanced enough physically to imitate what you
suspected your parents did.  You could only dream, and rebel at the
slowness of your growth . . . .

As you grew up, you became aware of intense physical desire for
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the parent of the opposite sex, with a two-way undercurrent of seduction
in steady progress.  Just to complicate matters, your brothers and sisters
got into the act so that everybody was seducing everybody else . . . .

She does not actually remember these desires; but as we shall see, reliance upon what

"must have been" is a sine qua non of the psychoanalytical method.  Cued by the

analyst, Freeman believes she had these desires.

She obediently tells him about a certain tribe she has read about in which a

woman had two husbands, one old, one young.  The oracle speaks:

"This fulfilled her unconscious wish to possess both father and brother –
the woman's fantasy world come true," he says.

Lucy Freeman does not suspect that this is a male psychoanalyst's fantasy of what the

female fantasy would be.

On page 108, the analysand remembers her mother telling her that she was

weaned at the age of six months.  This produces an "insight" into why her adult

relationships with men last six months.  On page 110 she suffers a relapse and

questions one of the fundamental tenets:

"And I suppose at the age of six months I was also a murderess," you say
sarcastically.

"You probably felt slightly cannibalistic," he says.

This too is not just a wild surmise by a lone practitioner, but originates in another of

Freud's offhand remarks that, since the nursing infant thinks he is eating the mother, he

fears he will be eaten in turn.
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Freeman occasionally and temporarily resisted imputations of incestuous, homicidal,

and cannibalistic fantasies, but she never questioned the credentials or expertise of her

therapist, the format of the therapy, or the cultural presuppositions underlying the

treatment.  For instance, within a feminist framework, she might be seen as a woman

who had been bullied by her father, and by patriarchal society, into abject dependence

upon males, which would explain most of the symptoms that drove her into therapy, as

well as her credulous acceptance of every silly interpretation by her analyst.  On page

100 she writes with incomparable naivete:

You have heard the charge that psychoanalysis is dangerous because
you fall under the spell of the analyst and follow his every suggestion. 
This is but a wistful wish on the part of the critics, for nothing could be
further from the truth.

She says this because her analyst refused to make life decisions for her, even when

she begged him to do so.  But he was not above asking her to refrain from romantic

entanglements during a particular stretch of the therapy.  In any case, he utterly

dominated her.  Right on cue, she fell in love with him, turned against him, resisted him,

and finally gave in to his truth.  Her therapy perfectly exemplified the psychoanalytic

model.  It never occurred to her that this was due, not to the universal truth of Freudian

theory, but to her willingness to be tamed as a horse is broken, and to the therapist's

skill at mastering her – positively reinforcing everything she said that fit the therapeutic

calendar of necessary steps to maturity (by offering interpretations) and negatively

reinforcing everything that did not (by remaining silent).

Her schema accommodates what is bound to happen to any woman so lacking in
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self-confidence and a sense of self that she will willingly subject herself to, and pay for,

a full course of psychoanalytic treatment.  Any such woman will fall in love with her

therapist.

Janet Malcolm devotes page after page of The Impossible Profession to the

wonders of transference.  Freud himself gave the game away when he admitted that his

adult patients were still afflicted by "their former childish dependence."  So what

happens to the patients who are not thus afflicted?  Psychoanalysis "selects out" these

unruly ones.  Vast numbers of patients fail to see their analyses through to the end,

exiting with accusations of resistance, and even of immaturity and cowardice, ringing in

their ears.  No useful study exists detailing their fates.  Freudians regard them as

failures: not as failed cases, mind you; rather, as failed people.  The Freudian cure is

premised upon the completion of the psychoanalysis: the patient has to experience the

transference, then work through it.  If the patient leaves therapy, this is not taken to be

a sign of professional incompetence on the part of the analyst.  The patient has broken

off treatment "against medical advice."  The ones who remain are precisely those who

have not overcome their former childish dependence.  Nor do they overcome it.  Yes,

all successful patients display the transference neurosis: those who would not, or could

not, have decamped, and only the weak-minded are left.

However I may scorn her account, Lucy Freeman went into psychoanalysis deeply

depressed and emerged "cured" and converted.  But adherents of religion can point to

vastly greater numbers of people who have been "saved" and converted.  (The
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definition of "saved" is actually quite a bit more precise than the definition of "cured.") 

Anyone who is familiar with Christian inspirational literature has read accounts of

individuals who were at their wits' end, verging on suicide, and then, with or without the

intervention of a clergyman, suddenly made a decision to dedicate their lives to Jesus

Christ and from that time forward felt transformed and functioned as productive citizens. 

Lucy Freeman was rescued by an encounter with her therapist; St. Augustine, by an

encounter with his personal savior.  These may be "facts": but they are facts about

Lucy Freeman and St. Augustine, not facts about the Oedipus complex and the

resurrected Christ.



Prologue to an evaluation of Freud as a scientist 

The scientific method is defined by The Random House Dictionary of the English

Language as "a method of research in which a problem is identified, relevant data are

gathered, a hypothesis is formulated from these data, and the hypothesis is empirically

tested."

Freud certainly began with some concrete problems having to do with patients

he had diagnosed as hysterical, but increasingly, after his 40th birthday, he posed

intellectual problems to himself about gaps in his theory, or propounded huge

philosophical questions.  He gathered data from his patients, but we must understand

that he actively interpreted it before selecting it; and these data upon which he worked

his interpretive magic tended to be, not statements of fact, but reports of dreams,

accidents, or slips elicited through the technique of free association – with Freud

himself making suggestions throughout the process of information-retrieval.

Freud then went on to formulate . . . not hypotheses exactly.  It is difficult to

improve upon Wittgenstein's comment:

Freud is constantly claiming to be scientific.  But what he gives is
speculation – something prior even to the formation of a hypothesis.

These speculations poured out of him, by the hundreds: speculation was as necessary
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to him as breathing, and an activity that he frequently pursued in lieu of facts rather

than as a result of facts.  Finally – and here we come to the most significant failure of

Freudian methodology – he rarely if ever subjected these speculations, or hypotheses,

to any procedure that a scientist of today would dignify by the name of "empirical

testing."  He tried his ideas out in therapy sessions, and he talked them over with

disciples who revered him.  Then he converted his hypotheses to "conclusions" or

"findings."  What substitutes for empirical testing in Freudianism is logical testing:

Freud simply checks to see if the new hypothesis fits with all the old ones.

To put the matter as starkly as possible: Freud makes things up; then, to prove his

case, he cites something else that he has made up.  He uses one part of the theory to

prove another part.  Let us call this the tautological method.

To fortify this procedure, he resorts to a number of tricks.  One of the simplest,

most brazen, and therefore most effective, is the definition trick – let us call it the name

game.  It is played when Freud solves a problem by creating a term.  The prototype for

the name game occurs in Moliere's comedy, The Imaginary Invalid, when a physician is

asked how opium works as a soporific: he famously replies that "it contains a dormitive

principle whose nature it is to put the senses to sleep."  The mere act of bestowing a

name automatically confers a semblance of ontological status upon whatever

phenomenon, real or imagined, is under discussion.  We conjure a kind of solidity out

of the ether by naming the contents of our imagination.

A modern instance involves the word "depression."  When, around the middle of
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the 20th century, therapists began to compare notes, they found that many of their

clients felt helpless and hopeless, cried a lot, and slumped through their days in

passivity, torpor, and melancholy.  The therapists assigned the word "depression" to

this constellation of behaviors.  By the 1980s, depression had become an illness that

causes these behaviors.  Originally, then, the word was descriptively useful, but

explained nothing.  A generation later, researchers still had not discovered anything to

the purpose about the cause of the behaviors, but now the word stood in place of an

explanation, and seemed to lay people to be an explanation: "Why do you feel so

bad?" "I feel bad because I'm depressed" – which in the 1950s would have been

tantamount to saying, "I feel bad because I feel bad."  As sleep is caused by a

dormitive principle, depression is caused by a depressive principle.

(The reader who stays abreast of developments in psychology may wish to cite

neurological studies of the 1990s, which found real physical concomitants of

depression in the chemistry of the brain.  But so far, correlations, and not causations,

have been established.  While some studies seem to indicate that a reduced level of

serotonin in the brain may bring on a feeling of depression, other studies indicate that

feelings of depression bring about a reduced level of serotonin.  There is a greater-

than-ever potential for error in the therapeutic rush to label certain behaviors as

evidence of the mental illness of "clinical depression," particularly when those

behaviors lie on a continuum with normal human sadness.  Depression cannot possibly

be solely a brain disease that runs in certain families if a study shows that single

mothers have twice the incidence as the general population.  Many symptoms of
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depression are legitimate and understandable reactions to noxious external

circumstances.  If we are punished for our activities, passivity is a coping mechanism; if

we are under the thumb of a totalitarian regime, with no way out, we do feel hopeless,

because there really is no hope.  A woman enmeshed in a relationship with an abusive,

controlling man is in fact in a condition of helplessness, hopelessness, and despair: her

"depression" is an index of the reality principle, not a symptom of mental illness.  An

emphasis on brain chemistry may tempt the therapist to go the route of psychoactive

drugs when the client really just needs to change her address.  Mostly she needs, by

whatever means, to change the way she thinks about her life; and these cognitive and

behavioral changes may by themselves trigger changes in her brain chemistry.  In such

cases, a prescription for Prozac, which has been accurately described as "slow-acting

cocaine" in terms of what it does, may amount to malpractice.  Prozac, in point of fact,

does resemble cocaine in three particulars: it elevates the client's mood even though

no insight has been achieved; how it does this is still partly a mystery, as proven by the

inability of its manufacturers to eliminate its sometimes alarming side effects; and it is

highly addictive.)

Sometimes Freud uses the name game exactly as Moliere's doctor does.  What

causes aggression?  The aggressive principle, which he calls "the death drive."  Other

times, he uses it to solve a problem he has created for himself in another part of his

theory.  For instance, if all human behavior is libidinous in origin, how do we account

for activities that appear to be about something other than sex?  The answer:

sublimation, which Freud defines as the suppression of libido and its subsequent
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diversion into "higher, asexual aims."  Infant polymorphous perversity is thus "destined

to provide the energy for a great number of our cultural achievements."  Perhaps

another handy chart will clarify this situation:
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Activity

sex

sports, art, philanthropy, banking,
commerce, home-improvement

Origin

infantile polymorphous sexual perversity

infantile polymorphous sexual perversity
(by way of sublimation)

In short, it only looks like a sporting event.  Here is Ernest Jones on the Oedipal

implications of chess:

The unconscious motive activating the players is not the mere love of
pugnacity characteristic of all competitive games but the grimmer one of
father-murder.

This contention cannot be refuted, because it cannot be tested.  But no Freudian thinks

it needs to be tested.  The theory of sublimation is true by definition.  Sublimation is the

suppression of libido and its subsequent diversion into asexual aims.  Therefore, the

fact that the sporting event does not look at all like sex or a sex-substitute is only to be

expected – nay, to someone as gullible as Jones, it confirms the theory.

But why should I believe that redirected sexual energy underlies cultural

achievements?  Answer: it has to, because libido is, by definition, the motive-force of all

human behavior.  A second truth-by-definition reinforces the first truth-by-definition;

each proves the other.

If I disagree, my disagreement is resistance.  Resistance is, by definition, my

obstinate refusal to concede the validity of the concepts of libido and sublimation.

Another favorite trick is the analogical fallacy, which is to say, the metaphorical leap of
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faith.  Freud was not alone in resorting to this "methodology": one of the most famous,

or infamous, instances in the history of science has to do with the slogan "Ontogeny

recapitulates phylogeny."

The 19th century biologist Ernst Haeckel made this false deduction from his

observations of the human embryo, and the way its physical development seems to

incorporate stages from the evolution of species.  For example, at a certain stage, the

embryo appears to have gills rather than lungs.  But more than scientific observation

was involved.  Haeckel was beguiled by an analogy in which each person's existence is

a microcosmic replication of Life Itself: therefore, he equated the growth in complexity

of an individual over a period of nine months in the womb with the growth in complexity

of evolving plants and animals over a period of three-and-a-half billion years.  Once he

had that idea buzzing in his brain, he "saw" the evidence and proved his case.

Haeckel exemplifies tendencies that recur in Freud and Wilhelm Fliess: he was

theory-mad; he speculated wildly.  His life was changed forever by his encounter with

Darwin's book, On the Origin of Species.  He became, as so often happens, more

Catholic than the Pope, and also more systematizing and dogmatic.  As the

Encyclopædia Britannica charitably puts it, Haeckel's "artistic leanings" had a way of

bending his theories toward "ideal symmetries."  Throughout his career, he was at odds

with his scientific colleagues: even given the relaxed state of scientific standards and

the greater tolerance of pseudoscience that characterized those times, they saw his

errors and attempted to administer the rod of correction.  Haeckel's renowned dictum

was relegated by the 20th century to the scrap-heap of hasty generalizations. 
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However, it has continued a shadowy existence as the linchpin of half-a-dozen or so of

Freud's most imaginative theories.  For no one was more thoroughly taken in by

Haeckel's pseudoscience than Freud himself.

With his love of literature and his keen appreciation of verbal pyrotechnics,

Freud was always a sucker for a false analogy.  Consider his concept of the "anal

personality" (which, alone among the Freudian character-types, has sifted down the

intellectual pyramid until it can be found circulating among the general public and even

putting in an appearance in everyday conversation – "This guy at work is totally anal"). 

Freud was on to something when he noticed a particular constellation of traits and gave

it a name.  But does it really follow that miserliness, fastidiousness, and obstinacy

originate in the manner in which one negotiates one's toilet-training?  We can agree

that stinginess seems like a form of constipation – metaphorically.  We know

immediately and intuitively what it means to say that someone has "a constipated

personality," just as we know what it means to say that someone is "fishing for a

response."  But would we go on to say of the latter individual that he must have

acquired this conversational gambit during an early stage of childhood development

when he literally took a fly rod and sat at the end of a pier with it?

Freud did not really need a full bag of these tricks, because his readers were dying to

be conned.  Freud's poor methodology was lambasted by respected scientists of the

time, like Richard von Krafft-Ebing and Eugen Bleuler, but their criticisms were

unavailing.  (His one-time colleague Josef Breuer said, with perfect accuracy, "Freud is
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a man given to absolute and exclusive formulations: this is a psychical need which, in

my opinion, leads to excessive generalization."  William James, after meeting Freud

and conversing with him for an hour, remarked "I confess that he made on me

personally the impression of a man obsessed with fixed ideas.")  In spite of the ample

evidence of faulty science, most readers just sailed on: they responded to the

extravagance and soaring breadth of the claims.  Who cares about the scientific

method when the universe is giving up its secrets?

Therefore, Freud's most effective tactic is not at all devious – it is right out in the

open for all to see.  It is his penchant for reductionism.  Whatever he examines, he

reduces to a "first cause" that explains everything.  Nor does he bother to hide the

manner in which he discovers the first cause on a single momentous day.  That is to

say, he does not even pretend to have considered hundreds of cases, seen the

similarities, and propounded a theory that accounts for them.  He admits that he

considered a single case, and educed its secret; then, armed with the secret, he went

on to examine other cases.  He tells us this.

What makes the tactic work is the presumption that he was a genius.  Workaday

scientists are tied to the scientific method – to hypothesizing, setting up controlled

experiments, interpreting, and testing the interpretations by means of further

experiments.  Freud divined the truth.

For example, he analyzed a single dream, enshrined in Freudian mythology as

"the dream of Irma's injection," and extrapolated from that analysis a method that could

be applied to all dreams – all dreams of all people in all cultures in all periods of



Prologue to an evaluation of Freud as a scientist - 99

history.  He was not shy about attributing his "discovery" of the key to all dream

interpretation to an act of intuition, as is verified by his letter to Fliess in June of 1900:

Do you suppose that someday one will read on a marble tablet on this
house:

Here, on July 24, 1895,
the secret of the dream

revealed itself to Dr. Sigm. Freud.

Needless to say, adoring devotees of psychoanalysis put up just such a plaque on May

6, 1977.



The theory of dreams as wish-fulfillments

Many critics who have little use for psychoanalysis, and who haven't the faintest idea of

what their dreams mean according to Freud, nevertheless credit Freud with discovering

the latent content of dreams and with decoding the symbolic language of the

unconscious.  Freud himself felt that The Interpretation of Dreams was his most

valuable book.

Freud called dreams the "the royal road to the unconscious," and ever since he

made this pronouncement, psychoanalysts have emphasized dream work during the

analytic hour.  This idea, that dreams speak from our inner recesses, had actually been

around for some time.  It had not been lost on other thinkers and philosophers that a

dream is a dramatic production written, directed, acted, and staged enti rely by the

dreamer, and so must express something of the dreamer's psychological life.  Peter

Gay mentions Georg Christoph Lichtenberg as one early advocate of dream analysis.

What distinguishes Freud's work from Lichtenberg's, and from that of all earlier

dabblers in dreams and the unconscious, is not only its scientific veneer and detailed

specificity, but also its severe reductionism.

Freud's thesis about what dreams tell us could not be simpler.  Here is Freud's

own succinct recapitulation of his findings, as related in the case history of Dora.  Note

the clarity of the writing.  Nobody expresses Freud's ideas better than Freud; nobody
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matches his power of compression once he has his own ideas firmly under intellectual

control:

I argued in my book, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), that every
dream is a wish which is represented as fulfilled, that the representation
acts as a disguise if the wish is a repressed one, belonging to the
unconscious, and that except in the case of children's dreams only an
unconscious wish or one which reaches down into the unconscious has
the force necessary for the formation of a dream.  I fancy my theory would
have been more certain of general acceptance if I had contented myself
with maintaining that every dream had a meaning, which could be
discovered by means of a certain process of interpretation; and that when
the interpretation had been completed the dream could be replaced by
thoughts which would fall into place at an easily recognizable point in the
waking mental life of the dreamer.  I might then have gone on say that the
meaning of a dream turned out to be of as many different sorts as the
processes of waking thought; that in one case it would be a fulfilled wish,
in another a realized fear, or again a reflection persisting on into sleep, or
an intention (as in the instance of Dora's dream), or a piece of creative
thought during sleep, and so on.  Such a theory would have been
supported by a great many examples of dreams that had been
satisfactorily interpreted, as for instance by the one which has been
analyzed in these pages.

But instead of this I formulated a generalization according to which
the meaning of dreams is limited to a single form, to the representation of
wishes, and by so doing I aroused a universal inclination to dissent.  I
must, however, observe that I did not consider it either my right or my duty
to simplify a psychological process so as to make it more acceptable to
my readers.  [Emphasis added] 

Freud's theory is that "every dream is a wish which is represented as fulfilled."  Bear in

mind that he elsewhere states that all wishes originate in childhood and that the

"powerful wishful impulses of childhood may without exception be described as sexual."

I have italicized the passage setting forth the view of dreams that Freud rejected. 

This view accords closely with common sense and with the experience of humanity. 

Every reader, for instance, will have had the type of dream Freud calls a "realized fear"
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– you enter the room for the final examination only to find that you have not attended

any classes in the subject; you are about to go on stage, but you suddenly realize that

you have never rehearsed; in the middle of an interview you notice that you have

unaccountably failed to put on your pants.  Or there is what I call a "frustration dream,"

in which the goal continually recedes.  And there are dreams of being chased.

Such dreams can yield wish-fulfillments only by the most assiduous intellectual

labor.  But Freud was nothing if not a hard worker: he took up most of the examples I

have just given and interpreted the tar out of them, until they vindicated his theory.  The

only dreams that stumped him for long were certain ones brought in by his patients.  He

could not, by any stretch of his imagination, tease out the fulfillment of a wish.  He

finally concluded that a few oppositional characters will produce such dreams out of

resistance – a non-wish-fulfillment dream fulfills the patient's wish to thwart the doctor. 

When Freud's critics come upon this little nugget, they have another of their false

epiphanies: surely this stands forth as special pleading, if not unadulterated humbug? 

But Freudians will no more admit that this desperately concocted "fact" discredits Freud

than they will tell you what sort of fact could discredit Freud.

The poet T. S. Eliot, while viewing Freud with the lofty disdain of a fervent Anglo-

Catholic mystic, nevertheless accepted the notion that the patient will dutifully dream at

the behest of the therapist – but he cannily turned this admission against the scientific

pretensions of psychoanalysis.  In his play, The Cocktail Party, his iconoclastic and

sagacious therapist warns the patient that the treatment will not be what she is

expecting:
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You see, your memories of childhood – 
I mean, in your present state of mind – 
Would be largely fictitious; and as for your dreams,
You would produce amazing dreams, to oblige me.
I could make you dream any kind of dream I suggested,
And it would only go to flatter your vanity
With the temporary stimulus of feeling interesting.

This is a modest reminder that the dream may indeed mean something, but what that

something is may be elusive to even the shrewdest practitioner of dream interpretation. 

To believe that the single key of wish-fulfillment unlocks every dream and that a

handful of erotically suggestive metaphors will illuminate every dream symbol – and to

further believe that all this "scientific" spadework was accomplished by a single

researcher between 1895 and 1899, one whose professional life at the time was a

shambles and whose loss of self-confidence caused him to diagnose himself as a

hysteric – is to make a leap of faith almost as great as Eliot's when the poet signed on

to the Incarnation and the Atonement.

In his specimen dream, Freud meets "Irma," a troublesome patient, at a party. 

This patient existed in real life: her name was Emma Eckstein, and she had failed to

improve under his care; in fact, we will need a whole chapter to detail the extent of her

victimization by Freud's quackery.  In the dream she appears to be catastrophically ill –

how could Freud have overlooked such dire symptoms?  But after a quick examination

by Freud himself and several medical colleagues who conveniently materialize, she is

found to be suffering, not from hysteria, but from organic disease brought on by the

faulty practice of one of the other doctors.
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In his analysis of this dream, Freud perceives the fulfillment of a wish, namely,

that he should be found blameless for Irma's lack of progress.  Certainly, this motif is

present in the dream as recounted.  But in the same dream, it is also an inescapable

fact that, while under his care, she has gone from bad to worse without his even

noticing.  That another physician is guilty of malpractice would not acquit Freud of

gross insensibility to the condition of a patient.  Might this not be an example of a type

of dream we have all had – the dream of personal mortification?  A dream presenting a

realized fear is obviously opposite to Freud's one type.

Or, if we utilize a competing method of dream interpretation, whereby we view all

the physicians who have gathered around Irma as fragmentary representations of

Freud himself, he becomes the sole culprit for Irma's crisis; the dream is then best seen

as a dramatization of the uneasiness about her treatment that was certainly present in

his waking mind.

In any event, whether the dream of Irma's injection is seen as one type or the

other, it is but one dream – surely some other types exist?  No, Freud tells us: "When

the work of interpretation has been completed the dream can be recognized as a wish-

fulfillment."  Every dream.

The rejected theory of dreams was multifaceted; but Freud preferred "a

generalization according to which the meaning of dreams is limited to a single form." 

This reductionism "aroused a universal inclination to dissent."  But he remained

adamant.  Why?  What did he gain thereby?

I would suggest that he gained the emotional satisfaction that comes from a



The theory of dreams as wish-fulfillments - 105

religious absolute, and that this satisfaction can only be acquired at the expense of

scientific rigor.

I urge you here, and I will urge you throughout, to read Freud himself if you are

suspicious of my account of him.  I readily admit that after his magisterial solution to the

problem at the end of the second chapter of The Interpretation of Dreams, he goes on

for hundreds of pages demonstrating the truth of his theorem.  But surely you can

understand, even without putting yourself through these paces, that he will have no

difficulty in doing so.  Do you really think that a man as intelligent as Freud will fail in

his work of "interpretation"?  But do you also understand that the implicit definition of

the word "interpretation" is "the method by which dreams are shown to be wish-

fulfillments"?

Freud was, it goes without saying, equal to the task of transforming all the

apparently different types of dreams into the one type.  To facilitate this work, he

invented a complete set of tools.  Dreams, he tells us, present their content

symbolically; dream materials are subject to condensation and displacement; thoughts

are transformed into visual images; there may be secondary elaboration of the dream

material; a single event may be overdetermined (caused by more than one antecedent);

or "an element in the manifest dream which admits of an opposite may stand simply for

itself, or for its opposite, or for both together."  (This last principle can be pretty nearly

rephrased as asserting that "an element in the manifest dream may stand for

anything.")  So Freud expounds a gleaming intellectual apparatus.  Given world enough

and time, it does prove possible to turn every dream into a wish-fulfillment.
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Freudianism is now so firmly entrenched in everyday mythology that many

readers accept the apparatus uncritically and complain only of Freud's monomaniacal

emphasis upon sexual wish-fulfillment.  But we ought to take a more critical attitude

toward all the assumptions underlying the nuts and bolts of the interpretation-machine. 

Consider the word symbol, which is so familiar and cozy a word that it puts our brains

to sleep: the unwary reader is lulled into assuming that the objects in a dream must

mean something, because Freud says they are symbolic; but we ought to be skeptical

enough, at least at the outset, to ask whether every object or event in a dream, or even

any particular object, means or symbolizes something, or whether sometimes the object

is "just there."  Instead, we are all too likely to move right along: a meaning must exist,

because each object is a symbol; and since a symbol must be a symbol of something,

Freud cannot be too far afield in trying to say what that something is.

But perhaps none of the objects is a symbol; perhaps some are symbols and

some are not.  Perhaps the same object is sometimes a symbol and sometimes not. 

Certainly the symbols in dreams will be drawn from the dreamer's culture, so that the

color blue may have symbolic associations for a Catholic that it would not have for any

non-Catholic.  Surely each dreamer will also create his own idiosyncratic lexicon of

symbols – a man may dream repeatedly of turtles, having never gotten over the death

of his beloved pet.

Even if dreams do contain messages from the unconscious, is it likely that they

can be decoded with any confidence?  Does not Freud's insistence upon a sexual

content drawn from childish wishes commit us to the preposterous notion that the
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unconscious operates the same way in every person?  And if we do wish to embrace

such a mystical (and yet curiously unilluminating) notion, how do we explain Freud's

vociferous denunciation of Jung's competing concept of a collective unconscious?

In short, there are so many fallacies to refute, and so many counter-arguments

to make, that Freud's view almost seems to gain strength from its simplicity and

adamancy.  Reductionism is unmatchable in the appeal it makes to our aesthetic

sensibility.  To have only one type of dream that can be deciphered according to one

fixed idea about the repressed sexual content of the unconscious – the benefit of

reductionism is so great that any amount of cost in intellectual integrity seems worth

paying.



The theory that gaps in memory symbolize female genitalia

There is more to say about Freud's theory of dream interpretation.  The part of his

dream dealing with his patient Irma was merely the manifest content, which is always

based upon a day residue – some thought or impression that has occurred during the

previous 24 hours.  Underlying the manifest content's bland surface is a latent content,

which originates in the unconscious.  This latent material is the motive-force of the

dream, and is redolent of polymorphously perverse sex and primitive aggression, since

"the wish which creates the dream always springs from the period of childhood" and

"the powerful wishful impulses of childhood may without exception be described as

sexual."  Such wishes and impulses are unacceptable to the fastidious superego, which

censors this material and disguises it by means of symbols.

We see several characteristic features of Freudianism at work.  There is, for

example, the assumption of the perpetual conflict between conscious and unconscious. 

There is the assertion that the contents of the unconscious are nasty and repulsive. 

There is the insistence that everything means something.

Best of all, there is the latitude given to the expert for the display of his

interpretive virtuosity.  Freudianism is a form of gnosticism: dreams can be interpreted

only by those in the know.  To the uninitiated, they seem clear, but Freud says that they

usually mean the opposite of what they appear to mean.  And we wag our heads: it is
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just so interesting that dreams are always about sex, when they appear to be about so

many other things.  Fortunately, here are the psychoanalysts – the modern gnostics –

to tease out the images for us.

Yet Ludwig Wittgenstein, reacting to Freud's suggestion that the latent sexual

content must be altered by the dream censor into a more innocuous manifest content,

makes this simple observation:

Freud very commonly gives what we might call a sexual interpretation. 
But it is interesting that among all the reports of dreams which he gives,
there is not a single example of a straightforward sexual dream.  Yet
these are as common as rain.

And Calvin Hall, one of the earliest acolytes of psychoanalysis, comments as follows

about his own findings:

There is no lack of dreams in our collection in which the most distasteful
and shameful things happen.  Fathers and mothers are murdered by the
dreamer.  The dreamer has sex with members of his family.  He rapes,
pillages, tortures, and destroys.  He performs all kinds of obscenities and
perversions.  He often does these things without remorse and even with
considerable glee.

Either "the dream censor" constantly fails in its assignment, or Freud is wrong to posit

its existence at all.  If the censor does not exist, then the polarity between manifest and

latent content does not exist either.  If we are willing and able to dream about "all kinds

of obscenities and perversions" and to do so "without remorse and even with

considerable glee," then there must not be a psychic need to convert our dreadful

drives into benign symbols.  Perhaps everything in a dream is what it is.
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But Freud is headed in the opposite direction: not only is the dream symbol-

laden, but also the manner of recalling it.  This puts the patient even more at the mercy

of the interpreter.  We are in a realm of cabalistic arcana; yet the ritual continues to be

described in the language of empiricism.  In the following excerpt, Freud as interpreter

does not even seem to be present – the analysis gives the solution, just as a lab

analysis gives the result of blood work:

The form of the dream or of dreaming is employed with astonishing
frequency to represent the concealed content. . . . As, for example, when
the dreamer says; Here the dream was wiped out, and the analysis gives
an infantile reminiscence of listening to someone cleaning himself after
defecation.  [Emphasis in the original]

(As I have already had occasion to note, Freud is unjustly accused of reducing

everything to sex.  It is an easy task to refute this by demonstrating how often he

reduced everything to excrement.)

At every stage the reader is urged to stop and test these amazing constructions. 

What is the likelihood that the patient carries such a memory from his infancy? that he

is driven to conceal its content? that this content nonetheless forces its way into the

light of day, not even by disguising itself as a symbol in a dream, but by causing the

patient to forget part of a dream and then to use the expression "here the dream was

wiped out" when he talks to his therapist? and that the therapist, hearing this

expression used, can say with certainty that this is what the forgetfulness and the use

of the expression signify?

Or another example, which deserves to be recorded in detail: A young
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man has a very distinct dream, reminding him of fantasies of his boyhood
which have remained conscious.  He found himself in a hotel at a
seasonal resort; it was night; he mistook the number of his room, and
entered a room in which an elderly lady and her two daughters were
undressing to go to bed.  He continues: "Then there are some gaps in the
dream; something is missing; and at the end there was a man in the room,
who wanted to throw me out, and with whom I had to struggle."  He tries in
vain to recall the content and intention of the boyish fantasy to which the
dream obviously alluded.  But we finally become aware that the required
content had already been given in his remarks concerning the indistinct
part of the dream.  The "gaps" are the genital apertures of the women who
are going to bed: "Here something is missing" describes the principal
characteristic of the female genitals.  [Emphasis in the original]

I hope I need not elaborate at length on Freud's recklessness here.  Regarding his

circumspection in alluding to "the principal characteristic of the female genitals," suffice

it to say that we can understand what he means by reflecting back upon his explanation

of the Oedipus complex in females, which ends in the young girl's "discovery that she is

castrated."

W. Stern, who reviewed The Interpretation of Dreams when it came out, has

receded into the mists of the past, unknown and uncelebrated – yet he saw clearly the

intellectual promiscuity of Freud's approach and warned against it:

The unacceptability of this kind of dream interpretation as a scientific
method must be emphatically stressed, for the danger is great that
uncritical minds might take pleasure in this interesting fantasy game and
thereby drag us into complete mysticism and chaotic arbitrariness – one
can then prove anything with anything.

If we do not make more over Stern today, resurrecting him and honoring him for his

prescience, it is only because many others said much the same as he – nor did they

have to expend very much intellect to do so.  We are thrown back upon the
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fundamental question of this study: Why did all such criticism fail?  Why did

Freudianism carry the day?  The disturbing answer seems to be that many educated

people temperamentally prefer an esoteric, colorful fiction to a mundane scientific fact.



A complete statement of Freud's system

In 1967, Freudians found themselves embarrassed by the publication of Thomas

Woodrow Wilson: A Psychological Study.  The book was ostensibly a collaboration

between Freud and the American diplomat William C. Bullitt, who had been an appalled

eyewitness to Wilson's failure to obtain a just peace at the end of World War I.  Bullitt

claimed that Freud had signed every chapter of the manuscript, and Freud's

correspondence supports this assertion.  But since most readers share with Peter Gay

the view that the book is a "debacle" and a "caricature of applied analysis," there has

been a great deal of backing and filling to be done by committed Freudians.

The reader is invited here to remember the way religious thinking works: a true

believer does not conduct an exploration and end by arriving at discovered truth; he

starts from revealed truth.  Facts, gathered and evaluated, do not lead to the truth;

truth, already known absolutely, identifies the realm of fact, allowing the believer to

absorb the bits that fit and discard those that don't.

So Peter Gay, "knowing" that Freud was a genius whose ideas have been

incorporated into the "science" of psychoanalysis, thinks that it is flatly impossible that

Freud could be responsible for a book in which these ideas are "grossly simplified,

pugnaciously stated, and coarsened out of all recognition."  Starting from this

conclusion, he adduces premises for it:
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Sensitive reviewers argued on stylistic grounds that the short introduction,
which bears Freud's signature, was the only part of the work that could be
reliably assigned to him.

Gay also floats a second theory of his own, less libelous to Bullitt:

The indications are that Freud balked at the manuscript that Bullitt
showed him in London near the end of his life, but finally, weary, aged,
and worrying about the future of psychoanalysis, the survival of his
sisters, the ever-threatening cancer, gave his consent.

Now the hallmark of Freud's entire life was his implacable will and tenacity.  We can

only guess how contemptuously he would have treated a manuscript by anybody that

grossly simplified and coarsened his theories, and how much greater his outrage would

have been if the offending author planned to publish the caricature claiming that Freud

was the author of it.  Never mind: for the purpose of sustaining Freud's intellectual

reputation, Gay suddenly portrays the old ramrod as weak and manipulable.

I am so far from disdaining the biography of Wilson that I wish to use it as an important

resource for the study of Freudianism.  It provides what may be the clearest existing

statement, in the fewest words, of the entire Freudian apparatus.  The value of this

statement lies precisely in the aspect that Peter Gay deplores: its gross simplification. 

Put less disparagingly, here Freud is unusually lucid and economical, because he is

writing for the masses: he is nowhere clearer about his first principles.

By the way, it is a mistake, to which intellectuals are especially prone, to think

that a complex system of thought requires complex premises.  Fuzzy, ambiguous
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principles always betray fuzzy thinking.  Freud was not a fuzzy thinker.  Early and late,

he erred the other way: in the direction of bogus clarity.  He was addicted to

reductionism, false symmetries, and grand synthesizing summations: to attain his

theories he rode roughshod over the ambiguities and complexities of his own materials,

the claims of competing data, and the reservations of honorable opponents.

The theoretical chapter in the biography of Wilson is the more valuable for

coming at a late date, in 1932, when Freud could integrate his long-established theory

of the Oedipus complex with his more recent accounts of the death drive and the

tripartite structure of the mind.  To Gay's objection that it is unlikely that this chapter

could have been written by Freud, I must counter that it is impossible that it could have

been written by Bullitt.  Unless Gay proposes a third candidate – someone supremely

knowledgeable about psychoanalysis and also possessed of enough chutzpah to

arrogate to himself the authorship of the chapter on Freudianism in a book advertised

as co-authored by Freud – we should feel free to use this material with a clear

conscience.

In perusing the following excerpt, culled from pages 36-49 of the first chapter,

note the continued commitment to biology.  The forces Freud names are not mental

events: he tells us that the libido "charges five accumulators."  Note, too, the level of

abstraction: the libido does this, the superego does that.  Purely metaphorical entities

store forces, make decisions, construct defenses.

Also bear in mind a constant alternation between what I call the weak and strong

forms of Freudian assertions.  I have already called the reader's attention to the
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contrast between dictionary definitions of the Oedipus complex, which blandly refer to a

boy's love of his mother and rivalry with his father, and Freud's own treatment of it as a

shattering drama of fantasized incest, murder, and castration.  In the excerpts that

follow, the most mundane observations of life are sometimes wrapped in

psychoanalytical claptrap or even offered straight up; at other times, the most

extraordinary claims are made.  For instance, Freud tells us that children are

completely passive in infancy but become more active toward their parents a few years

later.  This is surely one of the blandest and most trivial observations ever offered in a

serious work of non-fiction, even if it does have some long-range justification as a

component of a more elaborate argument.  Then a page or so later, he states baldly,

more than once, that the typical five-year-old boy really does wish to kill his father: now

he is asking us to accept the existence of a mental fact that has been no more proven

to exist than the flights of witches on broomsticks during the Middle Ages.

Freud's commonplace observations of infants are marshaled on behalf of his

tautological equation of passivity with femininity and activity with masculinity.  The

equation is tautological because, to him, passivity is femininity and activity is

masculinity: the terms can be used interchangeably.  This suits his biological

determinism.  (He did not consider for more than a second the possibility that society

trains women in passivity and demands activity of men – that what he calls masculinity

and femininity are social roles.)  Thus he considers the universality of human

bisexuality to be proven "as firmly as chemistry has established the presence of

oxygen, hydrogen, carbon and other elements in all organic bodies."  After all, every
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man displays, at one time or another, some degree of passivity in a situation: according

to Freud, that's when the woman in him comes out.

This is the name game with a vengeance: femininity, on no authority whatsoever,

but in keeping with the "common sense" of the late 19th century, is defined as passivity. 

This leads to the most wonderful syllogism: All passivity is feminine; all men possess a

degree of passivity; therefore all men are feminine – that is, bisexual, to some degree. 

We thus "prove" scientific theorems while sitting at home and manipulating language.

Once again, there is no objection to the weak form of the assertion that we all

have within us currents of both activity and passivity.  But when Freud, without leaving

his armchair, uses this truism to establish that we also all have within us a piece of

homosexuality, we suddenly come upon the strong form of a highly questionable

assertion.  At this point, Freudians can shuffle the cards all over again: they can claim

to mean only the weak assertion that we relate socially to both sexes, in which case the

statement is again excruciatingly trivial.  But perhaps we should note here that even the

strong form of the assertion amounts to a nullity, whether "proven" or not.  If we smugly

label as "latent homosexuals" the macho men who prey upon women, beat up sissies,

and keep company mostly with each other, what do we know about them that we did

not know when we called them misogynistic homophobic bullies?  Isn't "latency" a

metaphysical concept?  How am I to understand the assertion that a man who has

never touched another man erotically is nonetheless some sort of homosexual? 

Similarly, what explanatory power does it have when a French opera critic says that

Carmen "stands for" Don Jose's mother, so the relationship is "incestuous"?  What do
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we know when we know this?  And now we are using the same word to describe the

behavior of a man who falls in love with a gypsy woman his own age and a man who

rapes his ten-year-old daughter.  But such language abuse traces its provenance to

Freud himself, who used the word "castration" to refer to a violent act against men that

has sometimes been savagely perpetrated in the real world, but also spoke of every

woman's "discovery that she is castrated."  (Perhaps this is the place to reference a

famous question put to his audience by Abraham Lincoln: "If I call the tail of a horse a

leg, how many legs will the horse then have?"  Someone called out "Five!"  "No," said

Lincoln.  "Calling a horse's tail a leg doesn't make it one.")

From the very first sentence of the following excerpt, the reader is urged to savor the

Freudian perplex: the statements are metaphysical, metaphorical, poetic.  The "libido"

does not correspond to any real physical force, the "accumulators" that store it are

likewise invisible to physicians, there are no instruments that can measure the libido's

"charge": but Freud considers all his propositions to be the stuff of science.  By the

end, we have an explanation of human character and fate that is religious in its breadth

and depth: we know the answer to life's riddle, we know our situation, we know where

we have come from and where we are going.

We begin with the axiom that in the psychic life of man, from birth, a force
is active which we call libido, and define as the energy of the Eros.

The libido must be stored somewhere.  We conceive that it
"charges" certain areas and parts of our psychic apparatus, as an electric
current charges a storage battery or accumulator; that, like a charge of
electricity, it is subject to quantitative alterations; that, dwelling without
discharge, it shows tension in proportion to the quantity of the charge and
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seeks outlet; further, that it is continually fed and renewed by physical
generators.

The libido first stores itself in love of self: Narcissism.  This phase
is clearly visible in an infant.  His interests are confined to the acts and
products of his own body.  He finds all his courses of pleasure in himself.
. . .

In contrast to Narcissism we place object-love.  Occasionally, a
condition similar to the Narcissism of the new-born child is preserved by
an adult who then appears to us as a monstrous egoist, incapable of
loving anyone or anything except himself; but normally in the course of
life a part of the libido is directed toward objects outside the self. . . .

Our second theorem declares: all human beings are bisexual. 
Every individual, whether man or woman, is composed of elements of
masculinity and femininity.  Psychoanalysis has established this fact as
firmly as chemistry has established the presence of oxygen, hydrogen,
carbon and other elements in all organic bodies. . . .

As expressions of femininity we consider all those desires which
are characterized by passivity, above all the need to be loved, and in
addition, the inclination to submit to others which reaches its apex in
Masochism, the desire to be hurt by others.  On the other hand, we call
masculine all desires which display the character of activity, like the
desire to love, and the wish to achieve power over other men, to control
the outer world and alter it in accordance with one's desires.  Thus we
associate masculinity with activity and femininity with passivity.

The primary love-objects the child finds are his mother and father
or their substitutes.  His earliest relationships to his parents are passive in
nature; the child is nursed and caressed by them, guided by their orders
and punished by them.  The libido of the child first discharges itself
through these passive relationships.  Then one may observe a reaction
on the part of the child.  He wishes to give his parents tit for tat, to
become active toward them, to caress them, command them and avenge
himself upon them.  Thereupon, in addition to Narcissism, four outlets
stand open for his libido, through passivity to his father and mother and
through activity toward them.  Out of this situation grows the Oedipus
complex.

In order to explain the Oedipus complex we must introduce the
third axiom of psychoanalysis, an assumption from the theory of the
instincts, which declares that in the psychic life of man two chief instincts
are active: the Eros, that is to say love in the widest sense, whose energy
we have called libido, and another instinct, which we have named after its
final aim, the Death Instinct.  The Death Instinct displays itself to us as an
impulse to attack and destroy.  It is the opponent of the Eros, which
strives always to produce larger and larger unities held together by the
libido.  Both instincts are from the beginning present together in the
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psychic life and seldom or never appear in pure form but are, as a rule,
welded together in varying proportions.

Thus, what appears to us as masculinity and femininity never
consists of libido alone but always carries with it a certain additional
element of desire to attack and destroy. . . .

Let us stress once more the fact that every charge of libido brings
with it a bit of aggression and return to the Oedipus complex.  We shall,
however, discuss only the Oedipus complex of the male child.

We have noted that the l ibido of the child charges five
accumulators: Narcissism, passivity to the mother, passivity to the father,
activity toward the mother and activity toward the father, and begins to
discharge itself by way of these desires.  A conflict between these
different currents of the libido produces the Oedipus complex of the little
boy.

.     .     .

The solution of the Oedipus complex is the most difficult problem
that faces a child of man in his psychic development.  In the case of a
little boy, fear turns the greater part of the libido away from the mother to
the father, and his major problem becomes the irreconcilability of his
desire to kill his father with his equally ardent desire to submit utterly to
his father.

One method of escape from the major dilemma of the Oedipus
complex is employed by all males: identification with the father.  Equally
unable to kill his father or to submit utterly to him, the little boy finds an
escape which approximates removal of his father and nevertheless avoids
murder.  He identifies himself with his father. . . .

This early step of father identification makes comprehensible the
later ambition to outdo the father and become greater than the father
which we so often observe in youth.  The father with whom the little boy
identifies himself is not the father as he actually is in life and will later be
recognized to be by the son, but a father whose powers and virtues have
undergone an extraordinary expansion, whose weaknesses and faults
have been denied. . . .

This almighty, omniscient, all-virtuous father of childhood, as a
result of his incorporation in the child, becomes an internal psychic power
which in psychoanalysis we call the Ego-Ideal or the Super-Ego.  The
Super-Ego makes itself known during the remainder of the child's life
through its commands and prohibitions. . . .

The establishment of the Super-Ego does not, to be sure, solve all
the difficulties of the Oedipus complex; but it creates an accumulator for a
certain portion of the current of libido which was originally aggressive
activity toward the father.  In exchange, however, it becomes the source
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of new difficulties with which the Ego thenceforth has to deal.  For the
Super-Ego throughout the remainder of life admonishes, censures,
represses and strives to insulate and turn away from their goals all
desires of the libido which do not satisfy its ideals.

.     .     .

To reconcile himself to the world of reality is naturally one of the
chief tasks of every human being.  This task is not an easy one for a child. 
Not one of the desires of his libido can find full satisfaction in the real
world. . . . We are justified in saying that all men are more or less
neurotic.  Nevertheless in some men the settlement is based on such firm
foundations that they can endure great misfortunes without falling into
neurosis, while others need suffer only slight adversity to induce them to
construct neurotic symptoms.

.     .     .

To unify the desires of the libido with each other and the
commands of the Super-Ego and the demands of the outer world is, as we
have said, no easy task for the Ego: all the instincts must be satisfied
somehow; the Super-Ego insists upon its commandments; and adaptation
to reality cannot be escaped.  To accomplish this task the Ego employs,
when direct satisfaction of the libido is impossible, three mechanisms:
Repression, Identification and Sublimation.

Repression is the method of denying the existence of the
instinctive desire which demands satisfaction, treating it as if it did not
exist, relegating it to the unconscious and forgetting it.

Identification seeks to satisfy the instinctive desire by transforming
the Ego itself into the desired object, so that the self represents both the
desiring subject and the desired object.

Sublimation is the method of giving the instinctive desire a partial
satisfaction by substituting for its unattainable object a related object
which is not disapproved by the Super-Ego or by the external world . . . .

Repression is the least effective of these methods of achieving the
desired reconciliation of the conflict because it is impossible in the long
run to disregard the instinctive desires.  In the end the pressure of the
libido becomes too great, the repression collapses and the libido flashes
out.

.     .     .

We cannot leave the theme of repression without calling attention
to the technique which the Ego employs to insure individual acts of
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repression.  For this purpose the Ego constructs the reaction-formations,
usually by the strengthening of impulses which are the opposites of those
which are to be repressed. . . . Reaction-formations against repressed
instinctive impulses play as great a role in the construction of the
character as the two primary identifications with the father and the mother.

.     .     .

Sublimation, the third method employed by the Ego to reconcile its
conflicts, involved, as we have noted, the replacement of the original
objects of the libido by others which are not disapproved by the Super-
Ego or by society.  This replacement is achieved by transference of the
libido from one object to another.  For example, the boy turns a portion of
his libido away from his mother to his sisters, if he has any, and later to
his cousins or friends of his sisters, and then to women outside the family
group with whom he falls in love, until by this route he finally finds his
wife.  The more his wife resembles his mother, the richer will be the flow
of his libido into his marriage; but many instinctive hostile impulses which
tend to disrupt marriage also cling to these mother relationships.

Innumerable sublimations are employed by human beings to
discharge libido and to these sublimations we owe all the higher
achievements of civilization.  Unsatisfied desires of the libido sublimated
produce all art and literature.

.     .     .

Every hindrance to the discharge of the libido produces a damming
up of psychic energy and an increase of pressure in the accumulator
concerned which may extend to other accumulators.

.     .     .

It is perhaps a law and at least a very frequent phenomenon that a
human being turns toward a person whom he loves with especial intensity
a considerable bit of hate, and toward a person he hates with especial
intensity a considerable bit of love.  One or the other of these antithetical
instinctive impulses is repressed either wholly or in part into the
unconscious.  We call this the fact or principle of ambivalence.

.     .     .

Frustrations and misfortunes of all sorts tend to drive the libido
back to former dwelling places: for example, to drive it back from
sublimations to its original objects of desire.  This we call regression.
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In the course of human life it may happen that the psychic
development suddenly halts and comes to an end instead of continuing its
evolution.  In such a case some overwhelming experience has forced the
libido into accumulators to which it clings until death or mental
disintegration.  This we call fixation.

Since this account is directed toward the subsequent analysis of Woodrow

Wilson, Freud discusses the course of the Oedipus complex in males only; and

because he thought the main current in Wilson's life was over-identification with, rather

than fear of, the father, he scants the importance of the castration complex.  To put the

period to our account of the mainsprings of Freudianism, then, we need only remind

ourselves that Freud believed that conscience originates in the internalization of the

fear of castration, and that it follows that females fail to acquire a conscience because

they are spared this beneficent terror.  In other words, because of a trauma that did not

happen to them in childhood, they don't have a sense of justice.  In girls, therefore, the

first accumulator of libido may remain the strongest, and Freud averred in 1914 that the

narcissist is "the purest and truest feminine type."  But as we have seen, he also

suggested that if, during her own Oedipus complex, a girl can succeed in changing her

desire for a penis into the desire for a "penis-baby," she can eventually achieve a

passable imitation of mature adulthood.

Perhaps a final general comment is in order, referring once again to the

tendency of Freudians to switch back and forth between the strong and weak forms of

the Master's assertions.  Freud's name is justly associated with the terms repression,

sublimation, reaction-formation, and ambivalence, because he set forth very clear

definitions of them.  But he did not "discover" these phenomena, as Frederick Crews



A complete statement of Freud's system - 124

reminds us:

Most literary academics feel that we should be . . . grateful for a small
body of "indispensable Freudian insights"; this is the perspective from
which my anti-Freudianism looks as extremist as my early faith.  In my
experience, however, such observers always turn out to be ignorant of the
actual history of psychiatric thought.  Thus, for example, they credit Freud
with having discovered "the unconscious" and its attendant compulsions,
obsessions, and perversions.  In fact, however, virtually all the syndromes
that Freud tried to explain had been amply described by others.  The
defenders of "Freudian insights" confuse a behavioral domain with one
overreaching theorization of that domain.

Roy Porter, in A Social History of Madness, had anticipated Crews's thinking on this

theme by a decade:

Popular myth has it that it was Freud who, after a century of "Victorian"
prudery, made it possible for people to talk about sex frankly and to plot
the connections between sexual problems and wider neurotic
disturbances.  At least in a superficial sense, however, that was not so.  A
glance at [Daniel Schreber's published] Memoirs gives startling indication
of the sort of sexual fantasies and perversions that could be discussed
openly in print in Wilhelmine Germany.  Homosexuality – its identification,
classification and aetiology – was elaborately explored in the sexual
psychopathologies of Richard Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis and other
prominent fin de siècle contributors to clinical medicine and socio-cultural
theory.  Sexual abnormalities were very widely blamed for being at the
root of psychological disorders long before Freud – witness how from the
1870s Charcot and his Parisian colleagues saw the female reproductive
system, and its projections in the female mind, as the root of hysteria.  In
other words, Freud did not so much put an end to a conspiracy of silence
about sex as make a very special type of contribution to an already
widespread debate about exactly how sexuality played a role in mental
and emotional disturbance.  His distinctive claim was that adult neuroses
were typically the legacy of infantile sexual conflict (the Oedipal
syndrome), which resulted in repressed sexual desire swept under the
carpet of the unconscious.  

I will content myself with a single example of Freud's late entry into the field of
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the psychological defenses.  Readers of Nietzsche will be familiar with his priority in

setting forth Freudian concepts.  Freud himself was fond of quoting Nietzsche's

aphorism from Beyond Good and Evil:

"I have done that," says my memory.  "I could not have done that," says
my pride, and remains inexorable.  Finally, my memory yields.

Where does the memory go?  Nietzsche's aphorism presupposes the existence of the

unconscious and the mechanism of repression.  (It also explains them in a way we can

all understand, without the necessity of routing them through infantile sexuality.) 

Nietzsche's attack on Christian ressentiment – his contention that the typical Christian

conceals, from himself especially, a vengeful hatred of his betters by mouthing

platitudes about loving his enemies – is an exact clinical description of a reaction-

formation.  And sublimation appears on almost every page, as Nietzsche calls for the

"superman" to redirect his will to power into the highest forms of self-discipline.  Again,

all that is lacking is the explicit sexual interpretation.  And this points up the problem

that the Freudians have today: Freud's intellectual fixation on sex has become an

embarrassment to them, and they would like to broaden his concepts of libido,

repression, and sublimation; but insofar as they succeed in doing so, they strip

Freudianism of its only claim to originality.  If they take out the sex, Nietzsche got there

first; if they leave it in, Freud is a fool.

As for the belief that Freud is the prophet of modern man in all his "ambivalence"

(which is now the fallback position of those disciples who no longer want to commit

themselves unequivocally to the Oedipus complex or the death drive), we might point to
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Dostoevsky's priority.  For pages at a time, some of his characters seem incapable of

stringing two sentences together without the second unsaying the first.  "I love you, I

hate you" almost becomes a tic in his writing.

Freud sometimes acknowledged that writers had represented the unconscious

artistically before he had gotten around to describing it scientifically.  He felt that this

fact did not impinge upon his claim to fame, and he was right – as long as we allow him

to speak for himself and stake his claim in his own uncompromising way.  His 21st

century admirers want to dilute his astringent definitions until they are as watery as the

ordinary run of the 19th century mill, yet still assign him priority in exploring the

unconscious.  It is a smart move politically, but intellectually illegitimate: they are trying

to have it both ways.  One of the purposes of this work is to bring the real Freud, with

his audacity intact, back before the public.



Fromm on Freud

Erich Fromm is the admirer who best epitomizes the pitfalls of trying to salvage Freud's

claim to greatness while judiciously qualifying that claim.  In his book Greatness and

Limitations of Freud's Thought, Fromm identifies what he believes to be Freud's six

great contributions to intellectual history, then demonstrates that almost everything

Freud said about them was wrong.  The limitations cancel the greatness, just as anti-

matter annihilates matter; but Fromm does not notice, and continues to revere Freud. 

In picking apart the pretensions of psychoanalysis with devastating accuracy, while

failing to see that he has thereby damaged his hero's legacy beyond repair, Fromm

exemplifies a recurring phenomenon of the second half of the 20th century.  Many have

trod this path; it is one of the signs we are dealing with religious veneration.

According to Fromm, Freud offered pioneering insights about the unconscious, the

significance of childhood, the Oedipus complex, character, transference, and

narcissism.  But he thinks that Freud got the particulars wrong.  For instance, Fromm

thinks that Freud brought us the big Oedipal news about "the intensity of the

attachment of the little boy to his mother or a mother figure."  But two pages later, he

suggests a little caveat about Freud's theory: "Where Freud erred, and had to err

because of his premises, was that he understood the attachment to mother as
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essentially one of a sexual nature."

When I read passages like this, my first thought is that either I am crazy or

Fromm is crazy.  Surely we have known for several millennia that little boys are

attached to their mothers; had Freud not "understood the attachment to mother as

essentially one of a sexual nature," he would have had nothing to tell us.

Similarly, Fromm credits Freud with the discovery of repression.  "But he

restricted the importance of his discovery by assuming that essentially what is

repressed is awareness of infantile sexual strivings and that the conflict between

thinking and being is essentially that between thinking and infantile sexuality."  Well,

throughout the 19th century, writers had been obsessively concerned with the

unconscious as a storehouse of motivations that are inaccessible to the agent. 

Schopenhauer's philosophy insists upon the independent workings of our will in

defiance of all our conscious attempts at morality and discipline.  Nietzsche is almost a

specialist in the psychology of the unconscious: his description of Christian

ressentiment depends upon his keen understanding of the mechanisms of projection,

reaction formation, repression, and denial.  A Christian's resentment of his betters and

desire for revenge upon them could hardly be conscious: Nietzsche's whole point is

that such motives are covered over by a lot of piety.  So we cannot credit Freud with

calling attention to the existence of the unconscious in general.  He does, however,

deserve all the credit for being the first to stipulate that it is specifically the repository of

repressed infantile sexual strivings and of almost nothing else.  What Fromm calls a

mistake, then, is Freud's only claim to originality and the basis of psychoanalysis.
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Fromm tells us that Freud "considered sexuality as the root of all drives."  Then

a page later: "It was Jung who later cut loose from this connection, and in this respect

made, as I see it, a truly valuable addition to Freud's thought."  Freud, blind to much

else, saw well enough that Jung's ideas could not be added to his own without

annihilating them.  In any case, the distinctiveness of Freud's position rests on its

reductionism.  Had he brought us the news that sex is one of our drives, he would have

been, again, several thousand years late in telling us what we all know.  Freudianism is

distinctive, and claims our attention if not our assent, only because of what Fromm calls

an error.

We have already seen that Freudian apologists tend to shuttle back and forth

between the strong and weak forms of Freudian assertions.  Fromm continually refutes

the strong form without seeing that the weak form that is left amounts to a vacuity. 

Freud did not achieve worldwide renown by saying that we are sometimes unconscious

of our motives, often attached to our mothers when infants, and occasionally moved by

our sexual appetites.  He said that everything, including civilization itself, is rooted in

sex, repressed sex, or sublimated sex, and that little boys in all households in all

cultures since the Ice Age have wanted to murder their fathers and copulate with their

mothers.  When you qualify these bold assertions, you strip them of meaningful

content.  Fromm is like an ultra-liberal Protestant clergyman who tries to bring

Christianity up to date by purveying the view that Jesus was a very good man with

some excellent ideas.  (We know from 20th century experience what will happen,

incidentally: his congregation will dwindle away while the young people flock to
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evangelical tent revivals.  Christianity without the Atonement and the Resurrection is

just a Rotary Club meeting.  Take the sex out of Freudianism and you have Dear Abby.)

In averring that "Freud was the first to analyze character scientifically instead of

artistically," Fromm shows himself to be easily imposed upon by Freud's own claims. 

Then in the next breath, he completely skewers Freud's account by noting that it fails to

distinguish "between biologically given passions, hunger and sex, which serve the

survival of the individual and the race, and passions which are socially and historically

conditioned."  Fromm has exposed Freud's blind spot here.  But it would be more

accurate to state that Freud failed to recognize the existence of socially conditioned

passions.  Where they appear at all, they are immediately dismissed as sublimations of

the biological drives.

Freud considered the bourgeois family as the prototype of all families and
ignored the very different forms of family structure and even the complete
absence of the 'family' in other cultures. . . . He could not see that the
primary phenomenon is not the family but the structure of society that
creates the kind of character it needs for its proper functioning and
survival.  He did not arrive at the concept of a 'social character' because
on the narrow basis of sex, such a concept could not be developed.

In other words, Freud's account of character is fatally flawed because it leaves out the

primary phenomenon that creates character . . . yet Fromm calls it scientific.

So it goes.  Fromm pays homage to Freud's "discovery of dream interpretation,"

but feels that it is too limited.  He is impressed with the concept of the death drive, but

feels that Freud never ironed out the contradictions in it.  He thinks that Freud was the

first researcher to pay full attention to the phenomenon of transference, but . . .
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We see that Freud hit on a phenomenon which is of much greater
significance than even he thought.  The transference phenomenon,
namely the voluntary dependence of a person on other persons in
authority, a situation in which an individual feels helpless, in need of a
leader of stronger authority, ready to submit to this authority, is one of the
most frequent and most important phenomena in social life, quite beyond
the individual family and the analytic situation.  Anybody who is willing to
see can discover the tremendous role that transference plays socially,
politically and in religious life.  One has only to look at the faces in a
crowd that applauds a charismatic leader like Hitler or de Gaulle, and one
sees the same expression of blind awe, adoration, affection, something in
fact which transforms the face from its humdrum daily expression into that
of a passionate believer.

Now this is one of Fromm's best paragraphs, because he has slipped the Freudian

leash and introduced his own conception of the submissive personality: he is no longer

talking about Freud's idea at all, which is that the female patient experiences a

"transference neurosis" during analysis, and tries to seduce the therapist as she once

tried to seduce her father.  Fromm, having already questioned whether the Oedipal

attachment is really about sex, has robbed the transference neurosis of its erotic

charge, which to Freud is its whole point.  But we do see the value of Fromm's theory of

personality.

There is a similar dividend paid by Fromm's analysis of narcissism.  Once again

he credits Freud with the discovery of a banality – that some people direct their love

toward themselves – and then taxes Freud with the transgression of "pressing it into

the framework of the libido theory."  Fromm thus falls one last time into the absurdity of

demolishing the strong form of Freud's argument – that narcissistic self-love is our

earliest libidinal orientation and that it persists into adulthood and characterizes "the
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purest and truest feminine type" – while thinking there is still something of value left

after he has completed the work of demolition.  As with all of Freud's ideas, the strong

form has no value because it is false, and the weak form has no value because it is

trivial.

But Fromm's own account of group narcissism – inasmuch as it owes nothing

whatsoever to Freud – is excellent:

Group narcissism is a phenomenon of the greatest political significance. 
After all, the average person lives in social circumstances which restrict
the development of intense narcissism.  What should feed the narcissism
of a poor man, who has little social prestige, whose children even tend to
look down upon him?  He is nothing – but if he can identify with his
nation, or can transfer his personal narcissism to the nation, then he is
everything.  If such a person said, "I am the most wonderful man or
woman in the world; I am the cleanest, cleverest, most efficient, best
educated of all people; I am superior to everybody in the world," anybody
who heard this would be disgusted and feel that the person was a bit
crazy.  But when people describe their nation in these terms, nobody
takes exception.  On the contrary, if a person says, "My nation is the
strongest, the most cultured, the most peace-loving, the most talented of
all nations," he is not looked upon as being crazy but as a very patriotic
citizen.  The same holds true for religious narcissism.  That millions of
adherents to a religion can claim that they are the only possessors of the
truth, that their religion is the only way to salvation, is considered to be
perfectly normal.  Other examples of group narcissism are political groups
and scientific groups.  The individual satisfies his own narcissism by
belonging and identifying himself with the group.  Not he the nobody is
great, but he the member of the most wonderful group on earth.

Fromm's modesty really is overwhelming.  He seems to feel that he is just a

humble toiler in Freud's vineyard, when actually he has had to clear the land and start

over.  This feeling of awe before the great predecessor is characteristic of many of the

brilliant men and women who have contributed to the rich history of psychology
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throughout the last century.  We need only remind ourselves that such abject

veneration points to certain facts about the venerator, not about Freud.



Miller off Freud

Now let us consider the path followed by Alice Miller, who also gradually worked away

from Freud's dogmas, and counterpose her story to Fromm's.  She too began as an

orthodox psychoanalyst; and when her practice, like Fromm's, elicited narratives from

her patients that contradicted the psychoanalytical verities, she too failed at first to

draw the moral and instead tried to assimilate her radical insights to the Freudian

framework that constituted her intellectual safety net.  At the time of writing The Drama

of the Gifted Child in 1979, she still spoke respectfully of "drive theory" as the basis of

analytical work and said she wanted only to redirect the therapeutic emphasis, bringing

previously neglected aspects of her patients' stories to the fore.  Her writing was

especially remarkable for the empathy it expressed toward the everyday world of the

small child.  One telling incident describes two self-satisfied parents eating their own

ice cream bars while teasing, albeit tenderly, their toddler who wishes to have one of

his own.  The anecdote encapsulated her thesis that parents pass their own mostly

unremembered childhood humiliations on to their children under the guise of

affectionate authoritarianism.  This slim volume is a perennial best-seller because it is

a genuinely therapeutic book, encouraging us to reexamine our idealized parents from

the standpoint of the child whose feelings were often trampled down by their

insensibility.  It has been cited time and again by grateful readers as a breakthrough
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book in terms of their self-understanding.

Professionally, she was on a track well worn by millions of Christian converts to

secularism, who continue to repeat the Nicene Creed in church every Sunday while

living at variance with its tenets.  They pray for benefits without the least expectation of

actually receiving them, then work to bring them about; they live without any practical

consciousness of original sin or of the promised redemption; by their actions they

indicate that they disagree vigorously with many of the statements made by the Bible

about daily conduct.  Yet they would ardently defend the propositions of the Creed to

any skeptic at a cocktail party.

One fine day, however, such a person may wake up and realize that he is not

now, and has not been for a very long time, a Christian in any meaningful sense of the

word; and he may then cheerfully accept this conclusion that has been forced upon him

by the facts of his own life.  Or he may not.  At the time of this writing, Bishop John

Shelby Spong, the best-selling purveyor of modern Protestant radical revisionism, is an

example of someone who has taken the entire journey without ever quite arriving at that

great getting-up morning.  He is a secular humanist who dreams that he is still, in some

faintly metaphorical sense, washed in the Blood of the Lamb.  Miller, however, finally

awakened.

The first edition of The Drama of the Gifted Child employs Freudian technical

terminology throughout.  But by the time Miller revised the work for the third edition in

1997, she had so completely abandoned Freud's premises that he disappears from the

index and the book is stripped clean of jargon.  Yet when we compare the two editions
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page by page, it is interesting to see how similar they are in substance.  Miller has

revised none of her thinking: she has only omitted explanations involving "cathexis"

and "introjection," and quietly dropped adjectives like "narcissistic" and "Oedipal."  In

the most instructive cases, sentences from the first edition reappear verbatim in the

third edition with only the aforementioned qualifiers removed; and what startles the

reader is the realization that the removal has made the sentences clearer, without any

loss of meaning.  In retrospect, we can see that the psychoanalytic adjectives had not

added to the information given by the noun, but had obfuscated i t.  In short, removing

the entire theoretical foundation from the therapeutic house did not cause its collapse –

instead, the house was stronger than before.  It did not hurt to remove the foundation

because it hadn't been doing anything supportive there in the first place.

Here are examples of rewritten sentences that bear this out:

1979

. . . it was his narcissistic needs that
were constantly being wounded and
frustrated.

.     .     .

Many adults first become aware of their
Oedipal feelings of helplessness,
jealousy, and loneliness through their
own children, since they had no chance
to acknowledge and experience these
feelings consciously in their childhood.

.     .     .

The Oedipal suffering that was not lived
out can be got rid of by delegating it to

1997

. . . he was, however, constantly being
hurt and frustrated.

.     .     .

Many adults first become aware of their
feelings of helplessness, jealousy, and
loneliness through their own children,
since they had no chance to
acknowledge and experience these
feelings consciously in childhood.

.     .     .

The suffering that was not consciously
felt as a child can be avoided by
delegating it to one's own children – in
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one's own children – in much the same
way as in the ice cream scene I have
just described: "You see, we are big, we
may do as we like, but for you it is 'too
cold.'  You may only enjoy yourself as
we do when you get to be big enough." 
So, in the Oedipal area, too, it is not the
instinctual frustration that is humiliating
for the child, but the contempt shown for
his instinctual wishes.  It may well be
that the narcissistic component of
Oedipal suffering is commonly
accentuated when the parents
demonstrate their "grown-upness" to
revenge themselves unconsciously on
their child for their own earlier
humiliation.

.     .     .

Healthy Narcissism

If a child is lucky enough to grow up
with a mirroring mother, who allows
herself to be cathected narcissistically,
who is at the child's disposal – that is, a
mother who allows herself to be "made
use of" as a function of the child's
narcissistic development, as Mahler
says – then a healthy self-feeling can
gradually develop in the growing child. .
. . He may live out his feelings, be sad,
despairing, or in need of help, without
fear of making the introjected mother
insecure.

much the same way as in the ice cream
scene I have just described: "You see,
we are big, we may do as we like, but
for you it is 'too cold.'  You may only
enjoy yourself as we do when you get to
be big enough."  So it is not the
frustration of his wish that is humiliating
for the child, but the contempt shown for
his person.  The suffering is
accentuated by the parents'
demonstrating their "grown-upness" to
avenge themselves unconsciously on
their child for their own earlier
humiliation.

.     .     .

Healthy Development

If a child is lucky enough to grow up
with a mirroring, available mother who is
at the child's disposal – that is, a mother
who allows herself to be made use of as
a function of the child's development –
then a healthy self-feeling can gradually
develop in the growing child. . . . He
may experience his feelings – sadness,
despair, or the need for help – without
fear of making the mother insecure.

Such a comparative reading should convince all but the most recalcitrant Freudians

that psychoanalytic jargon is superfluous at best and dangerous at worst.  The child

who is humiliated because the tall parents, with godlike authority, deny him his own ice

cream bar is a perfectly comprehensible figure to any reader: his feelings are
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uncomplicated and easy to grasp.  Therefore, at the very least, the adjectives "Oedipal"

and "narcissistic" fog the windshield of our understanding with irrelevant labels.  But

the mischief is unlikely to stop there: if we think that the labels are relevant, we will

deny the fact and enter into Freud's looking-glass world where children abuse their

parents.  The wound-unqualified-by-jargon means that the boy's sense of himself was

violated when his parents patronized him; the Oedipal wound means that the boy's plan

to kill his father suffered another setback when he encountered a further demonstration

of his father's mastery and power.

Even where we do not enter into them so literally, the Freudian terms undercut

our empathy by medicalizing and pathologizing the boy's emotions.  If his frustration is

part of a universal syndrome that afflicts every mother's son, it need not be taken

seriously as a social wrong to be righted: it exemplifies, not an individual's

mistreatment, but Everyman's necessary rite of passage.  After all, Oedipal sufferings

and narcissistic wounds are inevitable, in Freud's "tragic" view: if they do not arise from

parental abuse, they arise nonetheless – from phylogenetic inheritance.  Why make

such a fuss over what has to be?

Freudian vocabulary thus converts the indignities that are directed personally

toward a victimized child by an abusive parent into the sort of lumps every member of

the human family is destined to take.  This short-circuits our compassion and hardens

us to accept our universal lot – and not only ours, but also the lot of the next generation

of children, who will have to endure the mistreatment of them that we re-label "the

human condition."  But even this is not the worst: in the last example comparing the two
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texts, the child in the 1997 version is very sensibly afraid of making his real, living,

breathing mother feel insecure; in the original version, he is afraid of making his

introjected mother insecure.  The minimally edited revision proves that Miller always

thought that the two sentences amount to the same thing; but lay readers could be

forgiven for thinking that an introjected mother must be something of a phantasm, and

the boy's fear a figment of his overactive imagination rather than a biological response

to a genuine peril.  The terminology encourages us to view the boy's feelings about his

mother as manifestations of his persecution complex.

At the time she wrote the first version of her book, Miller presumably used

Freudian concepts to "make sense" of the analytic material: she could hang the

childhood reminiscences of her patients on various Freudian pegs (oral, anal, genital)

and feel that they were no longer floating freely out beyond theory's grasp.  But the

revision shows that the material already made sense, and if anything, the concepts

were standing between her and the truths that she had uncovered.  In the course of

time, she realized not only that the stylistic clarity of her book was vitiated by its residue

of Freudian jargon but that drive theory itself had been disproved by her ability to work

effectively without any recourse to it at all: if the world can be better explained by

dropping a theory than by adopting it, that is a powerful indication that it is false; and if

clients show progress more quickly when the therapist abandons the theory, that is a

proof that it is pernicious.  By the time she produced the third edition, Miller had

publicly repudiated drive theory in no uncertain terms; yet her original text, perhaps to

her own surprise, had for all intents and purposes relied so little upon it that very few
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paragraphs had to be excised or significantly altered.  The moral is that theoretical

Freudianism illuminates nothing; but practical Freudianism is a dependable recipe for

continuing the abuse of children by other means.



II

WHAT FREUD DID



Prologue to a brief intellectual biography of Sigmund Freud

Freud aspired to be a scientist, persuaded himself that he was a scientist, and

convinced the world that psychoanalysis is a science.  How could this have happened?

There is no better explanation than that given by the early 17th century English

philosopher Francis Bacon, when he identified the "idols of the mind" in his Novum

Organum.  His account of what we would today call logical fallacies was intended to

expose, not the invalid arguments of priests or politicians, but precisely the errors of

scientists.

Perhaps the single idol from which all the others derive is summed up in four

devastating words: "science as one would."  We fashion everything according to our

desires.  "Numberless in short are the ways, and sometimes imperceptible, in which the

affections color and infect the understanding."

Bacon identified four classes of idols, and all have relevance to Freud. 

Beginning with "the idols of the tribe," or those that grow out of human nature itself, he

noted that we are overly impressed with a striking explanation, which fills the

imagination.  Regarding psychoanalysis, enough said.  We also search restlessly for

"final causes."  So Freud passed from an explanation of some bouts of hysteria to an

explanation of all human psychology; then he pushed on to solve the problem of how

civilization arose.



Prologue to a brief intellectual biography of Sigmund Freud - 143

Bacon further noted that we suppose more order and regularity in nature (and in

human nature) than is actually to be found there; and that we are too prone to

abstraction and to seeing "forms" that are "figments of the human mind."  Anticipating

the modern term "confirmation bias," he pointed out that we tend to select only the

evidence that supports our view, while ignoring or explaining away contrary evidence. 

All these bad habits bedeviled Freud.

Bacon's "idols of the cave" match certain types of personalities.  Some men are

predisposed to see the forest, others to see the trees.  Some want to see truth only in

what they personally invent.  (Freud was preoccupied with asserting his priority in

making discoveries; he was also resolute about excommunicating anyone who sought

to modify his theories.)  Some love to compare and analogize – one man seeing

resemblances, another differences, that are not there.  (Freud turned the runaway

metaphor into a form of research.)  Finally Bacon pointed out that men are often led

astray by a partiality for a particular age: some are enamored of antiquity; others are

completely taken in by the new, the modern, the up-to-date.  (Between his conviction

that Greek mythology laid out all the themes of psychoanalysis in coded form, and his

belief that the modern scientific Weltanschauung is an infallible antidote to the dark

ages of religious superstition, Freud manifested both biases simultaneously.)

Bacon's "idols of the market place" are those that come into existence through

our associations with each other, partly as a result of the imperfect medium of

language.  He noted that some words are "names of things that do not exist" (such as

Chance or the Prime Mover) and some are "names of things that exist, but yet confused
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and ill-defined, and hastily and irregularly derived from realities."  Every reader with a

critical eye can make his own lexicon of Freudian words that fall under Bacon's

interdiction, but let me offer a quick and abbreviated list.  The following terms are

names of things that do not materially exist: id, ego, superego, eros, thanatos.  There

are no areas in the brain exactly corresponding to the first three; there are no

hormones in the body constituting the last two.  These are all metaphors.  The following

terms are confused and ill-defined: hysteria, fantasy, repression, sublimation.  Both lists

can, I believe, be expanded exponentially.

Finally, Bacon cited the "idols of the theater," which are taken over  from our

respected elders as systems of thought and schools of philosophy, and enchant us with

their imaginative properties as do plays performed before us in auditoriums. 

Freudianism epitomizes the scholastic type of science that, says Bacon, "is based on

too narrow a foundation of experiment and natural history, and decides on the authority

of too few cases."  Bacon also mentions the theorist who, in his "premature hurry" to

establish scientific laws, leaps or flies "to universals and principles of things."  To us

today, these two types are difficult to distinguish, but Bacon presumably wants to

differentiate between the pale scholar who hardly gets out at all and barely bothers with

research and the fervent investigator who leaps to conclusions from one or two

experiments.  It is here that we encounter Freud's besetting sin of hasty generalization

(from the medical histories and free associations of 18 middle-class Viennese patients,

let us say, or from a single dream).  This tendency in him is so marked that his wiser

apologists have acknowledged it and brazenly tried to make a virtue of it.  Ernest Jones
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describes him accurately from first-hand experience: "When he got hold a simple but

significant fact he would feel, and know, that it was an example of something general or

universal, and the idea of collecting statistics on the matter was quite alien to him." 

Jones's mistake is his confidence that what Freud "would feel, and know" could be

relied upon as true.  Thus does narcissism, which is the only possible begetter of

gnosticism, and the bedrock of all the Baconian idols, communicate itself directly from

the Master to the disciples.

It might seem that Freud was at least free of Bacon's "superstitious idol," which

corrupts its findings by "an admixture of theology"; but if we allow that Freud embraced

determinism with religious fervor, and upheld it with the tenacity of a true believer, then

he evinced a secular form of this fallacy as well.

Bacon favored the accumulation of isolated facts as the first step in the scientific

process.  He pictured a disinterested observer who gathers as much information as

possible, and only after an induction forces itself upon him does the researcher infer

any conclusion from his data.  This would seem to fit the way Darwin operated.  Karl

Popper, in contradistinction to Bacon, seemingly endorsed the investigator's

hypothesizing first, with or without a bedrock of facts in place, followed by the testing of

the hypothesis by means of aptly chosen experiments.  Thus he proposed "falsification"

rather than induction as the touchstone of the scientific method; and while many of his

opponents continued to tout verification rather than falsification, both he and they

agreed that the Baconian model was outdated.  Indeed, Popper believed that many
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propositions of Freudian and Adlerian psychology, which he had exposed as

unscientific, might nonetheless have some truth value.

We can set it down as one of the insights of 20th century philosophy that

Bacon's neutral observer is an impossibility.  In relation to Freud, however, the

difference between Bacon and Popper is strictly academic.  Only the most infatuated

Freudian believes that Freud was a Baconian accumulator of data, a born researcher

who was happiest in a laboratory, a statistician who ended each day with an updating

of careful observations drawn from controlled longitudinal studies of human guinea

pigs.  He can only be defended as an exemplar of Popper's type of scientist; but what is

interesting about Bacon's idols is their relevance to precisely this type.  For most of the

idols come into play when a hypothesis has been fallaciously (and not just prematurely)

formed; and then the scientist's commitment to his brainchild contaminates all of his

observations from that time forward.  It has been said that theology is the finding of bad

reasons for what is believed on faith.  Bacon showed that this definition will serve just

as well for poorly formulated science.

Freud's manner of proceeding cannot be accommodated to any model of

science that has existed between Bacon's time and our own.  It most resembles the

ancient model, according to which philosophers first imagined the world as it should be,

and then forced the real into compliance with the ideal.



The Theory of Everything

Many critics of Freud have attempted to place him in the context of his times.  In 1979,

in the Fall issue of Northwestern University's magazine, Erich Heller did so in a couple

of offhand remarks:

What Freud did was to examine a particular psyche, namely, the Victorian
and post-Victorian psyche.  In Freud's day, one resented authority and
was yet dependent on it, and that is the stuff of which the Oedipus
complex is made.

Along the same lines, many writers have paid close attention to the contradictions and

hypocrisies inherent in Viennese middle-class social life at the turn of the century.  The

city was home to thousands of prostitutes.  Men acquired sexual experience at an early

age, but married late; after the nuptial ceremony, they often returned quickly to their

former erotic pleasures, which were of a kind more dependable than those of the

marriage bed.  Well-born girls, meanwhile, were pampered, spoiled, and dominated by

their fathers until they were handed over in their late teens or early twenties to the sons

of business associates.  Many marriages were thinly disguised mergers of a mercantile,

rather than affectionate, nature.  In quick succession, a young lady would find herself

wedded and bedded, then pregnant, then matronly, then emotionally abandoned.  At

any point in this degrading career – almost the only one open to her – she might find
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herself displaying hysterical symptoms.  As Tolstoy realized, the etiology of her

"disease" clearly lay in the cultural facts that I have just recited.

I will mention Gustav Mahler's story, by way of giving just one example of the

workings of Viennese patriarchy.  After a long bachelorhood enlivened by many

dalliances, he plucked from the tree of Viennese femininity a beautiful and talented

blossom named Alma Schindler, who was exactly half his age.  She was a promising

composer, which is how she came to his attention.  He ordered her to give up her music

– she must live only for him and his music.  Here are excerpts from an angry and

anguished letter:

You, however, have only one profession from now on: to make me happy. 
Do you understand what I mean, Alma? . . . You've got to know what I
desire and expect from you, what I can offer you and what you must be to
me. . . . You must give yourself to me unconditionally, shape your future
life, in every detail, entirely in accordance with my needs and desire
nothing in return save my love!  [Emphasis in the original]

The 20-year-old girl complied.  It is a tribute to her strength of character that she did

not give way to neurasthenia.  She was merely miserable, and understandably

susceptible to the romantic attentions paid to her by other equally self-absorbed men.

Freud and Mahler, on the subject of the duties owed by a wife to a husband,

were two peas out of the same pod.  Freud can be viewed very appositely as a typical

turn-of-the-century middle-class Viennese male.  Indeed, he showed a marked

conformity with the prejudices of that class.  Nonetheless, I would like to place Freud

on a different continuum, as one in a series of intellectuals who (coincidentally or not)

mostly happened to be German.  What the members of this group have in common is



The Theory of Everything - 149

the quest for the intellectual's holy grail, namely, the Theory of Everything.

I have borrowed this term from modern physics, where the quest is lightheartedly

designated by its acronym – TOE.  The quest beguiled, and ultimately stumped, Albert

Einstein himself; and it continues to frustrate his scientific heirs.  However, in the hard

sciences, the endeavor is not without dignity or meaning.  On the basis of the evidence

so far, there is reason to believe that the four fundamental physical forces must, in the

very early history of the cosmos, have been unified.  Furthermore, a "unified field

theory" would actually merit, to some degree, its honorific title as a Theory of

Everything, for it would essentially explain the why and wherefore of the entire

universe.

By shifting the use of the term to the humanities and the "soft" sciences, I will be

signifying a search for a comprehensive theory that, for all intents and purposes, closes

the file on whatever happens to be the subject under investigation.

Einstein

It will be instructive to linger over the career of Albert Einstein.  He was born in 1879,

failed repeatedly in his early schooling, and wound up working for the patent office in

Switzerland.  In 1905, when he was 26 years old, he published, not only the epoch-

making special theory of relativity, but also a solution to the problem of the

photoelectric effect, plus a paper establishing the famous equation E=mc2.  In 1916,

when he was 37, he brought out the general theory of relativity, which completed the
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shift from Newtonian to Einsteinian physics.  Upon the work of this period rests his

reputation as a genius.

Passing the age of 40, Einstein turned his attention to the unified field theory. 

His colleagues moved on; he stayed behind.  Even in the 1920s, they considered him

passé.  He in turn disdained them.  When Werner Heisenberg discovered the

indeterminacy principle, Einstein was skeptical: "God does not play dice with the

universe."

At the age of 50, Einstein published a preliminary version of his theory; his

cohorts were unimpressed.  At the age of 70, he published another version; his

colleagues sadly shook their heads.  To them, he had become a dinosaur.  He, in the

meantime, remained serenely sure of his course.

Historians are not surprised by how young Einstein was when he did the work

that made his reputation.  They know that most of the world's great creative and

innovative work has been done by people between the ages of 25 and 35; and there

are almost as many examples of prodigies achieving wonders before their mid-20s as

of late-bloomers scoring a hit in middle or old age.  As a rule, breakthroughs in

mathematics and physics come at an especially early age: Einstein's theory of relativity

fleshed out an idea that he had hatched at the age of 16.  Achievements in the arts are

more likely to occur a little later in life.  But the age of 40 is usually a watershed.  The

examples of important creative work after that age make a fascinating study as

exceptions that do little to disturb the rule.  Beethoven, for instance, would be taken as

a striking instance of the rule had he died at the age of 45, for he was then in the
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middle of a prolonged creative block and appeared to be written out; the masterpieces

of his late period only came about after a radical break with his own past and a long

period of gestation.  To evade the usual fate of older artists, he had to have the

courage to reinvent himself.

More typically, the rule manifests itself in a phenomenon too dreary for

investigation, namely, the laborious spinning out of a career in repetition, unintentional

self-parody, and lonely irrelevance.  Such was the sobering aftermath of Einstein's

single decade of extraordinary productivity.  Most physicists view the last forty years of

Einstein's life as, professionally, wasted time.  Although today they continue to be

attracted by the possibility of a revised version of the TOE, the work Einstein did is

more inspiration than preparation.  Yet Einstein continued to labor assiduously and to

publish his findings, and he remained sure of his path.

Kant

The TOE is the ultimate temptation of the armchair intellectual, a kind of boyish fantasy

that begins in discussions about "the meaning of life" at the age of 15.  But the quest

can reappear with increased potency and devastating consequences in middle age. 

There is, therefore, a natural history or, if you will, a particular etiology, to this

syndrome.

During Phase 1 (a productive period of accomplishment during which the virus is

dormant), the scholar makes valuable contributions to his field, usually by spotting one
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particular gaping hole in the work of an especially illustrious predecessor.

During this phase, we should not underestimate the role played by the

competitive spirit.  Often, the intellectual tyro is motivated in large part by a desire to

knock the Great Man of History off his high horse.  Immanuel Kant, for instance, was

"roused from his scholarly revery" by the gnawing suspicion that the philosopher David

Hume had not, for all his brilliance, entirely disposed of the issue of a priori knowledge.

The work of correcting the forebear is exhilarating, but fails to use up the

capacity for exertion resident in our protagonist.  As we have noted, the historically

significant work of the seminal thinker or artist almost always comes before the age of

40.  But what is the intellectual to do with his brain power over the next 40 years?  Kant

– a late bloomer, actually – went on to attack almost all the outstanding philosophical

issues of his day, even venturing clumsily into aesthetics.

Hegel

Kant was modest by comparison to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who was a

prototype for the systematizing intellectual pursuing a Theory of Everything.  Kant

merely thought he had provided a Theory of Everything the Mind Can Really Know. 

Then he tried to make a few modest contributions to a number of other problems.  This

was too small an ambition for Hegel, who basically tried to write finis to the entire

discipline of philosophy – to leave nothing for his successors to think about.

Following the inexorable pattern, Hegel began as a follower of Kant.  Then at the
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age of 28, he declared his independence: Kant, he now felt, had given too insignificant

a place to religion.  (Kant, like Ludwig Wittgenstein after him, was a deeply religious

man who nonetheless relegated Christianity, and all other matters of faith, to a sphere

outside philosophy.  Hegel, like Saint Thomas Aquinas before him, wanted to reconcile

Christianity and philosophy.  Aquinas had set the pattern.  It was he who attempted to

scale the philosophical Mount Everest of his own day by synthesizing Aristotle and

Saint Paul, Greek philosophy and Hebrew religion.  He climbed to the summit and

earned the right to call his work a Summa theologiae.  He produced the TOE to end all

TOEs – so systematic and complete that seven centuries later we find the Catholic

Church reaffirming its opinion that the angelic doctor was right then and is right now.  In

saying so, the church passes over in silence the inconvenient coda to Thomas's

lifelong labor: three months before he died, he was seared by a mystical experience

and pronounced his entire systematic philosophy to be no better than straw.)

Hegel even thought about thinking: he came up with the concept of dialectical

progression, whereby thesis and antithesis spawn a new synthesis, which synthesis

becomes the thesis of the next dialectical progression.  The result of this strenuous

intellection was his Encyclopedia, long in the making and finally published when he was

47.  He went on to finish off every sub-discipline within philosophy: aesthetics, religion,

the history of philosophy, the philosophy of history . . . 26 volumes of prose.  Some say

50.

Is there value in all this labor?  John Dewey, in an letter to a friend in 1893, let

all the air out of this bloated fantastical blimp with one pinprick: "Metaphysics has had
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its day, and if the truths which Hegel saw cannot be stated as direct, practical truths,

they are not true."

Observe that the more Hegel thought about Everything, the more Everything came to

be characterized by beautiful symmetries that fit perfectly on the prettiest charts.  What

couldn't he have done with overhead projectors and slides!  Even without them – even

cursed with an awkward classroom style as unlistenable as his philosophy is

unreadable – he ascended to philosophical godhead.  His students worshiped at his

shrine while his more gifted, discerning, and intellectually honest colleague, Arthur

Schopenhauer, ate his heart out for 30 years, faced with empty auditoriums for his

competing classes.

Schopenhauer

Well, let's take Schopenhauer in his turn.  At the age of 30, within a year of Hegel's

Encyclopedia, he published his masterpiece, The World as Will and Representation. 

And he was done: the remainder of his life was a mere appendage to that achievement. 

He died 42 years later, having written little more than a series of additional glosses on

his one book.  But this is a respectable solution to the problem of the intellectual who is

unlucky enough to outlive his decade: to close the mine after the ore is out.  Rossini,

too, cheerfully conceding that his day was done, took the money and ran to Paris,

where he ate very well indeed and managed to enjoy his status as celebrity-artist-
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emeritus.  A sad example of the opposite phenomenon was Sibelius, who destroyed his

own peace of mind during his 30-year retirement by continually trying to will himself to

write a long-promised Eighth Symphony.

Here is another point that bears scrutiny.  Schopenhauer wrote the kind of book that

can change your life.  He introduced the insights of Buddhism into the European

philosophical tradition.  Richard Wagner felt that Schopenhauer had given a name to

his own deepest feelings and experiences.  Hegel, on the other hand, wrote a book that

changes nothing – it just sits there soaking up admiration for its aesthetically pleasing

solutions to purely intellectual problems.

Now the young like to think of themselves as iconoclasts, and Schopenhauer

wrote a truly iconoclastic book; but Hegel was their man.  It was enough of a rebellion

for Hegel to have attacked Kant.  Otherwise, in its vindication of the Christian religion

and the Prussian state, you could hardly find anywhere a philosophy that engenders in

its followers so little dissatisfaction with the way things are.  We need to admit, however

reluctantly, that Hegel trumped Schopenhauer because he was the more socially

conservative, yet intellectually impenetrable, of the two.  Remember that when we come

to Freud and his trumping of Alfred Adler.

Marx

So, from answering a particular question in his field, the intellectual with time on his
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hands passes to the more entertaining attempt to answer all the questions in his field. 

Karl Marx, born in 1818, began as (what else?) a Hegelian.  But in his middle 20s, he

discovered Ludwig Feuerbach, whose militant atheism constituted the antithesis of

Hegel's Idealism.  Marx undertook the toughest challenge of his time: to reconcile

Hegel and Feuerbach.  Voila!  Dialectical . . . materialism!  An atheistic metaphysics.

Marx was a brilliant thinker, and he had a radical insight that Freud ignored at

his own peril – that social structures condition consciousness itself.  He was not yet 30

when The Communist Manifesto appeared.  It contains almost all of his ideas of lasting

value, in highly readable form.

But – he pushed on.  He pronounced material conditions and economic relations

to be the whole of reality and the only engine of history; and he used the dialectical

method to turn history into a cause-and-effect phenomenon as rational as Newtonian

physics.  Karl Jaspers summarized the result in words that apply equally well to Freud:

The whole approach is one of vindication, not investigation, but it is a
vindication of something proclaimed as the perfect truth with the
conviction not of the scientist but of the believer.

Certain features recognizable in all TOEs emerge clearly in Marxism.  First, there is

some truth in it, which accounts for its original and continuing impact in the world of

ideas.  But, second, pushing on always entails reductionism.  One particular feature of

the world is designated as the root of all other features, which are marginalized and

dismissed.

Freud fixated on sex and treated every other human motivation as a sex-
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substitute.  Marx came to believe that class warfare motivates all of history, and that

material conditions underlie all others.  Therefore, both men regarded other enduring

aspects of human behavior, such as religion and nationalism, as epiphenomena.  In

Communist dogma, religion is the opium of the people and ethnocentrism an ephemeral

commitment fostered by imperialism and capitalist competition; both are destined to

vanish under socialism.  Freud realized that they endure because they bestow

psychological satisfaction, but he too dismissed them cavalierly without understanding

them: he reduced all religion to an infantile wish-fulfillment; and he diagnosed

ethnocentrism, especially as it afflicts neighboring peoples who resemble one another

racially and culturally, as symptomatic of "the narcissism of small differences" – one of

his least illuminating coinages.  (His own narcissism blinded him to the obvious fact

that differences that were small to him might be big to others.  But he also failed to

diagnose his own narcissism of small differences when he broke with a succession of

heretics – Adler, Jung, Rank, Ferenczi – over the minutiae of psychoanalytical dogma. 

These issues loomed large in his mind.)

The note of determinism in Marxism is significant too.  History moves to a

Hegelian beat: since historical processes are determined solely by economic factors,

the future can be predicted as confidently as the past can be understood.

As with Freudianism, the core concepts are metaphysical, and the abstractions

chase each other; yet the true believers pride themselves on their scientific objectivity. 

Simone Weil, who was deeply influenced by Marx's call for social justice, nonetheless

treated "dialectical materialism" as a figment of the imagination:
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These two words are of an almost impenetrable emptiness.  A very
amusing game – though rather a cruel one – is to ask a Marxist what they
mean.

An even more trenchant criticism of Marxism is offered, in passing, by Freud himself, in

his late essay "The Question of a Weltanschauung."  After disclaiming any pretense to

authority (a sure sign he is about to lower the boom), he writes as follows:

There are assertions contained in Marx's theory which have struck me as
strange: such as that the development of forms of society is a process of
natural history, or that the changes in social stratification arise from one
another in the manner of a dialectical process.  I am far from sure that I
understand these assertions aright; nor do they sound to me
"materialistic" but, rather, like a precipitate of the obscure Hegelian
philosophy in whose school Marx graduated.

A deadly accurate assessment.  Marx was a closet mystic.  Freud is at his best when

the subject is anyone other than himself and anything other than psychology.

Wagner

I mentioned Wagner.  He is an amusing instance of the besotted intellectual because

his TOE is so obviously self-serving: all previous music, he averred, leads up to his

own music drama; and the music of the future will be a continuation of the Wagnerian

system, which, to hear him tell it, he did not so much invent as discover.  (This same

ostensible humility, of the humble explorer of the simple truths that were there for

anyone to find, permeates Freud's writings.)
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Wagner is an exception to some of my generalizations, because in his case the

TOE, however flawed as an aesthetic system, unleashed his best music.  A short

answer to the apparent contradiction is that an artist can afford to be deluded in a way

that a physicist, a sociologist, or a psychologist cannot.

Nietzsche

The mention of Wagner leads us ineluctably to Friedrich Nietzsche, who was born in

1844 and encountered Wagner soon after Wagner encountered Schopenhauer. 

Following the inexorable working-out of the laws of intellectual development, Nietzsche

began in thralldom to the aging Dionysus, carried his devotion into his late twenties,

rebelled openly after his 30th birthday, and did his best work during the next decade. 

The role of Wagner as stimulus and daemon was transparently obvious to Nietzsche

himself: he titled one of his works Nietzsche contra Wagner, but he never tried to edit

the past and deny what Wagner had once meant to him.

Nietzsche was spared the archetypal creative decline of the intellectual when his

career ended suddenly in a mind-shattering psychosis.  (This was perhaps an atheist's

version of St. Thomas's mystical experience – in his insane dotage, Nietzsche seems

hardly to have recognized himself as the author of his own books.)

Signs of susceptibility to the TOE began appearing simultaneously with the signs

of approaching breakdown.  In Section 341 of The Gay Science (1882) Nietzsche had

broached the topic of "eternal recurrence."
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What if, some day or night, a demon were to steal after you into your
loneliest loneliness and say to you: "This life, as you now live it and have
lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more; and
there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every
thought and sigh . . . must return to you – all in the same succession and
sequence – even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and
even this moment and I myself.  The eternal hourglass of existence is
turned over again and again – and you with it, speck of dust!"  Would you
not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who
spoke thus?  Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment when
you would have answered him: "You are a god, and never have I heard
anything more divine!"  If this thought were to gain possession of you, it
would change you as you are, or perhaps crush you.  The question in
each and everything, "Do you want this once more and innumerable times
more?" would lie upon your actions as the greatest weight.  Or how well
disposed would you have to become to yourself and to life to crave
nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?

The opening words, "What if," reveal the subjunctive nature of the proposition.  The

philosopher is exhorting us to live "as if" we will undergo eternal recurrence, the better

to make our choices worthy of such a fate.

But as Nietzsche's mind ossified around his favorite idea, and the temptation to

provide definitive solutions to intellectual problems weighed in upon him, the siren song

of the TOE enthralled him.  He grew interested in what cosmologists could tell him

about the fate of the universe.  As he gained in his conviction that the universe is

eternal, he began to think of his theory of eternal recurrence as a scientific possibility:

in endless time, he reasoned, every possible configuration must eventually occur; then

repetition must set in.  Eternal recurrence might be a truth of physics!

In the last year of his sanity, Nietzsche, author of so many aphoristic gems,

succumbed to the Hegelian ambition to nail down not less than everything.  He began a
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gigantic work tentatively titled Revaluation of All Values.  But his mind gave way.  The

next philosopher of note, Wittgenstein, also tried to write finis to the discipline of

philosophy, but by means of a tiny book, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, that

reduced the field to a couple of questions, answered them, and then said that all other

questions – including all the important ones – lie outside the scope of philosophy.

My confession

I feel myself to be peculiarly equipped to smoke out the intellectuals' game because I

am such another.  I gave up academic music in disgust at the poverty of the

explanations for Beethoven's greatness.  I started out wishing to make a contribution to

the understanding of musical aesthetics.  But I got caught up in the problems and

began to tackle all of them at once, hoping for a unified field theory covering aesthetics,

harmonic practice, and the "laws" governing the history of stylistic change.

(This is important: the belief that such laws exist will lead without fail to their

"discovery."  What is the possibility that a pure intellectual like Freud will ask a

question and, after years of thinking about it, fail to come up with an answer?)

For longer than I care to admit, I tampered with and refined what I referred to

half-jokingly as my Grand Theory Chart, which was intended to capture on one lovely

Hegelian page all the constitutive elements of musical semantics.  Nor have I

altogether abandoned the attempt.
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My point of departure was the inadequacy of all the explanations that I encountered,

but I soon found that there were two especially wrong-headed attempts to do what I

wanted to do, and these acted as powerful goads to my quest for the real, and

heretofore hidden, Truth.  The two theories of unity that I rebelled against, both of

which still dominate the musicological scene in the early 21st century, are those of

Arnold Schönberg and Heinrich Schenker.  I apologize for digressing into my own field

of music, but these two case histories really are instructive.

Schönberg lived in Vienna at the same time as Freud.  He thought of himself as a

composer first and foremost, but he was also influential as a highly charismatic teacher. 

Like Freud, he enjoyed the fanatical loyalty of a small band of followers.

Pedagogically, Schönberg emphasized the importance of motivic unity in the

classical repertoire.  He was particularly attentive to the way Beethoven would present

a "basic motive" at the start of a work and then continually vary and transform this

fundamental building block.  Meanwhile, he composed a series of innovative pieces

that dispensed with the clichés of Romantic harmony and were held together instead by

lurid literary programs.  We have Phase 1 of the intellectual's quest, during which he

does almost all of his work that will have lasting value.

In 1912 a prolonged creative block set in, which lasted about a decade.  During

this period of latency, the motivic unity Schönberg had emphasized as one constructive

principle among many became in his mind the be-all and end-all of aesthetic unity. 

From this "discovery" followed an attempt to systematize motivic relations throughout a
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work.  The Holy Grail was the twelve-tone method, which has a standing among serial

composers similar to that of the Oedipus complex among Freudians.

Schönberg felt that his system was inevitable – the next step in the historical

evolution of music.  (Hegel and Marx here.)  Yet he was jealously proud of discovering

this system and combative about attempts to bestow credit elsewhere.  (Freud here:

even though Sophocles made art out of the Oedipus complex and Nietzsche talked

about repression, projection, and sublimation, the founder of psychoanalysis insisted

on his priority in all the key "findings".)

There are also fascinating parallels among Schönberg, Freud, and Lenin. 

According to Marx, socialism is the inevitable next stage of economic evolution after

capitalism; nonetheless Lenin was determined to help it come about by means of a

secret party and a judicious use of terror.  Freud too argued repeatedly that

psychoanalysis was scientific – therefore he might have said, as Heisenberg said of the

uncertainty principle in physics, that, had he not discovered it, someone else certainly

would have.  Instead, Freud was so far from believing that psychoanalysis was sure to

appear in the natural course of science that he formed a secret "Committee" of seven

true believers whose task was to protect the infant in his cradle.  Schönberg's method

of serializing pitches – like the dictatorship of the proletariat in the political sphere and

the Freudian secret Committee in the cultural sphere – was intended, at least in part, to

prevent a counter-revolution: the composer did not want tonality to make a comeback. 

But again like the dictatorship of the proletariat, serialization not only did not wither

away, it strengthened into a compositional system fittingly named "total organization"
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(and differing from "totalitarianism" mainly by shunning, rather than executing, all

intellectual dissenters).

Schönberg's followers became more Catholic than the Pope: Pierre Boulez

stated that any composer who did not embrace serialism was "superfluous," echoing a

comment made by Freud about Victor Tausk; and Karlheinz Stockhausen said, "It

makes me feel so good to know that I am on the right track."

Heinrich Schenker was a Berlin musicologist who started by perceiving certain errors in

the 19th century theory of harmony.  In the textbooks of the time, it was customary to

regard every momentary chord of the dominant-seventh as creating a new tonic key. 

So a typical account of a movement would refer to multitudinous changes of key. 

Schenker realized that many of these key changes were temporary – that one key often

governed large areas of the composition, and that the brief detours into transitory keys

were momentary enhancements of the other scale degrees of the governing key.  He

defined modulation (the technical term for a change of key, or tonal center) as "a

complete change from one key to another.  This change must be so complete that the

original key does not return."  Thus he distinguished a fleeting change, after which the

governing key does return, from a substantive change, after which the governing key

does not return.  This distinction revolutionized the understanding of harmonic theory. 

Schenker embodied his realizations in a text titled, unpretentiously enough, Harmony. 

It is still the best book of its kind about Classic-Romantic harmonic practice.  Phase 1.

It happens that almost all tonal pieces, as a point of tradition, end in the same
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key in which they begin.  Does this fact obliterate Schenker's distinction between

temporary and permanent changes of key?  Is the entire piece in one unchanging key? 

In the very textbook I am citing, Schenker speculated on what might happen if someone

came along and treated all the changes of key as temporary, denying that real

modulation ever takes place.  With impeccable logic, he showed that this would lead to

a reductio ad absurdum.  I have italicized certain words to give the reader a taste for

German academic certitude:

It need not be stressed that in those cases where a composer deliberately
changes the key we have absolutely no right to deny that a real
modulation has taken place. . . . In that part of a movement called the
development section, the lack of a controlling key may be considered the
main criterion. . . . It would run counter to the composer's intention if we
busied ourselves trying to construct here, artificially and arbitrarily, a
single continuously functioning key. . . . The only correct thing to do here
is to accept all the keys as real, i.e., to take the modulations to be definite. 
[Emphasis added]

We might assume that a thinker this confident will never be at a loss for words. 

But at exactly the same time that Schönberg's artistic well ran dry, Schenker's

musicological writings also dwindled to a mere trickle.  And he too spent an entire

decade deep in thought.  The result was not merely a competing Theory of Everything

(although Schönberg's and Schenker's theories do cancel each other out), but one that

consisted of the very premise that he had treated so contemptuously in his earlier work. 

Schenker now decided that every well-constructed piece of music is unified by a single

real key.  What he had scornfully deemed "artificial and arbitrary" in his textbook – the

assertion that all modulation is illusory – he now announced as a natural law.  All music
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must evince what he called the fundamental movement (ursatz) – the unfolding of a

single tonic triad throughout the work.  Just as Freudian psychological analyses always

end at the terminus of the Oedipus complex, Schenkerian musical analyses always

demonstrate the existence of the same underlying ursatz.  Any music that fails to

vindicate this analysis must be, by definition, primitive, exotic, or badly composed.

Furthermore, it is precisely this part of his teaching that is now enshrined in

graduate courses as "Schenker Analysis."

As with Freudianism for most of the 20th century, the true believers in Schenkerianism

were few, the grudging admirers more numerous but often only superficially acquainted

with it, the naysayers loudly vocal but powerless to put an end to it, and the silent

majority cowed by what they consider to be a matter too intellectually deep for them to

be able to give an opinion.  As with Freudianism, Schenkerianism enjoyed huge

prestige (within its highly specialized bailiwick) way in excess of the numbers who

swallow it whole.  As with Freudianism, whole careers could be built around it, and it

went on spawning analyses, conferences, journals, and a vast polemical literature.

The unconscious – very convenient

There is a footnote to this bypath into music theory.  How did these principles that

govern the unity of millions of compositions come into existence, without their existence

being suspected by the composers themselves or their listeners, only to be discovered



The Theory of Everything - 167

centuries later by our two heroes?

If the unconscious did not exist, it would be necessary to invent it in order to

answer this question.

While both Schönberg and Schenker were Germans who lived after Freud and

must have been familiar with his ideas, I think it is more enlightening to see all three

men as drawing from a common 19th century source and coming up independently with

the usefulness of the unconscious as an explanatory mechanism for a "deep" theory. 

Freud mapped an exact topography of the unconscious, but the concept itself, as Peter

Gay acknowledges, was common intellectual property when Freud was coming of age. 

Gay traces it back to the Age of Enlightenment.  Its earliest proponents used it very

much as all three of my Theorists of Everything used it – as a mysterious repository for

transcendental mentation.  Schönberg said explicitly, in a letter to the painter Wassily

Kandinsky, that he was engaged in "the elimination of the conscious will in art,"

because "art belongs to the unconscious!"  At the same time, he thought, like Freud

and Jung, that by tapping into his own unconscious, he would thereby find material that

was universal in import.  His art would break down cultural barriers; in the future,

children everywhere would whistle twelve-tone melodies on their way to school.

(It is difficult not to be tempted by certain stereotypes of German intellectuals.  In

the writings of most of these men, Nietzsche especially, there is an amazing arrogance

bordering on megalomania.  Schönberg said that his discovery of the twelve-tone

method would "guarantee the supremacy of German music for a hundred years" – a

statement eerily echoing Hitler's boast about a Reich that would last for a thousand
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years.  This is especially ironic, because Hitler banned all serial music in Nazi

Germany and his anti-Semitic policies forced the Jewish Schönberg to emigrate to

America.)

The Ontological complex

Let us summarize in terms that a Freudian can recognize.

During a man's intellectual infancy, he is at the mercy of his id (a neologism

coined from the first two letters of the word "idealism").  He aspires to nothing less than

a complete understanding of the meaning of life.  He is also polymorphously curious. 

But when, late in his teenaged years, he breaks away from his family and enters the

realm of higher education, he finds the drive of his id for total explanation modified by

that best of all teachers: experience.  The intellectual pleasure principle gives way to

the reality principle as he comes to realize that no one in all of human history has found

the meaning of life.  The wider his reading, the more aware he becomes that humans

have constructed their views of the world according to the most varied understandings,

and that each world-view has had social utility in its own place and time.  If he works

through the disappointment attendant upon his discovery that meaning is nowhere to

be found, he transcends the fearful Ontological complex and prepares for a normal life. 

But whether he masters the complex or not, the next several years look the same in the

life of every intellectual, for this is the well-known period of latency.  During this placid

time, the intellectual gains mastery in a particular discipline, serves an apprenticeship
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under an admired mentor, and goes on to specialize in his own corner of the field, often

doing his best work.  He may, in the eyes of everyone else, appear to have made the

perilous passage to intellectual maturity unscathed.  But, invisibly to his colleagues, he

may have fixated at the earlier stage of development – he may never have truly

abandoned the search for meaning.  For instance, during the period of latency, he may

have given up the patently absurd and infantile idea that the religion into which he just

happened to be born is, coincidentally, the sole repository of all theological truth.  But

instead of coming to understand that meaning is projected upon the data by the

percipient, he may reason as follows: "I see that my church has no very compelling

claim upon the truth.  But which church does have the truth?"  And so, even at the

height of his fame and success, he succumbs to the siren song of the Theory of

Everything.  His intellect regresses to an earlier stage, one in which the id angrily

brushes aside the claims of empiricism and logic.  It wants what it wants.  And in this

recrudescence of childish longing driven by idealism, we recognize the symptoms of

the full-blown Ontological complex, a syndrome which is characterized by an escape

from reality into pure systematic thought, buttressed by a breathtaking array of

intellectual defenses.  The neurosis is, given the current state of our knowledge, pretty

much incurable, although spontaneous recovery occurs with some frequency.

Tolstoy

There is perhaps no more sobering example of the Ontological complex than that of
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Leo Tolstoy – one of my heroes.  As a young child, he was beguiled by his older

brother's fanciful tale of a "green stick," which, if it could be recovered from its burial

site somewhere on the property of the Tolstoy family estate, would have the power to

unite all humankind in harmony and peace.  Then as a teenager, he fell away from the

Russian Orthodox Church and lived as other young aristocrats lived – drinking,

gambling, and wenching.  Fame as a writer came with the stories he filed from the

siege of Sevastopol, and culminated in the publication of War and Peace, a national

epic which is unclouded by social criticism or religious doubt.

  He turned 40.  Throughout the next decade he began to be tormented by the

great question of the meaning of life.  His new concerns crowd into Anna Karenina

without finding a resolution.  At the age of 50, he experienced an emotional crisis and

turned back to religion – at first by attending church services again.  Then he read the

gospels for himself, and discovered the green stick: it was the injunction of Jesus to

"resist not evil."

Until the end of his life, Tolstoy proclaimed the Sermon on the Mount as the

infallible guide to the kingdom of God, and the single injunction of non-resistance to evil

as the key to the kingdom.  He preached nonviolence as an absolute principle without

any exceptions whatsoever: he urged his followers to refuse jury duty and induction into

the military.  William Jennings Bryan, the American fundamentalist, attempted to trap

him, and asked him whether he would not resist an assassin who was about to kill a

child in front of his eyes.  Tolstoy sagely replied that in his long life he had never

encountered that hypothetical murderer of innocent children, but he encountered every
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day the organized violence, real or threatened, of the army, the government, and the

state-sponsored religion.  Aylmer Maude, his English disciple and translator, similarly

tried to present him with a modified version of the injunction, which would allow a

civilized government (like that of England) to intervene militarily in primitive backwaters

(like India) to bring about justice for all.  Tolstoy, with characteristic shrewdness,

refused even to discuss Maude's proposal and remarked simply that to do so would be

to overthrow the injunction completely and forever.  (Maude was uncomprehending.)  It

was Tolstoy who corresponded with Gandhi and provided much of the impetus for

satyagraha in South Africa; and it was Gandhi who influenced Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Two further certifications of Tolstoy's enduring greatness were his excommunication

from the Russian Orthodox Church and his failure to win the Nobel Prize for Literature.

Yet for all my intense admiration of Tolstoy – his novella The Death of Ivan Ilych

has the power to change your life, and his 1893 book about the European arms race,

The Kingdom of God is Within You, is one of the greatest works of non-fiction ever

written – he exemplifies the search for a Theory of Everything, for a principle so

absolute that it must never be overthrown, for a truth so complete there are no

questions left unanswered.  He was so constituted emotionally that he could never see

that absolute principles are the disease rather than the cure.

Vaihinger

Human beings are psychically constituted to crave meaning.  We sift the empirical data
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of the world in search of it, never suspecting that it resides in our minds rather than in

matter.

Meaning can only be imposed upon the phenomena of existence.  Meaning is an

interpretation.  Meaning can be purchased only at the cost of the truth.  Kant got this

right.  There is no thing-in-itself.  There is no noumenon; there is only the phenomenon.

Kant's readers no more wanted to hear this than my readers; so he

supplemented his Critique of Pure Reason with a Critique of Practical Reason, which

reinstates God, free will, and the immortality of the soul.  But "practical" is a word to the

wise: it means that these are beliefs – Kant called them "postulates" – that we find

useful.  Religion is a fiction, but, Kant says, we cannot function without it.  As a

practical matter, our reason searches out the meanings we need.

It really was Kant who put philosophy out of business.  Hegel could resume

business-as-usual only by restoring the sphere of the ideal (a weasel word that actually

means, but will not admit it means, the metaphysical – the non-existent, the made-up,

the fantasized).  After a century of German Idealism, Wittgenstein had to put

philosophy out of business again.

Like Kant, Wittgenstein was a deeply spiritual man; unlike Kant, he refused to

uphold orthodox religion, even as a fiction.  Krishnamurti has been more explicit,

characterizing religion as entertainment, and pointing out that it is actually the enemy of

spirituality.  All these men, incidentally, in the ethically stringent conduct of their

godless lives, refute the vulgar prejudice that morality is impossible without religion.
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While most philosophers of the 19th century thought of themselves as post-Kantians,

only Hans Vaihinger among them fully understood that Kant had abandoned the

ontological claims of religion and banished the sphere of the ideal once and for all. 

Vaihinger captured the salient features of Kant's practical reason in his own

"philosophy of 'as if.'"  He distinguished dogmas from hypotheses and fictions.  Dogmas

are propositions asserted to be facts.  Hypotheses are proposals awaiting the results of

further testing before they can be certified as dogmas.  Fictions are flat-out falsehoods,

known to be false, but useful.

Vaihinger then put his finger on a problem, but without seeming to realize how

huge it is: the mind yearns to convert fictions to hypotheses, and hypotheses to

dogmas.

We may safely say that, except for a handful of Unitarians and ultra-liberal, ultra-

sophisticated Protestant theologians, religious devotees do and must believe that the

creeds of their faiths present facts.  To them, faith in a fiction would be no better than

nihilism.  Here is G. K. Chesterton, writing in the penultimate chapter of The Everlasting

Man:

The moral of all this is an old one; that religion is revelation.  In other
words, it is a vision, and a vision received by faith; but it is a vision of
reality.  The faith consists in a conviction of its reality. . . . It is one among
many stories; only it happens to be a true story.  It is one among many
philosophies; only it happens to be the truth.

Vaihinger tells the orthodox Christian that it does not matter whether or not the story is

true.  In fact, Vaihinger says, it is more spiritually mature to take it as a fiction – to work
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for the kingdom of God, not because it is a real place existing in a supernatural realm,

but because the effort to bring it about will be worth while in human terms.  But try

telling Chesterton that.

Humans do not wish to treat life as an experiment, as Thoreau suggested.  He thought

humans crave reality, as indeed he himself did; but most people crave "truth" more than

they crave reality.  We see this with piercing clarity even in the case of Nietzsche, a

man who so mercilessly exposed and excoriated the fatuities of religious dogmas and

even instigated the postmodern project of interrogating "truth" itself.  His idea of eternal

recurrence began as a fiction – as such, it possessed literary value as a clarion call to

seize the day.  But he worried the concept until he had convinced himself that it was, at

the least, a scientific hypothesis, and more likely, a fact.

Freud, fancying himself to be a scientist, never imagined for a minute that he

was dealing in fictions.  He believed that he was carefully and methodically converting

hypotheses to dogmas; but the subsequent history of Freudian propositions is the story

of their exposure as pure fictions – and impractical to boot.  Peter Medawar, a recipient

of a Nobel Prize in the field of medicine, summarizes Freudianism this way:

There is some truth in psychoanalysis, as there was in mesmerism and in
phrenology (e.g. the concept of localization of function in the brain).  But,
considered in its entirety, psychoanalysis won't do.  It is an end-product,
moreover, like a dinosaur or a zeppelin; no better theory can ever be
erected on its ruins, which will remain for ever one of the saddest and
strangest of all landmarks in the history of twentieth-century thought.



A life of Freud's mind

Psychoanalysis was never intended to be a religion, even if it became one.  On the

other hand, Freud always believed that it was more than just a science, even as he

insisted that it was scientific in its method.  To Hilda Doolittle, he confided what he

thought he had achieved:

He said, "My discoveries are not primarily a heal-all.  My discoveries are
a basis for a very grave philosophy.  There are very few who understand
this, there are very few who are capable of understanding this." 
[Emphasis in the original]

This is one of those canards, incidentally, that come readily to the mouths of all self-

styled revolutionaries, who like to portray themselves as heroically besieged.  Here are

the words of a standard reference work setting forth brief biographies of writers and

artists: "The Psychopathology of Everyday Life and Three Contributions to the Theory

of Sex followed, arousing widespread antagonism and misunderstanding."  To Freud's

partisans, antagonism means misunderstanding.

This perpetual complaint of being misunderstood, so indicative of narcissism,

should never be accepted uncritically.  Historically, there are very few episodes of

opposition based upon misunderstanding.  Almost all of the world's antagonisms stem

from disagreement, not incomprehension: the established authorities understand the
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new idea all too well and oppose it as a threat to their hegemony.  After all, where we

don't comprehend something, we don't know whether to oppose it or not.  There are

relatively few instances where we initially fail to comprehend an idea, but think we do

comprehend it; and so oppose it, only to comprehend it later on, and then accept it. 

What happens more often is that the idea succeeds in spite of a mobilized opposition

and then, in light of its popularity, the opposition evaporates – and 40 years later, you

cannot find anyone who admits to ever having opposed it.

Freud set forth his ideas boldly in German prose that is often admired for its

lucidity.  Everyone knew what he was saying.  He certainly provoked antagonism but

not misunderstanding.  In the first of the two works mentioned above, he cited dozens

of examples in support of his claim that many incidents of everyday life, such as slips of

the tongue and small accidents hitherto believed to be innocuous, actually reveal

elements of psychopathology to a trained eye.  The title alone gives his thesis in a way

that cannot be misunderstood.  In the second of the two works, he elaborated his ideas

about infantile sexuality in prose that was not only clear and vivid, but sometimes

distressingly so.  Everyone understood that he was saying that babyhood is a hotbed of

sexual impulses, and this proper understanding was the basis of the outrage. 

Immediately he aroused two types of opponents: cultural conservatives, who attacked

him for sullying their religious, traditional view of human nature; and scholars in half-a-

dozen disciplines, who attacked him for the waywardness of his scientific method.  He

turned the fulminations of the first group to his advantage, pointing to his unpopularity

among fools as proof that he was engaged in dispensing unpalatable truths to the wise. 
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He seized upon a superficial similarity to shrewdly but falsely compare himself to

Galileo and Darwin.  They, like Freud, had been immediately understood by all, and

attacked by some – but they engendered opposition only among the cultural

conservatives, who either genuinely deplored the theological implications of the new

discoveries or had a vested interest in siding with those who did.

Freud should have said of his philosophy that "there are very few who are

capable of accepting this."  There is no difficulty whatsoever in understanding it.  It is

not at all abstruse; but to the defender of "traditional values," it is scandalous.  The

critic understands the philosophy all too well – why else does he attack it so

vehemently?  What Freud really meant to say, with his customary "modesty," was that

only the lonely and the brave have the strength of character to adopt it.

Freud and his followers had the good fortune to make the kinds of enemies who

automatically bestow intellectual and moral legitimacy on an enterprise.  The

hidebound opposition of such a bevy of reactionaries was a blessing that a more

religious man than Freud would have considered "a Godsend."  Who would not wish to

have the whole motley crew of enemies that Freud had? – conservative clergymen,

cultural philistines, moral hypocrites of the late Victorian type, outraged doctors, in

short, all the stuffed shirts of turn-of-the-century Europe.  Their assault on

psychoanalysis was money in the bank for Freudians, who have been living off the

interest ever since.  They still love to believe that the world is against them.  They

continue to repeat, in a spirit of self-infatuation, the mantra of their Master: there are

very few who are capable of understanding this.
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We should ask of every philosopher what ax he has to grind.  Freud viewed other

men's intellectual ideas as psychologically motivated, and would have been the first to

investigate the psychological antecedents of anyone else's philosophy of life.  But

typically, he believed himself to be above the universal laws of human nature that he

claimed to discover.  When he published his version of the death drive shortly after the

death of his favorite daughter Sophie, he wrote as follows to Fritz Wittels:

I certainly would have stressed the connection between the death of the
daughter and the concepts of Beyond the Pleasure Principle in any
analytic study on someone else.  Yet still it is wrong.  Beyond was written
in 1919, when my daughter was young and blooming; she died in 1920.

Freud's vanity here was so imperious that it overrode his sense of decorum.  With his

attenuated ability to understand other people, he failed to grasp how such a boast

might sound to Wittels.

What follows is a brief life of Freud, stressing the psychological pressures that

were brought to bear upon the formulation of his seminal theories.

Young Man Freud

Sigmund Freud was born in 1856 and dubbed the "golden child" by his doting mother. 

Phyllis Grosskurth suggests that she was not an empathic person – she dazzled her

son without nurturing him.  We might go further and suggest that she imbued her son

with her own narcissism but still left him craving attention.  His father was an upright

man who practiced the ethical values that his Jewish religion preached and sent his
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adult son a Bible for his 35th birthday, even though Sigmund had long since become an

outspoken atheist.

When Sigmund was seven years old, he urinated in his parents' bedroom, and

his father remarked with vexation that he would never amount to anything.  In spite of

this famously wounding childhood incident, Freud was moved by his father's death 33

years later to generalize that the loss of a father is "the most important event, the most

poignant loss, of a man's life."

Little Sigmund unabashedly loved the mother who reflected his glory back to

him.  Toward the father, he was ambivalent – love jostled with rivalry and defiance.  It is

not too difficult to see where this might be going.

Freud was ambitious and felt himself destined for greatness.  He pictured his

own bust among the statuary celebrating the accomplishments of the great thinkers of

the past.  His letters to Wilhelm Fliess are quite candid about his aspirations and his

impatience.  He went into medicine reluctantly, because medical practice did not

promise to be much of a springboard to the kind of contribution to intellectual history

that he fancied himself making.

He kept an eye out for the main chance, but miscalculated in an early bid for

fame, thinking it might lie in an exploration of the medicinal properties of cocaine. 

(Sympathetic biographers are reticent about this chapter in Freud's life, passing lightly

over the magnitude of his scientific misjudgments and the evidence of his own use of

the drug for a number of years.)



A life of Freud's mind - 180

The seduction theory

He got back on track when he became interested in the etiology of hysteria.  He

collaborated with Josef Breuer, who is often credited with inventing the "talking cure"

that later transmogrified into psychoanalysis.  He visited Jean Charcot in Paris, and

dabbled in hypnosis.  Having served his apprenticeship, we see him about to do the

work that has lasting value: as with so many other creative thinkers, this occurs during

his 30s.

During his sessions with hysterical patients in the early 1890s, Freud found

repeated evidence of sexual trauma.  In a blaze of hard work and innovative thinking,

he announced the importance of psychological factors in producing physical symptoms,

the significance of sexual experience during childhood in the creation of trauma, the

role of repression in creating or exacerbating the symptoms of hysteria, the possibility

of tapping into the unconscious by means of free association, and the efficacy of

healing the patient by means of talking through the history of the illness.  All this by

1896.

But what happened next is familiar: it replicates the pattern of other Knights of

the TOE.  First, the creative block.  Then the period of intellectualizing, coinciding in

Freud's case with his famous self-analysis.  Next, the resumption of work, now directed

toward the Theory of Everything.

As with many another innovator, the breakthrough consisted in a renunciation of

the valuable part in his own early work: Freud recanted his 1896 contention that
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hysteria is caused by actual sexual trauma.  This momentous turning point in the

history of psychoanalysis, celebrated by Freudians and deplored by Freud's critics, is

today known as "the abandonment of the seduction theory."  Freud decided that his

patients' memories of childhood seduction, which he had accepted at face value, were

only fantasies.  They wished they had been seduced by their fathers.

Quickly, during the first decade of the 20th century, Freud laid out his Theory of

Everything.  In the seminal writings of that period, we find infantile polymorphous

perversity, the Oedipus complex, and the interpretation of dreams as the royal road to

the unconscious.  It was actually already in place by 1900, but remained to be written

down.

Let us take a closer look at the decisive stages of Freud's Ontological complex.

Katharina

In 1895, Freud and Breuer collaborated on Studies on Hysteria, which is famous for its

account of Breuer's treatment of "Anna O.," who is often called the first psychoanalytic

patient.  In the same book, Freud relates the details of his chance meeting with the

daughter of the landlady of an inn at which he stayed during a vacation in the Alps. 

Whether this account should be relied upon as strictly factual or not, it gives the basics

of Freud's original theory of hysteria.

"Katharina" was about 18 years old, and complained of attacks of

breathlessness.  Freud quickly elicited enough details, including her hallucination of a
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man's head in conjunction with the attacks, to diagnose her condition as "a hysterical

attack the content of which was anxiety."  Katharina proceeded to tell him that one

afternoon two years earlier she had caught her father "lying on" her cousin.  (The

mother had since divorced the father.)  Two years before that, when she and her father

were traveling together, she had found it necessary to fend off his drunken attempts to

have intercourse with her.  After relating these embarrassing events, Katharina was

transformed – her lethargy gave way to liveliness, and she realized in a flash of insight

that the hallucinated head was unquestionably her father's.

Notice how clear the etiology is.  The repression is straightforward and natural:

an unpleasant set of memories is shoved as far out of mind as possible, to be replaced

with anxiety attacks.  There is immediate benefit in Katharina's bringing to the light of

consciousness the exact nature of the events that have been weighing on her.  There is

no need for a lengthy analysis.  There is no transference.  There is no Oedipus

complex.  Later in life, Freud might have suggested, as do recent Freudian

commentators on the case, that Katharina unconsciously desired her father and was

anxious over the conflict between her unconscious wishes and her conscious morals;

but in 1895 Freud accepted Katharina's repugnance toward her father's actions at face

value.

The etiology of hysteria

In April of 1896, Freud delivered a paper to the Viennese Society for Psychiatry and
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Neurology titled "The Etiology of Hysteria."  This paper amplified the themes of the

case study of Katharina, and is famous now as Freud's definitive statement of the

seduction theory.

Freud begins with the essentials of early trauma, repression, and the

appearance of a physical symptom that replaces, or expresses, the repressed

occurrence.  Then he drops his bomb:

Whatever case and whatever symptom we take as our point of departure,
in the end we infallibly come to the field of sexual experience.  [Emphasis
in the original]

He sympathizes with the reluctance of his audience to accept this finding, and says,

with a winning veneer of humility and frankness, that he himself once shared that

reluctance, but was forced by the evidence to abandon it:

Only the most laborious and detailed investigations have converted me,
and that slowly enough, to the view I hold today.  If you submit my
assertion that the etiology of hysteria lies in sexual life to the strictest
examination, you will find that it is supported by the fact that in some
eighteen cases of hysteria I have been able to discover this connection in
every single symptom, and, where the circumstances allowed, to confirm
it by therapeutic success.

.     .     .

I therefore put forward the thesis that at the bottom of every case of
hysteria there are one or more occurrences of premature sexual
experience, occurrences which belong to the earliest years of childhood
but which can be reproduced through the work of psychoanalysis in spite
of the intervening decades.  I believe that this is an important finding, the
discovery of a source of the Nile in neuropathology.  [Emphasis in the
original]
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Notice, in these quotes, the massive assurance and the ostensible scientific

detachment with which Freud writes.  Those who are convinced by the tone of his

subsequent recantation should remind themselves that Freud is just as rhetorically

persuasive in his earlier papers as in his more famous later works.  And they should

remember this assertion: "There are a whole number of things that vouch for the reality

of infantile sexual scenes."  Freud concludes as follows:

Prepared as I am to meet with contradiction and disbelief, I should like to
say one thing more in support of my position.  Whatever you may think
about the conclusions I have come to, I must ask you not to regard them
as the fruit of idle speculation.  They are based on a laborious individual
examination of patients which has in most cases taken up a hundred or
more hours of work.

This type of disclaimer reappears just as magisterially when Freud is defending the

theory of the Oedipus complex, which is diametrically opposed to the seduction theory.

Things turned out unhappily for the discoverer of the source of the Nile.  The

President of the Viennese Society for Psychiatry and Neurology, Richard von Krafft-

Ebing, who was not a man to be put off by the sexual element in Freud's work,

nonetheless said of it, "It sounds like a scientific fairy tale."  The rest of the medical

establishment followed his lead.  Freud wrote to Fliess: "I am more alone than ever."

The abandonment of the seduction theory

Freud turned 40.  Suddenly he embarked upon his self-analysis.  This consisted

primarily of attempting to interpret his own dreams and partly of asking questions about
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his childhood to those who would know.

On September 21, 1897 he wrote to Fliess, saying, "I no longer believe in my

neurotica."

Freud gives four reasons for his abandonment of the childhood seduction theory. 

First, a number of patients deserted him before their psychoanalyses were complete. 

Second, "in all cases, the father, not excluding my own, had to be accused of being

perverse . . . whereas surely such widespread perversions against children are not very

probable."  Third, "there are no indications of reality in the unconscious, so that one

cannot distinguish between truth and fiction that has been cathected with affect." 

Fourth, in the most psychotic patients, the childhood trauma is repressed so severely

that it never breaks through to consciousness.

Taking the last reason first, Freud is saying nothing more than that psychotic

patients are untreatable by psychoanalysis.  As for the exodus of his patients, this

might have been owing to a failure of technique rather than any inadequacy of the

theory.  As for the indifference of the unconscious to the distinction between truth and

fiction, it does not follow that everything to be found there is fiction.  The nub of the

matter, then, is Freud's concern that German fathers in general, and his own father in

particular, are morally culpable in the cases of their daughters' bouts of hysteria.

Freud offers no scientific evidence against the assertion: he simply finds it

appalling and unlikely.  As for the evidence of his own father's perversion, it grew out of

Freud's quickness to diagnose his sisters, and even himself, as hysterics.

The letter does not cite a single case history.  John E. Toews, who is
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sympathetic to Freudianism, summarizes as follows:

It was not that new evidence had turned up that contradicted his theory. 
Rather, Freud simply could not believe the evidence he possessed. . . .
The displacement of the seduction theory by the Oedipus theory in 1897
was based not on new clinical evidence or the discovery of mistakes in
logical deduction but on a new set of assumptions that informed Freud's
reading of the evidence and his constructions of narrative and logical
coherence.

His constructions.  The rejection of the old source of the Nile, and the subsequent

discovery, in its place, of a spectacular new theory that far outstrips the old one in

explanatory power, came about the way Freud's later discoveries came about: as a

result of his thinking things over.

We get a preview of what is to come in a letter written two weeks later,

announcing information that Freud thinks he has discovered by means of his self-

analysis:

Between the ages of two and two-and-a-half my libido was stirred up
toward matrem, namely on the occasion of a journey with her from Leipzig
to Vienna, during which we must have spent the night together and I must
have had an opportunity of seeing her nudam . . . .

Yes, these events "must have" occurred.  Freud never does remember the compelling

sight; but just as some therapists today take a patient's depression to be an infallible

sign of incestuous abuse, so Freud is certain of the type of event that is bound to

underlie hysterical symptoms.  (Note Freud's prudish use of Latin at the most

emotionally loaded part of his account.  This remained a lifelong habit.)  In the next

paragraph, Freud continues:
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I have not yet grasped anything at all of the scenes themselves which lie
at the bottom of the story.  If they come and I succeed in resolving my
own hysteria . . . .

The scenes are, of course, bound to come, and he is bound to succeed in resolving his

own hysteria.  We could have predicted that much of almost anybody.  But with 20-20

hindsight, we can also see what he cannot yet make out clearly: the glimmer of the

Oedipus complex on the distant mental horizon.

Jeffrey Masson, who stirred up a great public debate in the 1980s when he

attacked Freud's abandonment of the seduction theory, suggested careerist motives in

addition to Freud's unwillingness to believe the worst about his own father.  I believe in

Freud's conscious fidelity to his own "facts" – this type of "integrity" is a touchstone of

those who err in the quest for a TOE, and is a quality possessed by narcissists to an

almost pathological degree.  Opportunism cannot be the whole of the explanation.  But

we should not discount the influence of worldly motives upon Freud if he could succeed

in theorizing into existence something that got rid of the objectionable features of the

old theory while preserving the acceptable part.  The narcissist will change his mind if

he can manage the change without incurring too much of a wound, while elaborating

something that works much better for him.

For the moment, I wish only to emphasize that the letter to Fliess is the definitive

statement of the grounds upon which Freud abandoned the seduction theory, and that

it makes no mention of any scientific evidence.
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Dora

Turn now to the case history of Dora, written in 1901 and published in 1905 as the

Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria.

When Dora was 13 she, like Katharina, experienced a sexual overture out of the

blue from an adult male – in this case, not her father, but her father's best friend, and a

married man to boot.  "Herr K" had invited Dora to meet him and his wife at his place of

business; the three of them would then attend a festival together.  But when Dora

arrived, neither the wife nor any of Herr K's employees were to be seen; and when she

and Herr K were alone in the building, he "suddenly clasped the girl to him and pressed

a kiss upon her lips."

Let us go slowly here.  Dora, at the age of 13, in an era that did everything it

could to instill the conscious value of sexual purity in its young virgins of distinguished

birth, found herself without warning in a situation of possibly imminent rape by a man of

her father's generation.  Her distress would have been exacerbated by the elements of

subterfuge and betrayal – Herr K was a friend of the family and the situation he had

contrived was obviously a set-up.  If we deny that she had any reason to consider

herself actually endangered, we must at least acknowledge that the attentions were

forced upon her without warning and were directly contrary to the moral code she was

expected to obey.

Now back to Freud, whose mistakes about Dora's age have only been recently

corrected by Patrick Mahony:
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This was surely just the situation to call up a distinct feeling of sexual
excitement in a girl of fourteen who had never before been approached. 
But Dora had at that moment a violent feeling of disgust, tore herself free
from the man, and hurried past him to the staircase and from there to the
street door. . . . In this scene . . . the behavior of this child of fourteen was
already entirely and completely hysterical.  I should without question
consider a person hysterical in whom an occasion for sexual excitement
elicited feelings that were preponderantly or exclusively unpleasurable. 
[Emphasis added]

Freud amplifies this point:

Instead of the genital sensation which would certainly have been felt by a
healthy girl in such circumstances, Dora was overcome by the
unpleasurable feeling.

It remains only to be noted that, in a footnote, Freud clinches his own case by asserting

that Dora had no excuse for her feeling of repugnance, because Herr K "was still quite

young and of prepossessing appearance."

After Dora recounted this incident in therapy, Freud probed "very cautiously as

to whether she knew anything of the physical signs of excitement in a man's body."  His

intense interest in whether a girl in the throes of molestation by an adult notices the

man's erection through his clothing went back to the time of the case of Katharina.  A

similar line of questioning caused Katharina to clam up entirely.  Is this an indication of

prurient interest?  Again, I will go out on a limb on behalf of Freud: I believe his interest

really was motivated primarily by theory.  To an intellectual, having a theory vindicated

is even more pleasurable than sex.  If, however, in the process of doing dry scientific

research, one can also, by pursuing a particular line of reasoning, hear a thing or two
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delicious to think on, perhaps not even a Freud would be immune to temptation.  We

know that Freud's own sexual life was austere, even deprived; yet he not only turned

his consultations into sex-ridden explorations of the psyche, he also elicited from his

circle of disciples the details of innumerable sexual escapades.

Dora denied noticing Herr K's erection pressing against her body, but Freud did

not believe her and built up much of his case history on his own "reconstruction" of

what must have happened.

If you have not already experienced amazement and revulsion at Freud's attitude

toward Dora, I can hardly add anything that will persuade you.  Even if we wanted to

vaunt our sexual liberation and agree with him that, in a healthy culture, Dora would

have experienced pleasurable genital sensations and wished the lovemaking to

continue, surely we can all admit that Dora's actual response was entirely the one she

was enculturated to have, if on no other grounds than that the man was married and

she was friendly with his wife.  But I consider Freud's fantasy of sexual liberation to be

indefensible in any case.  His conception is utterly patriarchal.  It ignores the element of

coercion and domination; it assumes the woman's "feminine" passivity and gratitude. 

Freud cannot even imagine the possibility that Dora had a valid reason to resist the

overture, whether based on a moral scruple or even a purely idiosyncratic taste in men.

Freud's own fantasy of what should have occurred is straight out of Robert

Heinlein's Stranger in a Strange Land or Robert Rimmer's The Harrad Experiment –

boy meets utterly compliant girl.  It is a vision of sex as enlightenment, free of hangups
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and ulterior motives – a vision no actual teenager, riven by confusion and jealousy,

would ever entertain, but very appealing to the adult whose erotic development is

arrested in adolescence.  (Freud's romanticism about free love was not even dashed by

learning that Herr K had seduced the family's young governess and then quickly grown

tired of her.  Dora knew what moral to draw for herself from Herr K's gallantry to the

governess, but Freud did not.)

So Freud diagnosed the girl as hysterical based solely on her refusal to

encourage Herr K.  But why not?  A few years earlier he had diagnosed himself as

hysterical.  The man sees hysteria everywhere he looks.  I cannot share E. M.

Thornton's view that Freud's behavior, not to mention his theory, is so bizarre it can

only have been the result of cocaine addiction.  But I have some sympathy for her

thinking so.

The case history of Dora is the single most important document in the history of

psychoanalysis, and should be required reading for everyone who thinks that there

must be a kernel of truth in the Oedipus complex.  I will summarize the rest of its

contents as succinctly as possible.  When Dora was 15, Herr K propositioned her one

day during a walk.  By now, she was more cognizant of several factors of which she

had been only dimly aware two years earlier, to wit: that her father, with whom she had

always been close, was having an affair with Herr K's wife; that Herr K knew about it;

and that there might even exist a tacit understanding between her father and Herr K

that the affair would be allowed to continue if Dora were bestowed upon Herr K as a

quid pro quo.  (Freud recognized the likelihood of this scenario, and refused to be
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taken in by the father's protestations of innocence; but he had other fish to fry.)

Dora immediately reported Herr K's proposition to her father.  But Herr K

vehemently denied the report, and brazenly charged Dora with fantasizing the whole

thing.  To her astonishment and outrage, her father sided with Herr K.  Two years later,

Dora evinced many symptoms of neurosis.

Feminist analysis runs along the following lines: Dora, on her best day a

powerless pawn between two selfish men, finds herself being treated as a sexual

commodity by both of them, and suffers the final indignity of being called a liar by a liar. 

To complete the panoply of injustice, her father deserts her in her hour of need.  Was

there any way of injuring her that these men neglected to do?  (I should add that if this

is a feminist analysis, it is also a neutral, nonideological analysis.)

Freud does not completely ignore this aspect, but he treats it merely as surface. 

The depths here, according to his analysis, include the following: 1) Dora's Oedipal

love for her father; 2) Dora's transference of that Oedipal love onto Herr K; 3) Dora's

further transference of this love onto Freud himself; 4) Dora's homosexual love for Herr

K's wife.  Her denial of her erotic desires produced the hysterical symptoms.  She had

only pretended to be angry with Herr K when he propositioned her: now she wants

revenge on Herr K because he did not follow up his spurned proposition with renewed

lovemaking.

Dora figured Freud out in no time at all.  When he forced a sexual interpretation

(the obvious one) upon a jewel-case in one of her dreams, she said simply, "I knew you

would say that."  She put up with him for three months and then summarily broke off
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treatment.  When Freud saw her one last time the following year, she had recovered

from her hysterical symptoms.  She had brought about her own cure in a way that

completely vindicates the common-sense analysis:

To the wife she said: "I know you are having an affair with my father"; and
Frau K did not deny it.  From Herr K she drew an admission of the scene
by the lake which he had disputed.  Then she brought the news of her
vindication home to her father.

In feminist terms, her cure was effected by empowerment.  She later married and

embarked upon an adult life that was normal by psychoanalytical standards – that is,

unhappy but not dysfunctional.

But let us hear how Freud viewed the outcome.  He took the termination of the

analysis, and even Dora's "refusal" to get better while under his care, as a personal

affront:

If cruel impulses and revengeful motives, which have already been used
in the patient's ordinary life for maintaining her symptoms, become
transferred on to the physician during treatment, before he has had time
to detach them from himself by tracing them back to their sources, then it
is not to be wondered at if the patient's condition is unaffected by his
therapeutic efforts.  For how could the patient take a more effective
revenge than by demonstrating upon her own person the helplessness
and incapacity of the physician?

He was bloodied but not bowed, and even managed to conclude his case study with a

boast: "I am not inclined to put too low a value on the therapeutic results even of such a

fragmentary treatment as Dora's."  He did feel in retrospect that he had given too little

attention to the homosexual component in Dora's friendship with Frau K and to the
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transference of her love for her father and Herr K onto himself.

When Dora visited him one more time a year later, she asked him to treat a

facial neuralgia, but he was convinced that the neuralgia was just a pretext.  He may

have been right: having faced down the other men in her life who had passed her

around, Dora may have wanted to conclude her exercise in empowerment by telling

Freud himself what she had accomplished on her own.  But Freud interpreted the

neuralgia as yet another psychosomatic symptom, asserting that it must have begun

when Dora read of his appointment to a professorship.  Therefore it expressed her

mixed feelings about him and functioned as a sort of coded apology.

Freud told her this.  Then he told her that he had forgiven her for breaking off the

treatment.

Now how are we to make heads or tails of this?  The facts in the case of Dora once

again validate the seduction theory: a young girl evinces hysterical symptoms as the

result of an attempted sexual assault by an adult when she is at too young an age

either to fully comprehend what is happening or to fully respond if she does.  But Freud

has abandoned the seduction theory.  Why?  What does the Oedipus complex offer

that the seduction theory does not?

Masson contends that Freud wanted a theory that would be more popular with

his peers.  A favorite rebuttal to Masson – Peter Gay stoops to it – is that the Oedipus

complex is even more bizarre and unpalatable than the seduction theory.  Wittgenstein

resolves this contretemps with a single word when he insists, correctly, that Freud's
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ideas have flourished because of their "charm."

Freud called his discovery of the Oedipus complex the third great blow to man's

self-importance: Copernicus dealt a cosmological blow, saying that man is no longer

the center of the universe; Darwin dealt a biological blow, saying that man is an animal;

and Freud dealt the psychological blow, saying that "the ego is not master in its own

house."  (Freud thus slights Kant, who thought that he had effected the second

Copernican revolution with his critique of pure reason.  When intellectuals compete,

stand back: you don't want to be caught in the middle of a hissing match.)

But Wittgenstein continually points out the attractive features of the theory: its

explanatory breadth; its ability to convert a grubby neurosis into an epic of universal

import; its prurient interest.  By the end of the 20th century, with the proliferation of

tabloid television shows, we could no longer doubt the news that was first brought to us

by social satirist Tom Wolfe: people are not only willing to explore the endlessly

fascinating topic of their own unexpurgated sexual histories in therapy, they are happy

to do so before an international audience, as long as the camera is on them.

Freud's Oedipal theory was salacious, to be sure; but for the general public, it

was not as scandalous in its implications as his earlier seduction theory.  From the

point of view of the wealthy, educated Viennese men whose verdict counted for worldly

success or failure – and especially those fathers who were paying for their daughters'

treatments in psychoanalysis – the important aspect of Freud's about-face lay in the

diagnostic switch from reality to fantasy in regard to their daughters' memories.  The

strangeness of the Oedipus complex, which would in any case have struck those hard-
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eyed businessmen as merely a lot of precious intellectualized palaver, was beside the

point.  Freud's new theory got them off the hook for incest.

To sum up: coming face to face with the selfishness and tyranny of the

patriarchs of turn-of-the-century Vienna – with fathers who not only did not have the

best interests of their daughters at heart but often sold them into marriage and

sometimes went to bed with them – Freud flinched and concocted a theory that all

children are out to harm their parents.  This outdoes the projections of patriarchy

through the ages – for instance, the contention in the Medieval treatise on witches, the

Malleus Maleficarum, that women "are in matters of lust insatiable."

In support of this theory, Freud passed over a large number of Greek myths

about parents who kill their children, and found the myth about a child who murders his

father and marries his mother.  Even in that myth, the action that sets the whole story in

motion is the father's attempt to kill his infant son by the time-honored method of

exposing him to the elements on a hillside.

Freud's world-view is bizarre: but ultimately it is politically and socially

conservative.  At the moment of crucial insight, the scientific world turned away from

the evidence of child abuse and went down a century-long detour.  While another four

generations of parents bullied and beat their children, psychoanalysts hectored the

children about their fantasies of lust and murder.

The theory of the Oedipus complex
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At this point we need to pause.  Psychoanalysis is understood by most Americans

today to be a form of long-term therapy characterized by free association, dream

interpretation, and various quaint little conventions including the couch and the practice

of billing for missed sessions "for the patient's own good."  But in the writings of the

Master himself, the term "psychoanalysis" came to denote the overarching theory

guiding the interpretation of analytical material, rather than the therapeutic method of

eliciting it.  After 1900, Freud often spoke of "the findings of psychoanalysis," by which

he meant what I mean by "Freudianism."

Prior to 1900, psychoanalysis was the talking cure pioneered by Breuer and

used extensively by Freud to bring about improvements in patients suffering from

hysteria.  On the therapist's side, this was a "listening treatment," one that was notably

respectful – at least in the context of late 19th century medical practice – of patients'

feelings and thoughts.  By simply paying attention, Freud quickly grew to be far more

enlightened about the causes of hyster ia than his older colleagues had ever been. 

Earlier theories had been rooted in physiology: before Freud, physicians had seen no

reason to be thrown off the track by what their patients said.

It is partly because of his presumed willingness to listen to the stories of women

that an ardent feminist like Marilyn French can locate Freud "on the side of the angels,"

in spite of his manifest misogyny.

It may not be too much of a stretch to say that the first half of the 1890s was the

golden age of psychoanalytic therapy.  Freud did not go looking for the unconscious,

for repression, for the sexual etiology of hysteria.  He had a beginner's mind.  He
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discarded hypnosis for the best of reasons: it was not efficacious.  After he mastered

the listening technique, hypnosis was not needed.  He spent these halcyon years really

learning.  The facts seemed to point him in the direction of the seduction theory.  At this

time in his life, Freud was closest to Paul Feyerabend's ideal of the scientist – someone

who avoids a rigid allegiance to a paradigm, someone who is "against method."

Unfortunately, as the letters to Fliess starkly reveal, Freud was itching to put the

facts together in a powerful theory that would capture the notice of his medical

colleagues in Vienna and start him down the road of worldly success.

His advocates are sometimes brazen enough to be unembarrassed by this side

of his personality, and they even try to turn it to their advantage.  They admit that

maybe he was in too big a hurry: therefore he rushed into print with a weak theory that

later had to be discarded.  But the data suggest that whereas the first theory at least

grew out of the materials of his cases, the second theory grew out of theorizing itself. 

In 1897 he simply re-thought his old cases in light of their unsavory implications for his

old theory.

Psychoanalysis, after 1900, no longer claims to be merely a healing method applicable

to certain neuroses possessing a sexual etiology: it now claims to be an explanation of

human psychology applicable to both neurotics and normal people – applicable, in fact,

to all humans in all cultures during all historical and pre-historical eras dating back to

the time of the hunter-gatherer clans.

The foundation stone of psychoanalysis is infantile sexuality.  The Oedipus
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complex is the watershed event in every individual's personal development.

The concept of repression is retained from the earlier theory.  Dream

interpretation – formerly just another spur to free association – now assumes pride of

place in the arsenal of techniques for getting at repressed material.

The therapy is still directed toward insight, toward making the unconscious

conscious, but now the content of the unconscious is known in advance.  In the new

dispensation, the therapist does not need to elicit a coherent narrative of past events

from the patient: from the presentation of the symptoms, he already knows what he is

going to find.  The case history of Dora demonstrates that after 1900 Freud listened

only long enough to deliver the implacable verdict of the Oedipal diagnosis.  The

therapist's new task is to convince the patient of the truth of the diagnosis.  The

"transference neurosis" is now to be utilized therapeutically.

As patients predictably followed Dora's lead in sticking to their own versions of

the truth, the concept of resistance grew in importance.

The differences between the earlier theory and the later can be dramatized in

the following chart:

Seduction theory, 1896

some children seduced by adults when
too young to understand

 some neuroses caused by trauma
inflicted during child molestation

unconscious as home of repressed
painful memories of real abuse

Oedipus complex, 1898

all children polymorphously perverse
and seductive toward adults

all neuroses caused by guilt over sexual
desires and fantasies

unconscious as home of repressed
fantasies of murderous and
incestuous wishes
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psychoanalysis as talking cure, which
alleviates symptoms

transference as gratitude of patient
toward physician-healer

psychoanalysis as explanation of
universal human psychology

transference as seductive neurotic love
of patient for father-figure analyst

In a little over two years, Freud passed from a limited theory explicating a class of

neuroses to a universal theory claiming to provide the fundamental explanation of why

we humans are the way we are.  This promulgation of a sweeping solution to the

problem of psychology and indeed to the meaning of life satisfied an ambition that he

had formed during his adolescence.

Katharina again

In light of Freud's abandonment of the seduction theory and adoption of the theory of

the Oedipus complex, Lucy Freeman and Herbert S. Strean make an educated guess

as to how Freud might have viewed Katharina in later years.  Certainly, this is how

many Freudians have come to view her:

Katharina was one of the patients Freud thought seduced by a parent. 
Later he realized Oedipal fantasies often lay behind a woman's conviction
that she had been seduced as a gi rl.  Whether Katharina was actually
seduced or her whole story was a fantasy, is difficult to know.  Her story
seems plausible as she tells it.

What Freud discovered about both real and fantasied seduction is
that the victim feels an inner excitement that he usually represses.  When
Katharina referred to her "disgust," she was also talking about her own
sexual wishes, repellent to her.

After reviewing many cases like Katharina's, Freud concluded such
patients possessed strong wishes for revenge following the excessive
sexual stimulation and the accompanying rage and guilt, which often
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became transformed into helplessness.  In talking to Freud, Katharina
was probably using the interview as a chance to gratify some of her
revengeful wishes as well as to gain some mastery and control over the
incestuous desires.

This calumniation of the victim of an incestuous attack may have taken your breath

away.  Let us be clear about this thesis.  According to Freeman and Strean, regardless

of whether or not her father ever approached her, as she claims he did, Katharina

wanted him to come to her bed.  But every time she fantasized about having sexual

intercourse with him, she experienced an "inner excitement" that was a source of

conflict within her.  She would become excessively stimulated by her own sexual

desires, then feel a guilty rage, which was irrationally directed at the person who was

the object of her fantasies.  So she wanted revenge on her father – and what better way

than to slander him to Freud?  The gratification of vengeance counteracted her learned

helplessness by allowing her "to gain some mastery and control over the incestuous

desires."  "Her story seems plausible as she tells it" – but never forget what

accomplished little liars these hysterical girls can be.

This wholesale impugning of Katharina's motives may engage, and enrage, the

reader in a personal way.  But let us rise above personalities and focus on the point of

supreme theoretical importance: that, in the last (psycho) analysis, it really does not

matter whether the attack took place.

This mature Freudian view is not the old reprehensible 19th century view that

children and hysterics are always lying for shabby reasons and that fathers are

incapable of molesting their daughters.  It is rather the up-to-date view that Katharina's
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problem is her own incestuous desire, whatever may have happened: she may be lying

and know she is lying; she may be lying and think she is telling the truth (always the

analytical interpretation of choice); or she may be telling the truth, omitting only her own

guilty desires.  It was Jeffrey Masson's anger over this stance – that it is of no particular

importance whether a girl's father really attempted to rape her or not, and therefore, to

the therapist, a matter of little import to try to determine the actual truth about the

allegation – that drove him out of the psychoanalytic profession.

To Freud's credit, he never re-analyzed Katharina or withdrew his analysis. 

However, I feel justified in offering these surmises of Ms. Freeman and Dr. Strean: they

constitute a legitimate interpretation in light of Freud's later theory; and they represent

a specimen analysis by a pair of late-20th-century committed Freudians.

The intellectual origin of the Oedipus complex

During the 1980s in America, the pendulum began to swing back in favor of the reality

of childhood sexual abuse.  Freud's 1895 and 1896 papers were read with new interest,

and many therapists quietly relinquished the dogma that memories of incest are

fantasies.  Some writers – Masson, surprisingly, among them – even tried to maintain

that Freud never completely abandoned the seduction theory.

It is true that he did not absolutely deny the possibility; but it is fair to say that he

completely lost interest in the subject.  In 1916 he wrote, in his course of lectures, that

"fantasies of being seduced are of particular interest, because so often they are not
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fantasies but real memories"; nevertheless, "if, in the case of girls who produce such an

event in the story of their childhood their father figures fairly regularly as the seducer,

there can be no doubt either of the imaginary nature of the accusation or of the motive

that has led to it."  A social worker who turns eagerly to Freud's 1919 essay titled "A

Child Is Being Beaten" finds a characteristically convoluted discussion of fantasies

about children being beaten.  (This paper was much admired by Anna Freud, who

specialized in the psychoanalytic treatment of children.)  In 1931, reaching what

Elisabeth Young-Bruehl calls "the last phase of a long story," Freud fingered the

mother as the culprit in the female penchant for defaming their fathers: 

The fact that the mother thus unavoidably initiates the child into the
phallic phase [by washing the genitals] is, I think, the reason why, in
fantasies of later years, the father so regularly appears as the sexual
seducer.  When the girl turns away from her mother, she also makes over
to her father her introduction into sexual life.

Oh, those slippery fantasies!  At this point, Freud's enlightened attitude differs from that

of the physicians of the 1870s only as to whether hysterics are conscious liars.

Finally, as the Freeman-Strean analysis of Katharina shows, Freudian orthodoxy

commits the analyst to the position that, even if the abuse is real, the clinically

significant aspect is the patient's Oedipal fantasies about it.

In September 1981, Anna Freud responded by letter to Masson's contention that

her father had never altogether relinquished the earlier theory:

Keeping up the seduction theory would mean to abandon the Oedipus
complex, and with it the whole importance of phantasy life, conscious or
unconscious phantasy.  In fact, I think there would have been no
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psychoanalysis afterwards.

Her point was crystal-clear to everyone in the psychoanalytic community for the first 80

years of the century, until the pressure of a new wave of clients eager to work on their

"incest issues" made it good business to downplay this particular piece of ideology.

According to the founding myth of psychoanalysis, Freud began with the solution to the

riddle of dreams, dated by the master July 24, 1895.  On that day, he analyzed the

dream of Irma's injection, and divined that dreams embody "a wish which is represented

as fulfilled."  This pointed him toward his epoch-making realization in September 1897

that the stories of childhood seduction told by his patients also embodied a wish that is

represented as fulfilled.   The stories that patients tell in therapy are dreams of another

sort – fantasies, not reality.

This sequence appears to be accurate in a chronological sense.  Freud came

upon his Rosetta Stone of dream interpretation in 1895, and was already working on

his dream book when he abandoned the seduction theory in 1897.  His published

account of these watershed events suggests a smooth causality:

When, however, I was at last obliged to recognize that these scenes of
seduction had never taken place, and that they were only fantasies which
my patients had made up or which I myself had perhaps forced upon
them, I was for some time completely at a loss.

Here is the myth in one sentence: he realizes that the stories are not true; they are only

fantasies.  It seems, like the epiphany that yielded the key to all dreams, an affair of a
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day's time.  It is true that he admits to a temporary bewilderment, but we can hardly

imagine why he would have been "at a loss" – for such fantasies of seduction are the

Oedipus complex, and his dream-work had already pointed him toward wish-fulfillment

as the favorite activity of the unconscious.

But let us stick with the facts as we have them in the letters to Fliess, which will

shine a different light upon his confusion.  The letters evince no such cause-and-effect

connection in Freud's thinking at the time.  He offered the seduction theory to his

colleagues in April 1896, almost a year after he analyzed his specimen dream, and in

spite of the kind of caution that his theory of dreams might have warranted for his

theory of the reality of the scenes of seduction he was avouching.  He abandoned the

seduction theory in September 1897, but without any inkling of how to replace it.  The

notion that dreams or fantasies embody wish-fulfillments played no part in his

renunciation, as we know from the four reasons he gave to Fliess.  He was indeed

completely at a loss, because he had not yet decided that the scenes of seduction were

fantasies.  All he knew (or thought he knew) was that they could not be true.  There

was still a possibility the stories were conscious lies; or they could have been "screen

memories," whereby the patient named her father instead of the actual culprit; or, as he

later allowed, perhaps he had himself planted the stories in the patients by the power of

suggestion.

Nor did the discovery of the Oedipus complex cause the immediate

abandonment of the seduction theory.  The Oedipal theory began to materialize in

October 1897, a month after the letter to Fliess; and it grew, directly and unmistakably,
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not out of his reconsideration of his cases, but out of the self-analysis of his presumed

libido-stirred-up-toward-mother.  This causes him to discuss Hamlet and Oedipus in

relation to his own childhood memories, but he says nothing to Fliess about applying

these ideas to his patients' stories or fantasies.  In mid-December he is still in a

muddle, and capable of backsliding: "My confidence in paternal etiology has risen

greatly."

Furthermore, the wish in Freud's dream of Irma's injection was a social or

professional wish, uncomplicated by detours into the sex-ridden unconscious.  Only

after he had conjured the Oedipus complex out of the ether of his over-wrought

imagination did he turn all the wishes of dreams into infantile sexual wishes.  With that,

he passed, fatefully and fatally, from a theory that childhood sexual molestation may be

the etiological factor in cases of hysteria to a theory that infantile sexual fantasies are

the key to universal human psychology.

I want to concentrate now on a simple question: What is the problem that Freud is

trying to solve in the Fall of 1897?

In 1896, he offers, with great confidence, a theory that hysteria is caused by the

initiation of young children into sexual behavior by unscrupulous adults.  His peers

recoil from him.

At the same time, he begins to expand the list of symptoms that support a

diagnosis of hysteria.  By his new criteria, it appears that his sisters are suffering from

hysteria.  Finally he diagnoses himself as a hysteric.
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This poses a theoretical snag possessing tremendous personal resonance: how

can it be that so many German fathers, his own among them, appear to be the

seducers of their daughters?

Freud, then, is faced with the necessity of repudiating his paper on The Etiology

of Hysteria.  This is where he starts from; and every move on the theoretical

chessboard that reinstates the actual molestations of young girls by their fathers means

that he has to start over.

But having established (at least to his own satisfaction), during researches

spanning a decade, the sexual etiology of hysteria beyond a shadow of a doubt, how

can he abandon the seduction theory while holding on to the sexual etiology?  Treat

this as the problem to be solved, the governing consideration, the maggot in his brain. 

Treat it as a brain-teaser, a logical conundrum.

If we pose the problem this way, we understand that it admits of only one

solution – and Freud was certainly the man to find it.  The first step has to be the falsity

of his patients' stories – as indeed it was.  In September 1897, Freud says, "I no longer

believe in my neurotica" because "in all cases, the father, not excluding my own, had to

be accused of being perverse."

Meanwhile, he was in the middle of writing The Interpretation of Dreams, which

did not at the time seem to point to any sort of solution to his intellectual problem, but

did suggest a method by which he might tap into his own unconscious – there to

archaeologically unearth the pertinent (that is, sexual) history of his childhood and

enable him to resolve his own hysteria.
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So he loses interest in his patients and gives himself over to a self-analysis that

is intended solely to cure himself of neurosis.  He interprets his own dreams and

follows them up with a bit of discreet factual digging.  Here the story begins to take on

its legendary color: as a result of this heroic exploration of his own inner continent, say

his biographers, Freud did resolve his neurosis; and, serendipitously, he discovered a

new, improved source of the Nile – the Oedipus complex.

If you believe that Freud was a genius, the unlikelihood of this scenario merely

increases its appeal.  True, you will say, no one else could have succeeded in so

audacious an undertaking.  But Freud was a genius.

If, however, you set aside your religious faith in Freud's infallibility, and regard

him as a mortal, you cannot fail to recognize how psychologically coercive his situation

was.  To repeat: he propounds a theory that the origin of hysteria lies in childhood

molestation – oftener than not, in a father's incestuous lust.  The theory is unpopular;

he senses he is becoming a pariah in Viennese medical circles.  At the same time, his

sisters now evince (to his keen eye) some signs of hysteria, requiring him, as long as

he persists in his theory, to point a damning finger at his own beloved father.  At

precisely this critical point in time, in a kind of funk, he begins a self-analysis.  What will

he find?

Are we not entitled to predict that, in keeping with laws of human nature older

than any that he discovered, he will find an answer to his malaise that accords with his

heart's desire?  Would we not say that a man in this situation is going to see what he

wants to see?
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He looked within, and found evidence – his kind of evidence – of his libido

having been stirred up toward matrem, plus a hint of ill-feeling toward his father, which

led to nothing more earth-shaking than some literary criticism of Hamlet and Oedipus

Rex.  At first, these "discoveries" about his own Oedipal period did not seem to offer

him anything that could be useful in revamping his neurotica.

Another mental strand: in his youth, Freud had been enthralled by precisely the

story of Oedipus; but the part that fascinated him, as Peter Gay confirms, was the

solving of the riddle of the Sphinx.

To celebrate his fiftieth birthday, Freud's admirers presented him with a
medallion showing his portrait in profile on one side and Oedipus solving
the riddle of the Sphinx on the other.  The inscription in Greek, drawn
from Sophocles's Oedipus Rex, was plainly meant as a supreme
compliment to Freud, the modern Oedipus: "He divined the famous riddle
and was a most mighty man."  Jones records that at the presentation,
reading the legend, Freud "became pale and agitated". . . . As a student
at the university, strolling about the arcaded courtyard decorated with the
busts of its departed luminaries, Freud had harbored the fantasy that one
day his bust, too, would stand there, inscribed with the very words his
followers had chosen for the medallion.

It was all concatenating in his head: his ambition tied to Oedipus; his book about

dreams; his libido stirred up toward matrem; and the unacceptability of any theory that

tars German fathers, and his own father, with its brush.

Surely the next, and last, step followed as the night the day: since his patients'

stories did not seem to be conscious lies – Freud was unwilling to revert that far back,

to the darkest days of the 19th century – they must be unconscious fantasies.

Women wish their fathers had seduced them.  And . . . I wanted to sleep with my
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mother.  The Oedipus complex.  And I can use dream interpretation to prove it.

All that was needed was the boldness of a conquistador.  All that was needed

was to make the most extravagant claim out of the least amount of material.  The

empirical data: a single case study (of himself! – fleshed out, not by what he actually

remembers, but by what he assumes must have occurred!).  The corroborating

evidence: the narrowest possible reading of the Oedipus story (ignoring, for instance,

the origin of all the action in a father's hatred for his son, and dismissing the fact that

Oedipus kills his father and marries his mother unwittingly).  The claim: that the thing he

thinks he has discovered in his own past is true for everybody in all cultures and all

historical periods!  In fact, this is even better than the discovery of the source of the

Nile; this is the solution to the riddle of the Sphinx!

His manufactured recollections of his feelings about matrem, and of the

childhood glimpse he must have had of her nudam (although he cannot quite

remember that bit), are the only begetters of the theory.

The theory of the Oedipus complex provided a way to relinquish the part of his

previous theory that had so offended his male colleagues and eventually had appalled

even himself (the part about the nastiness of adults, especially male adults), while

leaving intact all the other conclusions he had drawn over the past decade (the sexual

etiology of hysteria, the role of repression and the unconscious, the efficacy of

psychoanalysis as a talking cure); and all this could be accomplished at a cost he

considered negligible (by the transfer of all the nastiness onto children via the theory of

infantile polymorphous perversity).  The men who paid his bills were upstanding again;
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their hysterical wives and daughters were crazy again.  All was right in the world. 

Could he have asked for more?

We can hardly fail to note that we have here a supreme example of "science as

one would."

Perhaps we need to expound further the point about Freud's intellectual integrity, such

as it is.  Masson imputes to Freud a calculating worldliness.  But Freud's personality

type contains nothing of the con-man and everything of the narcissist, the ideologue,

and the besotted true believer.  Temperamentally, he could never have lived with

himself had he maintained, in one part of his brain, a knowledge of the truth of the

seduction theory, and in another part squelched this knowledge in order to prosper in

the world.  He was rather the type of man who, psychologically, has to deceive himself

completely.  So, almost as if he anticipated Masson's accusation, for the rest of his life

he continually reverted in his writings to the momentous occasion of his shattering

discovery that he had been wrong, dead wrong, about the reality of seduction. 

(Collaterally, he gains points for ostensible humility, scientific detachment, and open-

mindedness – he graciously admits his mistake.)  These writings also render absurd

the suggestion that the abandonment of the seduction theory was a dirty little secret

among psychoanalysts.

What we must acknowledge is that Freud's new theory seemed absolutely right

to him.  Why?  Because it perfectly fit the real facts of his childhood: his ordinary and

explicable love for the mother who doted on him and his understandable ambivalence
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toward the father who told him he would never amount to anything.  The track of

Freud's whole life was laid in childhood.  There we find the origin of his determination

to gratify his mother's grandiose ambitions for him while proving his father wrong.  To

the end, he exhibited maternally-inspired narcissism and paternally-engendered thin-

skinned defensiveness.  Oedipus shmedipus.  When you are as little self-aware as

Freud, it is not surprising that your theory turns out to be your autobiography.

Now here is a point of inestimable importance.  The partisans of Freud

acknowledge that he discovered the Oedipus complex through his self-analysis, but

they believe he confirmed it repeatedly in his psychoanalytical practice spanning the

next 40 years.  This scenario might inspire some degree of confidence had he

published the theory in the 1930s.  But the case history of Dora shows that, only three

years after he caught his first glimpse of his suppositional libido stirred up toward

matrem nudam, Freud believed in the Oedipus complex lock, stock and barrel.  Before

he met with Dora, the theory, although implicit in The Interpretation of Dreams, had

been tried out clinically on no person other than himself.  Yet it drives his analysis of

Dora: the material of her case is forced into the Oedipal straitjacket.  Regardless of

which came first – the chicken of dream interpretation or the egg of the Oedipus

complex – each buttresses the other, and gives us the first instance, at the very

dawning of psychoanalysis, of the Freudian methodology, which is to support one part

of the theory, not with empirical evidence, but with another part of the theory.  To

Freud, the proof of his theory that hysterical symptoms are caused by the return of

repressed infantile Oedipal fantasies is to be found in Dora's (suitably interpreted)
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dreams; and the truth of his theory that her dreams are all fulfillments of repressed

infantile sexual wishes is confirmed when, so viewed, they verify the theory of the

Oedipus complex and thus explain her (suitably interpreted) hysterical symptoms.

Certainly, between 1900 and the end of his life, Freud continued to "find"

repeated confirmations of both theories – but only by utilizing the same circular

methods he had employed in order to find the initial confirmation in the case of Dora. 

She will forever deserve her place in history as the first patient to be enmeshed in, or

trampled by, the Freudian tautologies.

Dora again

By the time he undertook the psychoanalysis of Dora, Freud had effected the transition

from psychoanalysis as a talking cure to psychoanalysis as a universal human

psychology.  The old version involved a therapist who listens, and arrives at a

diagnosis after hearing the patient's story.  The new version offered a therapist who

makes the diagnosis immediately on the basis of the symptoms.  It is a pretty question

why there still needed to be any talking and any pretense of listening at all, unless its

purpose was to serve as an insidious reenactment of the religious ritual of confession

and absolution.

Freud made light of Dora's story – of a father who disappointed her by turning

away from her in her hour of need, of a married neighbor who frightened her by his

attempts to seduce her.  He insisted that she was shamming about her hurt feelings –
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that she had transferred her Oedipal love for her father onto her neighbor.  He

contradicted everything she said.  Why?  Was there something about the way she told

her tale that tipped him off?  Not really – the diagnosis was complete before she walked

in the door.  He knew from her father's description, before he ever saw her, that she

evinced symptoms of hysteria; and the theory of the Oedipus complex, that "universal

family triangle," admits of only one solution.  Hysterical symptoms are produced only by

sexual fantasies, which originate in a failure to negotiate the Oedipal period.  Dora had

to be in love with her father, and had to be neurotically reactivating that love toward

neighbors, strangers, and therapists.  The jury had decided and long since gone home. 

The verdict was predetermined by the information on the intake sheet.  Freud gathered

evidence out of Dora's own mouth only so he could convict her with her own words and

talk in her own tongue when he explained the verdict to her.

Philip Rieff, Freud's greatest advocate, understands this better than many of

Freud's detractors:

Although Freud did not recommend that analysts feign equality with the
patient, they may begin modestly, as if they did not already know where
the talk will lead.  In classical Freudian pedagogy, the analyst knows all
almost before he begins.  He is the relentless detective, with the main
outlines of the crime already in his dossier before the victim comes in to
lodge his complaint.

The theory requires Dora to next transfer her Oedipal love onto Freud as physician,

and the Fragment of an Analysis does not disappoint us:

The interpretation of the dream [about a fire] now seemed to me to be
complete.  But Dora brought me an addendum to the dream on the very
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next day.  She had forgotten to relate, she said, that each time after
waking up she had smelt smoke.  Smoke, of course, fitted in well with fire,
but it also showed that the dream had a special relation to myself; for
when she used to assert that there was nothing concealed behind this or
that, I would often say, by way of rejoinder: "There can be no smoke
without fire!"  Dora objected, however, to such a purely personal
interpretation, saying that Herr K and her father were passionate smokers
– as I am too, for the matter of that.  She herself had smoked during her
stay by the lake, and Herr K had rolled a cigarette for her before he began
his unlucky proposal.  She thought, too, that she clearly remembered
having noticed the smell of smoke on the three occasions of the dream's
occurrence at L – , and not for the first time at its recent reappearance. 
As she would give me no further information, it was left to me to determine
how this addendum was to be introduced into the texture of the dream-
thoughts.  One thing which I had to go upon was the fact that the smell of
smoke had only come up as an addendum to the dream, and must
therefore have had to overcome a particularly strong effort on the part of
repression.  Accordingly it was probably related to the thoughts which
were the most obscurely presented and the most successfully repressed
in the dream, to the thoughts, that is, concerned with the temptation to
show herself willing to yield to the man.  If that were so, the addendum to
the dream could scarcely mean anything else than the longing for a kiss,
which, with a smoker, would necessarily smell of smoke.  But a kiss had
passed between Herr K and Dora some two years further back, and it
would certainly have been repeated more than once if she had given way
to him.  So the thoughts of temptation seemed in this way to have harked
back to the earlier scene, and to have revived the memory of the kiss
against whose seductive influence the little "thumb-sucker" had defended
herself at the time, by the feeling of disgust.  Taking into consideration,
finally, the indications which seemed to point to there having been a
transference on to me – since I am a smoker too – I came to the
conclusion that the idea had probably occurred to her one day during a
session that she would like to have a kiss from me.

Freud was 44 years old at the time; Dora was 18.

Freud's interpretation is so preposterous – and so clearly an expression of his own

fantasized wishes – that we must ask how he could have risked offering it.  The answer

is that Dora's transference was demanded by the theory.  It had to happen.  Believing is
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seeing.

This piece of "evidence" then further supported Freud's hypothesis of Dora's

love of Herr K.  And Dora's love for Herr K verified the theory of the Oedipus complex. 

If Freud entertained any doubts about this, they vanished in light of Dora's dreams, for

when he was done interpreting, it just happened that they too confi rmed all his

surmises.

Freud immediately wrote up the case history, even though it is the record of a

therapeutic failure, because he thought it proved the theory of the Oedipus complex. 

Freudianism was essentially "discovered" in October 1897 when he analyzed a couple

of his own dreams, and thought he remembered forgetting the sight of his naked

mother; it was "verified" three years later when he analyzed a couple of Dora's dreams,

and thought he saw in her resistance to her neighbor's advances a sure sign of sexual

pathology.  The self-analysis is the only origin of the theory and the analysis of Dora

the only test and confirmation of it: he had few patients in the interim, and his

correspondence indicates that Dora was not one among many, but uniquely important

to him.  From the moment she walked out on him, he never doubted that he had solved

the mighty riddle.

Heresies and excommunications

My subject is Freud's intellectual biography.  I am interested primarily in the genesis of

his ideas.  But I do not wish to entirely neglect the manner in which he ran his
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psychoanalytic empire, which is equally revealing of the quality of his mind.  Only in the

1920s do we find him once again in a full spate of original theorizing.  For the first two

decades of the 20th century, Freud applied himself to the work of consolidation: his

writings fleshed out the details of the theories that were hatched between 1897 and

1899; meanwhile he placed the discipline of psychoanalysis firmly under his own

thumb.  Let us turn now to an account of his tactics during the years when his mastery

of public relations put Freudianism on the intellectual map.

Most of us have been hornswoggled by the myth of Freud's lonely struggle

against the forces of Victorian reaction.  The simplest chronology explodes this notion. 

Bear in mind that his own supporters think that Freud had his facts and his theory

wrong as late as 1896.  In the definitive biography, Peter Gay accords the first half of

Freud's life 100 pages, and the second hal f, dating from 1897, over 550 pages.  Freud

did not publish The Interpretation of Dreams, which contains the first hint of the

Oedipus complex, until 1900; and the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and the

case history of Dora did not appear until 1905.  Yet disciples began to gather around

him as early as 1902, when the Wednesday Psychological Society was organized in

Vienna – this at a time when he had not yet publicly renounced the seduction theory.  A

few years later there existed, in Zurich, a coterie of psychiatrists, led by Jung, who were

passionate devotees of psychoanalysis.  By 1907, Freud had sympathizers in Paris

who steered A. A. Brill toward Zurich and Vienna.  By 1909, Freud was famous enough

to be invited to lecture at Clark University in America.  In his memoir, Witness to a

Century, journalist George Seldes, reminiscing about his sojourn in New York City,
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reminds us that Freudianism was accepted almost immediately among artists and self-

styled intellectuals:

Freud had been discovered in America, in Greenwich Village naturally,
the year before I arrived, and in 1916 the great Freudian wave was
already receding from the shores of bohemia, and Freudianism had
become so commonplace it was now the subject of good-natured humor. 
Susan Glaspell had used all the Freudian jargon in her play, Suppressed
Desires, and the newspaper press loved it.

As early as 1917, Freud was being touted for a Nobel Prize.  Freudianism took Europe

by storm and spread throughout Western civilization like wildfire.

In 1914, in his own history of the psychoanalytical movement, Freud could

plausibly (if prematurely) claim that the battle for scientific acceptance of his theories

was over:

I understood that from now onwards I belonged to those who have
"disturbed the sleep of the world," as Hebbel says, and that I could not
reckon upon objectivity and tolerance.  Since, however, my conviction of
the general accuracy of my observations and conclusions grew and grew,
and as my confidence in my own judgment was by no means slight, any
more than my moral courage, there could be no doubt about the outcome
of the situation.

(Freud's self-portrait has been taken at face value by otherwise sober-minded

historians: they tell you that Freud possessed moral courage because he himself said

so.)

Biographical revisionists such as Jeffrey Masson, whatever the extent of their animus

against Freud and however incorrect some of their details, have properly called our
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attention to the real course of events.  If Freud ever really stood alone – if he ever

really demonstrated moral courage – the occasion was his 1896 address to the

Viennese Society for Psychiatry and Neurology when he propounded the seduction

theory.  He was indeed pilloried then, by the colleagues who mattered most to him.  A

decade later, fame and fortune came his way almost immediately in the wake of his

public abandonment of that theory.

Has any intellectual Moses ever had to spend less of his life wandering in the

wilderness?  Certainly the old fogies loathed Freud early and late, just as they had

execrated Freud's hero Darwin.  But Freud only gained in stature from the kinds of

enemies he made.

While it is true that the guardians of conventional morality were repelled by

Freud's unprecedented attention to sexuality, it is just as true that his early disciples

were attracted by it.  Furthermore, the men who later broke with him never ceased to

credit him with having properly opened up the sphere of sexuality to scientific

examination: they dissented only from his refusal to go beyond the narrow confines of

his own sexual monomania.  Finally, we need to remember that Freud was not the only

pioneer investigating the realm of sexuality – Richard von Krafft-Ebing, to cite only the

most obvious example, had long since done his part to astonish the traditionalists and

moralists.  Havelock Ellis had published Sexual Inversion in 1897.

Trading myth for history, we get something like this: In 1897, Freud abandoned

such facts as he had gathered, and instead drifted into the ether of self-analysis; he

conjured up a theory that is not only unsupported by the evidence, but almost
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impervious to empirical testing and verification; this switch from empiricism to

speculation actually propelled him to the "honor, power, riches, fame, and the love of

women" that had previously eluded him; the more his speculations divorced themselves

from scientific rigor, the more his fame spread.  Concurrent with this development,

several men who began as disciples parted from him because they were disturbed by

the wantonness of his scientific imagination and by his resistance to any idea not his

own.

The essay that I have already quoted, "On the History of the Psychoanalytic

Movement," retails Freud's version of the Adlerian and Jungian secessions.  As such, it

is a valuable source of information.  Under ordinary circumstances, we would take

autobiographical accounts with a grain of salt; but Freud is so narcissistically sure of

himself that he sees no need to conceal  his motives or his behavior.

Freud begins his account of the famous defections by expressing amazement

that any person who has once passed through the initiation into the psychoanalytical

priesthood could lapse into unbelief:

I had not expected that anyone who had reached a certain depth in his
comprehension of analysis could discard it again, or ever lose it.

And indeed, we cannot imagine that a chemist who has grasped the periodic table of

elements could discard it or lose it.  But Freud's statement does not resemble anything

a chemist would ever say: it resembles Plato's statements about the philosopher who

has caught sight of the Forms.  Freud's language is not the language of science: it is

the language of spiritual conversion.
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So the Master is surprised that his disciples, who are no longer novices but

grown men fully instructed in the dogma, could have lost their faith:

And yet everyday experience with patients had shown that total rejection
of all analytical knowledge may ensue whenever a strong resistance
arises at any deep level in the mind. . . . I had to learn that just the same
thing can happen with psychoanalysts as with patients under analysis.

In other words, just as an alcoholic's falling off the wagon testifies, in Big Book doctrine,

not to the inadequacy of the 12-step program of recovery, but to the tenacity of the

disease of alcoholism, so the lapses of patients and even psychoanalysts testify to the

strength of that devil resistance.

At this point in Freud's narrative, the heretical culprits have not yet been

identified by name, but they have already been diagnosed as weak-minded neurotics

who would rather persist in their symptoms than face up manfully to their infantile

neuroses.  For the next 25 years, Freud would treat every scientific scruple about

psychoanalysis in similar fashion.

Next, Freud pronounces himself loath to enter into the fray:

It is no easy or enviable task to write the history of these two defections,
partly because I am devoid of any strong personal motive to do so – I had
not expected gratitude nor am I revengeful in any active degree . . . . 

Two paragraphs later, this about Adler:

Of the personal motive of his work I may also speak publicly, since he
himself declared it in the presence of a small circle of members of the
Vienna Society.  "Do you think it is much pleasure for me to stand all my
life long in your shadow?"
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(An aside to the reader here: stay out of the gun sights of a man who is reluctant to

quarrel, superior to personal motives, and not revengeful in any active degree.)

Adler's great insight, and heresy, was that the will to power, the desire for

mastery, may be the fundamental drive.  Adler thus relegated Freud's principle of eros

to the status of an epiphenomenon.  Freud thinks this is merely wrong; but he recoils

with shocked Victorian sensibility at one particular application of the Adlerian principle:

Adler carries his theory to such lengths that he regards the ambition to
mastery of the woman, to being above, as positively the strongest motive
in the sexual act itself.  I do not know if he has given vent to these
monstrous ideas in his writings.

Freud is shocked – shocked – at the idea that a man might want to dominate a woman

and find in her submission to his mastery the chief component of his arousal, rather

than simply cherish her.  What nasty thoughts in Adler's mind!  Here I wish only to note

Freud's remarkable blindness to the dynamic of his own marriage.  But doubtless his

authority in his own house was so complete that, truly, he could not find in himself any

ambition to master his woman.  You need not aspire to what is unquestionably your

own.

The view of life which is reflected in the Adlerian system is founded
exclusively on the aggressive impulse; there is no room in it for love.  It
might surprise one that such a cheerless view of life should meet with any
attention at all . . . .

Six years later Freud would introduce his own version of the aggressive impulse, and
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intensify its bleakness with the imputation of a death drive.  So I will leave it to the

reader to compare Freudian with Adlerian psychology in terms of cheerlessness.  But I

must say that simpering love pops up in the most surprising places in Freud's oeuvre,

and when it does, it wears the oddest halo.

Freud accuses the Adlerians of rationalization: people so want to escape the

unpleasant truth about infantile sexuality, he says, that they will grasp at any

explanatory straw that gets rid of it.  This is the charge of resistance in another form. 

But the argument can just as easily be turned around.  People so wish to deny their will

to power – their desire to dominate others, to cut quite a figure, to turn all eyes in the

room, to be cock-of-the-walk, to be The Man – that they will gladly embrace Freud's

theory that "anatomy is destiny" and that they are helpless to alter their biologically

driven fates.

If I were looking for "the figure in the carpet" that is woven throughout all of

human history, I would cast aside the Marxist class struggle and the Freudian drives

and invoke the Nietzschean will to power: do we not convert everything into power? 

Certainly power corrupted the Marxists; and absolute power corrupted them absolutely.

And the therapists, for sure.  Psychotherapy began in the 1890s as the gentlest,

least coercive form of medical intervention – the patient talked freely and the doctor

listened respectfully.  Today, therapy displays a pecking order of mandarin complexity

– psychiatrists and psychoanalysts at the top, then clinical psychologists, down through

the various counseling degrees until the field bottoms out with pastoral counselors. 

You can pay anywhere from $10 to $250 per therapeutic session, with this interesting
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twist: a lot of evidence suggests that the cheaper the therapy, the better.  Some

evidence, gathered by follow-up questionnaires to people who were put on a waiting list

and never seen at all, indicates that the highest rate of improvement comes from no

counseling whatsoever.  But if you wish to pay the top rate, you can, like actress Mia

Farrow, have your dog psychoanalyzed; or, like her erstwhile boyfriend Woody Allen,

you can remain in therapy for 30 years.  (Allen thereby managed to make his

unconscious so conscious that he went to bed with Farrow's 21-year-old adopted

daughter – who was regarded as an older sister by his own adopted son.)

We find many expressions of the will to power in therapy itself.  In his 1989

book-length study, Sex in the Forbidden Zone, Peter Rutter took up the problem of

sexual encounters between therapists and their patients.  The book also studies

relationships between pastors and church members, attorneys (especially divorce

lawyers) and clients, and professors and their students; but the author is a psychiatrist

whose interest in the problem was stimulated by his discovery that his own revered

mentor was a rampant seducer of female patients.  As he began to conduct research

into the problem, he learned that his colleagues in the field had long been aware of the

abuse without seeing the need to do anything about it.  Most respondents shrugged it

off: "It happens all the time"; "Everybody knows."  (Their nonchalance uncannily aped

the influential example of Freud himself, whose closest associates dutifully confessed

their many amours to him without thereby engendering any serious rebuke.  Freud was

himself therapeutically abstinent, and recommended this stance, but what he required

of his disciples was agreement with his theory of therapeutic abstinence.)  Rutter
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further learned that when, in 1970, Dr. Charles Dahlberg had published one of the

earliest articles dealing with the subject, this pioneer had encountered multiple

attempts to suppress his work:

The dearth of literature or articles that existed on sexual exploitation in
the professions in 1984, when my research began, was shocking. . . . I
found only two books.  One was a first-person account by a woman who
had been sexually exploited by her psychiatrist (Betrayal, by Lucy
Freeman and Julie Roy).  The other, incredibly, was by a psychiatrist who
advocated the benefits of women having sex with their (male) therapists
(The Love Treatment, by Martin Shepard).

Sexual predation is the most overtly despicable abuse of therapeutic power, but

therapists are often caught up in other ugly manifestations of power politics.  Many

therapists try to bully their clients into adapting themselves to manifestly unjust

situations.  Many allow themselves to be co-opted by the forces of social reaction when

they give court testimony in favor of the incarceration and even execution of individuals

judged dangerous by a corrupt criminal justice system; often in the past they certified

harmless individuals, who had been judged a nuisance by their vindictive families, for

psychiatric warehousing.  Totalitarian therapeutic cults, modeled after religious cults,

have come into existence.  For many years, ordinary graduates of Erhard Seminar

Training, themselves browbeaten by their group leaders and by other graduates, tried

to talk their neighbors into signing up for weekends.

These disasters cannot be laid at Freud's feet.  But neither did he foresee them. 

A disciple of Adler, or of Nietzsche, might have predicted them.

Adler's social psychology is so much more plausible and useful than Freud's
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that, once again, the only question is why Freud's view prevailed.  I believe it prevailed

because it was more implausible and less useful – the paradox vanishes when we

rephrase this by saying that it was more comprehensive and less vulnerable to

empirical testing.  It met the longing for a religion in a way that Adler's more scientific

psychology never could.

Toward a final theory

Temperamentally, Freud was a monist.  Given his penchant for first and final causes,

he naturally wanted a single principle, a single drive.  He found it in his concept of

libido.  In the early years of psychoanalysis, unqualified commitment to the libido as the

monistic principle was Freud's litmus test for initiation into the cult.  When the heretics

tried to subdivide the libido and find non-sexual components in it, Freud sent them

packing.

But after passing his 60th birthday in the middle of the carnage of the Great

War, Freud could not help returning to the pervasiveness of aggression, murder, and

cruelty in human affairs.  Sexual frustration seemed too tame a motive to explain it all.

Remember that it is impossible for an intellectual to ponder a problem for so

many years and fail of a solution.  When the solution came, it was breathtaking in its

simplicity: in the 1920s, as Lucy Freeman puts it, Freud "discovered the aggressive

instinct."  Discovered it.  It had been there all those millennia; then Freud found it.  It

turns out that aggression is caused by . . . the aggressive principle.
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This proposal made Freud a dualist, as he explained in Civilization and Its

Discontents:

Starting from speculations on the beginning of life and from biological
parallels, I drew the conclusion that, besides the instinct to preserve living
substance and to join it into ever larger units, there must exist another,
contrary instinct seeking to dissolve those units and to bring them back to
their primeval, inorganic state.  That is to say, as well as Eros there was a
death drive.

His followers soon latched onto the parallel Greek term thanatos as the Manichean

opposite of eros.

This hypothesizing of a second drive was a delicate matter because Freud had

previously insisted upon sex as the only drive; and to compound the awkwardness, he

had, a decade earlier, emphatically rejected Adler's formulation of an aggressive

instinct.  Freud had to defend his death drive as different from, and superior to, Adler's

prior version of it.  (He was, of course, pugnaciously ready, willing, and able to do so.)

Even fervent disciples responded to Freud's publication of this theory in 1920

with consternation and embarrassment.  Many of them balked.  Inasmuch as he had

made their allegiance to his version of libido almost the sole condition of their

acceptance into the priesthood of psychoanalysis, some of them now chose to stand up

for the Freud of the past against the Freud of the present.

Many others did go along.  One explanation is that the name game had been

played so many times that no one deeply committed to psychoanalysis could even

recognize it any more, or understand why it is a logical fallacy.  Another is that Freud

was now so supremely Freud that he was judged to be infallible.  Both explanations
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apply simultaneously to a man like A. A. Brill, and even a third that sounds implausible

but should be familiar to students of religion – Brill believed that Freud could be

completely wrong about certain matters, and infallible.

Next, Freud polished what has come to be known as his "structural theory" of the mind. 

He had long since used terms like "the pleasure principle" and "the ego ideal" to

dramatize the war between the destructive unconscious and the civilized conscious. 

He was also working out the details of the castration complex, being especially

intrigued by two "facts" that he had not yet perfectly aligned – that women are already

castrated, and that women are ethically inferior to men.  We have seen in our account

of the Oedipus complex how he eventually resolved these matters: he decided that the

castration complex conjures into existence a third agency in the mind, which is the seat

of conscience – in males.  Since women are spared the threat of castration, they are

spared the inconvenience of a conscience as well.

By 1923, Freud had elaborated his tripartite structure of the mind.  His own

terms were, pithily and provocatively, everyday German words – das Es, das Ich, and

das Über-Ich – which ought to be translated into English as "the It," "the I," and "the

above-I."  (These homely neologisms did not suit the pretensions of Freud's translators,

who got out their Latin dictionaries in order to jargonize the vocabulary: id, ego,

superego.)

That the terms remain current in ordinary conversation today testifies to their

usefulness.  But once again, we see that what Freud actually meant by these agencies
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is very different from what most people today assume he meant.

If we deny the reality and the specificity of the contents that Freud assigned to

the id, ego, and superego, and treat these terms as mere metaphors, then Freud did

nothing more than re-label tendencies that have been noticed since the dawn of

noticing.  Are we to imagine that, until Freud spoke out, no one wrote about wanting,

scheming, and the burden of conscience?  If understood too broadly, the terms id, ego,

and superego do nothing more than rename desire, intelligence, and morality.

To recover the authentic heart of Freud's darkness, we have to put some juice

back into the concepts of the id and the ego.  A quick way to do this is to restore

Freud's earlier terms, the pleasure principle and the reality principle.  The supreme

pleasure, says Freud in Civilization and Its Discontents, is "the sating of crude and

primary instinctual impulses" in ways that "convulse our physical being."  (He's talking

about sex again.)  The reality principle is our realization that our neighbors may object

to our pleasures – let us therefore proceed by stealth and stratagem rather than brute

force.  Finally, conscience is merely our internalization of society's curbs upon our

appetites.

In Freud's psychology, neither id nor ego is capable of an ethical impulse, and

the superego is hardly any better: the id is identified with the drives, the ego with how

to satisfy them; and the superego embodies nothing more than society's disapproval of

our drives.

If you think Freud got the general topography of the mind right, and got the

details wrong, you rob him of his claim to originality.  What Philip Rieff, Paul Robinson,
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Harold Bloom, and Mark Edmundson are still celebrating a half-century later is Freud's

discovery of "psychological man," or "the divided self," or "the civil war in the psyche." 

But plenty of thinkers before Freud knew that our rational selves mediate between our

desires on the one hand and our conscience on the other.  Freud's audacity lay in his

imputation of utter darkness to our desires and complete externality to our conscience. 

Freud says that every part of the id is amoral or destructive, and that no part of the

authentic ego wants anything other than what the id wants; but superimposed above

the ego is the fear of the father's threat of castration, transmogrified into a reflexive

cringing at the sound of society's pronouncements.  The best job psychological man

can make of it is to continue to repress the pleasure principle, which tells him to drive

an ice pick into the head of his next-door neighbor and rape the dead man's ten-year-

old daughter, by strengthening the reality principle, which reminds him of the existence

of the police and the prison, urges him to settle for less than his heart's desire in terms

of murder, mayhem, and sex, and suggests that he re-channel his energies into money-

making (a sublimation of anal eroticism) and gourmet-cooking (a substitute oral

gratification).  Eventually, psychological man may even come to feel a certain

narcissistic vanity for having placed his drives at the service of Culture.

Freud's great contribution to the history of psychology, then, is his proposal that

the rational agency can never unite the divided self that is torn between monstrous

unconscious lust and terrifying conscious taboo.  At best, it can sing the pleasure

principle to sleep with the lullaby that repression builds civilization and sublimation

gains applause.
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Nor can we comfort ourselves that these terms must be metaphors rather than

actual areas of the brain, because Freud's entire theory of repression – indeed his

entire psychology – is physical in nature: never forget that repressed fantasies and

wishes reemerge as physical symptoms in hysteria.  After 1895, Freud gave up

theorizing about the "neurones" that did all the work, and thereafter spoke vaguely

about libido.  But he pictured libido as an actual substance, or at least an actual force;

if dammed up by repression, it squirts out as illness.  Id, ego, and superego have

physical reality for Freud.

And there is the problem in a nutshell.  When all is said and done, we have

nothing more than magical thinking – animism wearing a coat-and-tie.  The savage

stares at a tree, a rock, a cloud; he names the deity in it and the deity becomes a

reality.  Freud names the tiny, yet palpable, deities that inhabit our unconscious wishes,

our conscious thoughts, and our social rules and regulations.  These become agencies,

entities, places of the heart.  Since the crucial thing to bear in mind is that, whatever

Freud thought, these places really are metaphorical rather than biological, it does not

matter that he used homely German words and that his translators used pretentious

Latin words.  Bruno Bettelheim is much concerned that the reality and pungency of

Freud's designations are lost in translation.  I can only say, I hope so – I hope

everything about them is lost except the reader's sense that they have no concrete

reality at all.

Old age
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In his 70th year, Freud unleashed his last major theoretical broadside, Inhibitions,

Symptoms and Anxiety.  It is a clotted book, replacing his old theory of anxiety with a

new one, while simultaneously slaying the dragon of Otto Rank's defection.  Hereafter,

the Master refrained from tampering with his own edifice.

But he remained prolific.  He sharpened his ideas about feminine inferiority, and

gave them a more combative twist.  He wrote accessible works for the general public,

including The Future of an Illusion and Civilization and Its Discontents.  And he ranged

far out of his field to write a book speculating that Moses had been an Egyptian and the

Jews had murdered him.

We have seen that Freud's concept of the death drive does not do much to

explain the wealth of data that we have collected about human violence.  When we

consider Moses and Monotheism as the fruit of Freud's old age, we should also be able

to see more clearly the inadequacy of his narrowly conceived life drive to explain the

multifarious symbol-laden activities of human beings.  Who can believe that the 80-

year-old Freud, avid to publish his most iconoclastic book in English, is sublimating a

libidinous impulse?  But that he is still manically interpreting the great riddle of the

world – turning it into a question so he will have something to answer – is surely

beyond dispute.

In the meantime, he scoffed at various overtures from America, accompanied by

offers of large sums of money, urging him to put psychoanalysis at the service of

popular culture.  He could have made a pretty penny psychoanalyzing the famous "thrill

killers" Leopold and Loeb for the Chicago newspapers.  But he remained true to himself
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and his image of himself.  He had never coveted any kind of vulgar celebrity-status. 

More than personal wealth or headlines, he had coveted lasting renown, historical

importance, a place among the intellectual geniuses.

In the aftermath of the German takeover of Austria, not even his worldwide

reputation could protect him from the Nazis, and after a protracted period of dithering –

no doubt he hated to seek a haven in the nation that he had considered an enemy

during World War I – Freud was forced to emigrate to England.

Coda

I wish to point out once again that it is the intricacy and deviousness of the conscious

mind that is as yet the undiscovered continent of psychology – although a few intrepid

explorers have sighted land.  Nothing so rewards study as Freud's calculated invention

of the self that he showed to the rest of the world, and especially to himself.

And nothing is more discouraging, to those of us who hold out hope that a

commonwealth of the intellect exists somewhere near the academy, than to see how

easily the most dispassionate, supposedly hard-boiled scholars can be roped in by

their idol's theatricals.

Peter Gay's hero-worship takes him up to Freud's very deathbed.  The 83-year-

old battler endured his cancer with determined stoicism until he was completely

bedridden; but finally he said to his personal physician, Max Schur, "Now it is nothing

but torture and makes no sense."  Then, according to Gay's plausible reconstruction,
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Freud gave orders that a fatal dose of morphine be administered.

Schur was on the point of tears as he witnessed Freud facing death with
dignity and without self-pity.  He had never seen anyone die like that.

Schur must not have seen very many people die, because in truth people have died

like that, time out of mind, without the anodynes of pain-killing medicines and the

ultimate comfort of euthanasia.

Schur said that Freud viewed his approaching demise with "deep, tragically

knowing eyes"; Gay finds Freud's self-willed death magnificent.  I do not want any

misunderstanding of my own sympathies: I applaud anyone who affirms my right to a

comfortable death, when meaningful life is played out, in a setting of dignity and

compassion – a right we readily grant to our household pets.  But I find nothing worthy

of the word "tragic" in a death by natural causes after 83 years of fame and fortune; and

Freud was fortunate to the last in having the attentions of a physician who allowed him

to make a quick end to the terrible business of his expiration.

No doubt, Freud grimly mastered his emotions on his deathbed; and since we

know how abjectly he feared death, his performance did require a degree of self-

control.  But, as usual, the ever-credulous Gay takes the show of stoicism at face value,

whereas anyone with even an amateur's gift for "psyching" somebody out would have

predicted just such a final exit.  For 35 years, Freud had practiced psychoanalysis as a

life-style as well as a science and a therapy.  (This is one of the ways we recognize a

religious cult.)  We know from A. A. Brill's account of the typical psychoanalytic supper

that a novitiate's manhood was regularly tested, Freudian-style.  And Freud actually
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made something of a fetish of dying in the right way: of his disciple Victor Tausk, who

committed suicide, Freud said brutally that "he was useless to us"; on the other hand,

he noted with satisfaction that Anton von Freund's deathbed decorum did not "disgrace

analysis" because "he bore his hopelessness with heroic clarity."

That was his model, then; and he had the discipline to follow it.  A man like

Freud is going to die well if it kills him.  His own exit was the last in his long series of

masterful self-presentations.



A jaundiced portrait of Freud

It is usually unfair to debunk an important historical figure by means of the "feet of clay"

school of criticism.  A hero's essential greatness cannot be legitimately taken from him

by an account of his foibles, misjudgments, and blind spots.  But Freud bids fair to

qualify as an exception to this general rule.  First, we are not talking about, let us say, a

chemist or a military commander, whose sexual misdemeanors or personal prejudices

bear no relation to his area of expertise – we are talking about a psychologist, whose

limitations of mind will naturally hamper his ability to understand other minds.  Second,

Freud arrived at a number of his working premises through pure introspection: with his

fallible mind, he looked into his fallible mind.  Therefore his personal blind spots were

replicated in his vision of the world, and his failings impinge directly upon the very

matters wherein we have granted him authority.

What follows is a brief menu of Freud's over-reachings and idiosyncrasies.

Self-analysis

I have already pointed out that Freud's followers regard his self-analysis as nothing

less than a miracle.  Against Freud himself it can only be said that he seemed unaware

of how his self-analysis, sitting at the center of his entire system, is a monstrous
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contradiction of his most radical proposition.  After all, he claimed that he had brought

us the bad news that man is not even master in his own house, because the contents of

the unconscious are inaccessible to the conscious mind.  Only with the help of a

trained analyst can the unconscious be made conscious.  How, then, could he access

the contents of his own unconscious without the mediation of a psychoanalytic priest?

Obviously he, as psychoanalytic pope, granted himself a dispensation.  But even

more incredibly, he imagined himself able to examine the contents of his own

unconscious objectively, and to judge his own case fairly.

Analysis of a family member

Nor did Freud shrink from analyzing his youngest daughter, Anna, which is also

contrary to all contemporary canons of psychoanalytic orthodoxy.  He was himself the

subject of her Oedipus complex: in a standard analysis, she would be transferring her

love for him onto him.  Furthermore, this daughter's heart belonged to daddy, and he

knew it.  He knew her father-fixation was hardly in her own best interest; and he should

have known that his own selfish motives made it impossible for him to be disinterested

in her fate.  Still he pronounced himself competent to analyze her.

It is fair to say that, on his own terms, he failed her, both as a father and as a

psychoanalyst.  In keeping with his bourgeois ideas, marriage was the only proper

destiny for her: in his letters to others about her, he says so explicitly.  But she

remained single, and to all appearances erotically oriented only toward women, all her
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life.  His objective as her analyst had to be the resolution of her Oedipal love for him so

that she could marry and bear children; but the master of the Oedipus complex could

not guide his patient through it.

Analysis in absentia

In the beginning, Freud warned against the temptation to psychoanalyze from afar.  He

grasped both the clinical and the ethical ramifications: he knew that the psychoanalyst

would be missing too much information; and he knew that the endeavor was simply

unfair.  His slippage began with his analysis of Leonardo da Vinci, who was at least

safely dead, and a man he revered; he continued down the slippery slope with his

analysis of Daniel Schreber, who was still alive, but toward whom he was at least

scientifically dispassionate; he hit bottom with his analysis of Woodrow Wilson, a man

he heartily despised.

Perhaps this is the place to point out that Freud, building an entire book upon a

single sentence in Leonardo's diary, spends several pages on a suggestive presence

of a vulture in the childhood dream that Leonardo recounts.  To the chagrin of Freud

idolaters everywhere, it has come to pass that the Master was taken in by a bad

German translation: Leonardo's bird was, in actuality, a common kite.

Does this make a monkey of Freud?  Peter Gay acknowledges that the

inaccuracy "seduced Freud to undertake lengthy learned excursions into Egyptian

hieroglyphics and Christian mysticism, both of which turn out to be wholly indefensible



A jaundiced portrait of Freud - 239

and quite irrelevant."  Gay removes the offending passages from his anthology The

Freud Reader – no need for us to see them – but prints the rest of the essay, and

pronounces it unimpaired.  "It stands – or falls – on its own account."

Freud analyzed Daniel Schreber, a patient in a mental hospital who had

published a book of his psychotic visions, without ever meeting him or learning

anything about his family.  We now know that Schreber's father was a monster.  But

Freud pronounced Schreber's paranoia to be owing to his repressed homosexual love

for his father.  After all, Freud knew of the father by reputation – he was a highly

respected public figure – and pronounced him to be a most suitable object for filial

veneration.

Does Freud's analysis hold up in the face of the recent revelations about

Schreber's father?  Peter Gay tells us that "Freud's essential diagnosis remains beyond

dispute."

The reader who wishes to gain further insight into the German patriarchal family

of the 19th century, and especially into the Schreber case, is encouraged to read

Morton Schatzman's Soul Murder: Persecution in the Family.  The title tells you most of

what you need to know.

Finally, in the case of Freud's attempt to psychoanalyze Woodrow Wilson, even

Gay is reduced to calling the result a "debacle."

Wild analysis
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Freud coined the term "wild analysis" to describe the irresponsible use of

psychoanalytical concepts by psychiatrists who had never been trained by him or his

disciples.  But Freud himself violated the rules he laid down for others.  And even

before psychoanalytical practice had been codified, common sense should have

indicated the impropriety of certain arrangements.

We have time for only one egregious case.  Ruth Mack Brunswick, an American

who became one of Freud's special favorites, was in analysis with him off and on from

1922 to 1938.  (She thus deserves a mention as one of the first patients to become

addicted to the drug of analysis.)  Steven Marcus, a scholar and literary critic who is

always ready to give Freud a universal passport stamped "genius," notes the

irregularity of his icon's behavior toward Brunswick in this passing comment:

Acting with characteristic originality, Freud had at one time Brunswick, her
prospective husband and the husband's brother simultaneously in
analysis with him.

Marcus is the master of the soothing euphemism.  Another writer might have said,

"Acting with characteristic indiscretion," or "Acting with extraordinary recklessness," or

"Acting in violation of every conceivable ethical standard."  But Marcus believes that all

things are permitted to a genius.  Or almost all things.  When Paul Roazen, in the early

1970s, put together a history of the early psychoanalytical movement titled Freud and

His Followers, and brought a number of unsavory facts to light, some of them crossed

Marcus's very high threshold for questioning Freud's infallibility.  Brunswick, having

"trained" under Freud, became a psychoanalyst herself.  She also became addicted to
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real drugs – the pharmaceutical kind.  Reviewing Roazen's book and mounting a

vigorous defense of Freud, Marcus nonetheless found himself unable to exculpate this

particular departure from the medical code:

The scandal is that despite her addiction Freud continued to send her
patients, and so did other analysts afterwards.

In fact, Marcus's own outrage surpasses Roazen's:

I happen to know someone who was a patient of Brunswick's beginning in
1940.  This former patient, who was then a young woman of 35, reports
that Brunswick's behavior was frequently and notably aberrant.  Often she
would nod off in the middle of a session; on a number of occasions she
conducted lengthy telephone conversations during the hour, sometimes
ordering things for her household from department stores.  The patient,
who naturally had no way of knowing that the analyst seated behind the
couch was a drug addict, would now and then summon up the courage
hesitantly to ask Brunswick why she was behaving in these ways.  The
usual answer was the patented foolproof analytic trap.  The question was
turned back upon the patient, who was asked to explain why she was so
anxious.

Marcus is perhaps off the mark to attribute all of Brunswick's malpractice to the

inebriation of drugs, inasmuch as her protocols are not unknown to sober

psychoanalysts.  I have heard credible stories of Freudian therapists who answered

phone calls and ate their lunches during analytic sessions; and Marcus's own wording

that the stratagem of turning all questions back on the client is a "patented" trick

amounts to a tacit admission that reputable psychoanalysts resort to it all the time.

Those of us watching from a greater distance might have questions that never

occur to Marcus.  Should Freud ever have certified Brunswick to practice analysis in
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the first place?  Had she not already indicated, by her abject dependence on Freud for

16 years, that she was hampered by what we now call an "addictive personality"? 

Setting aside her drug use, would a client have been wise to place any reliance in the

analytical technique of a practitioner who had never concluded her own analysis?  And

what kind of therapy boasts an authoritarian structure so potent that a client would put

up with such treatment for years on end?

In 1924, Karl Kraus viewed wild analysis with a mock-tolerant eye.  He admitted

that the charlatans were ubiquitous, but questioned whether anyone was qualified to

distinguish them from the certified experts.  Calling psychoanalysis "a sorcery that has

no master and must keep engendering only apprentices," he found little difference

between the tame and wild versions, except for one point in favor of the latter: "Fake

psychoanalyses have the merit of teaching people to beware of real treatments as

well."

Master of many callings

Freud, who imagined that he had solved the riddle of Daniel Schreber's paranoia from

afar, himself evinced a good deal of paranoia up close, believing that the analytic sons

were looking out for the main chance to depose their "father."  Always on the watch for

signs of disaffection, he repeatedly tested the loyalty of his acolytes by personalizing

every dispute within psychoanalytical circles.  He also exhibited the flip side of the coin

of paranoia, by showing a marked grandiosity in intellectual matters.  We might forgive
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his arrogance in his own field, but what are we to make of his extraordinary confidence

about matters in which he had no academic training?

As a minor example of his desire to astound, and of his amateur fool's tendency

to rush in where professional angels fear to tread, we may cite his support for the

theory that the Earl of Oxford wrote the plays of Shakespeare.  But a more sensational

example of his bold iconoclasm can be found in his argument that Moses was an

Egyptian who forced monotheism upon the unruly Jews.  This contention was attacked

throughout the scholarly world; Freud was left standing absolutely alone.  Did he

abandon his thesis?  No, he still thought it was correct in its essentials.  After several

years of defying the onslaught of criticism – not with any facts but with obstinate

conviction – he republished his thesis in English.

A few of Freud's personal peccadilloes

We come now to examine some of Freud's merely human foibles, and here, our duty

becomes a pleasure.  We need not reprehend ourselves overmuch for attacking a man

who was himself so uncharitable toward his opponents.

We have already noted that he believed in the inheritability of acquired

characteristics, or what he called "phylogenetic memory traces" – i.e., he believed that I

contain, in the DNA of my genes, my grandfather's memories, and the memories of my

Cro-Magnon ancestors.  This has been dealt with elsewhere, because it is not, as

Freudians would have us believe, merely a curious lapse in a man otherwise rigorously
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scientific in his outlook: it is rather one of the foundation stones of that man's

supposedly scientific theory.  Indeed, the theory stands or falls in large part according

to whether such memories can be proven to exist.

The same partisans of Freud who have admonished us not to notice this

inconvenient fact have also urged us to ignore a number of other presumably harmless

little superstitions.  For instance, Freud continued to flirt with Wilhelm Fliess's biological

periodizations long after their friendship ended; he took very seriously the possibility of

telepathy; he once participated in a séance.  More seriously, he indulged in numerology

throughout his life, attributing special significance to random numbers that appeared in

his dreams and daily life.  Peter Gay, as always, is faithful to the fact while minimizing

it:

 Freud, the great rationalist, was not wholly free from superstition,
especially number superstition. . . . For years, he harbored the haunting
belief that he was destined to die at the age of fifty-one, and later, at sixty-
one or sixty-two. . . . Even the telephone number he was assigned in 1899
– 14362 – became confirmation: he had published The Interpretation of
Dreams at forty-three, and the last two digits, he was convinced, were an
ominous monition that sixty-two was indeed to be his life's span.

Gay is unduly reassured by Freud's willingness to subject such superstitions to

analysis.  But a disturbing question is raised as to whether an individual so afflicted can

turn his rationality on and off at will.  The Nobel Prize-winning mathematician John

Forbes Nash, Jr., who was sidelined professionally for 30 years by paranoid

schizophrenia, showed a marked propensity throughout his illness to indulge in

numerological flights of fancy that were similar to Freud's.  Unlike Freud, he also went
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on to experience grandiose hallucinations – but one of his offhand remarks makes

suggestive reading.  During a remission, he was asked by a colleague how "a man

devoted to reason and logical proof could believe that extraterrestrials were recruiting

him to save the world":

"Because," Nash said slowly in his soft, reasonable southern drawl, as if
talking to himself, "the ideas I had about supernatural beings came to me
the same way that my mathematical ideas did.  So I took them seriously." 
[Sylvia Nasar, A Beautiful Mind]

However candid Freud might have been about his susceptibility to numerology, Gay

ought to be more concerned about where Freud's other ideas came from.  We can

allow that a man of science might have a superstitious quirk or two left over from

childhood – he might prefer not to cross the path of a black cat, for instance, laughing

at himself all the while.  But numerology is something more than that: it is the habit of a

mind that compulsively strives to ferret out the secret constitution of things, the figure in

the carpet of the universe that no one else sees.  The accumulation of examples from

Freud's mental life suggests a frame of mind that can only be called "religious."  To this

subject we will have to return at greater length.

Meanwhile, let us further consider his basic temperament.  We find that he

resented his old mentor, Josef Breuer, sometimes on the grounds that Breuer was too

solicitous and eager to help him, and sometimes for the opposite reason, when he

imagined that Breuer was blocking his success.  By and large, the record of his

friendships is a record of failure, partly because he was prickly, paranoid, and

narcissistic, and partly because – this is typical of narcissists – he made some
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disastrous mistakes in judgment.  (Again, Freud's partisans point to his lifelong

friendships with Karl Abraham and Jones, neglecting to add that these men were

starstruck disciples totally under the spell of psychoanalysis and under the thumb of

Freud.  Where they disagreed with Freud, it was often to urge him to be more like

himself and to rally him against various defectors from the cause.  On the rare

occasions that they truly opposed him, they kept silent in his presence.)

We know that he was jealous of recognition in many little things as well as in the

big discoveries of psychoanalysis: he once asserted his priority in identifying the

problem of "birth trauma" (a priority he would have done well to disdain); yet he

accused Adler of "an irrepressible mania on the question of priority."  More

disconcertingly, in the aftermath of the untimely death of his daughter Sophie, he not

only wrote privately to Wittels that his theory of the death drive had been formulated

before this event, he also wrote to Max Eitingon to assure himself that this information

would be available publicly from a reliable source:

The Beyond is finally finished.  You will be able to certify that it was half
finished when Sophie was alive and flourishing.

So great was his vanity that he wanted the world to be told that Beyond the Pleasure

Principle owed nothing to merely personal losses and was a feat of pure disinterested

cerebration.

In spite of his outward display of self-control, he was, in the words of Theodore

Reik, "a good hater."  He wrote to one correspondent that anyone who admired Otto

Rank was not entitled to call himself a psychoanalyst; he expressed unconcealed
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pleasure upon hearing of the death of Adler.

We see, no doubt with some surprise, that the prospect of the Great War

brought out the bourgeois chauvinist in Freud.  On July 26, 1914, he wrote to Abraham:

For the first time in thirty years I feel myself to be an Austrian and feel like
giving this not very hopeful Empire another chance.  Morale everywhere
is excellent.  Also the liberating effect of courageous action and the
secure prop of Germany contribute a great deal to this.  The most
genuine symptomatic actions are to be seen in everyone.

Keeping this in mind, we can partly understand his animus toward Woodrow Wilson.

Finally we come to his comfortable bourgeois marriage.  We have his ardent

love letters testifying to the strength and persistence of his devotion throughout the

long engagement.  We need to juxtapose these protestations of love against his refusal

to allow Martha, on the first Friday night of their marriage, to light the Sabbath candles

– an incident that Martha remembered ever afterwards as a particularly painful

experience.

The marriages of Marx and Freud make an interesting contrast.  Marx, although

poor, won the heart of the daughter of the town's leading citizen.  Jenny was, moreover,

a woman of real intellectual gifts.  Freud chose a woman destined to play no part

whatsoever in his intellectual life.  While Freud's love letters do give us the image of

Martha as the "adored sweetheart" of youth, Theodore Reik gives us the picture of what

Freud meant by the "beloved wife" of maturity:

She was a wonderful housewife, doing all her own shopping, rather than
trusting it to a maid.  She was also a wonderful wife.  I remember once
when we went out together, Freud and I, it was raining and she ran down
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the stairs saying, "Your galoshes."

We could hardly ask for a more entertaining instance of the "naive narrator."  In his own

mind, Reik is paying a sterling compliment.  Meanwhile, his offhand remark reveals not

less than everything about Freud's erotic life and about the cultural assumptions

underlying Freudian ideas regarding normative gender roles.  (A word to the wise

woman: the goal of psychoanalysis is to make of every female patient a Martha Freud.)

It is instructive to compare Freud and Marx in other respects as well – these two

Jewish atheists who, with Darwin and Einstein, were the greatest intellectual influences

on the 20th century.  Marx in reality was everything Freud aspired to be – intellectually

brilliant and morally courageous.  Like Freud, he was a difficult person, even repellent,

but he wanted something more than merely his own fame: even his casual writings burn

with indignation on behalf of that overwhelming majority of humanity which is politically

exploited and economically enslaved; such sentiments hardly even crossed Freud's

mind.

Ad hominem

When Lucy Freeman wrote Freud Rediscovered in 1980, she sought out Reik for his

further reminiscences about Freud.  It is fair to begin with this testimony to Freud's

generosity – at least toward those who were loyal to him:

For two years then, he gave me – I was very poor – from his private
pocket a certain amount monthly to study psychoanalysis.
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Reik went on to tell these mind-staggering anecdotes about his relationship with Freud:

There were two times Freud tested me.  Once when I was invited for
dinner. . . . There was salami, butter, bread, prunes and cheese which
was strong-smelling.  Anna did not eat it.  Freud looked at me.  I ate the
cheese.  I understood his glance.  If I refused, it meant too strong reaction
to the anal.

The other time is the following.  On his watch-chain there hung a
little machine to cut off the tip of the cigar.  Once he offered me a cigar,
cut the tip, handed the cigar to me and looked at me.  I knew he was
watching to see my reaction to this symbolic castration.  I kept a calm
expression.

It is possible that Reik read too much into Freud's glances.  However that may be, it is

instructive that Reik could even imagine such things.  Such was the air people breathed

in psychoanalytical Cloud-cuckoo-land.

Let us close with a reminiscence of Freud's personal physician, Dr. Vladimir

Gurevich:

At one of his summer houses there was a piano in the room and Freud
asked that it be removed.  He couldn't stand the sight of the piano.  I think
music to him may have been too irrational.

The biographical record is clear about Freud's tone-deafness.  Since Freud dismissed

Shakespeare as incapable of having written the plays that bear his name, may I in

fairness quote Shakespeare against Freud?

The man that hath no music in himself,
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds,
Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils;
The motions of his spirit are dull as night,
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And his affections dark as Erebus.
Let no such man be trusted.



Freud's friendship with Wilhelm Fliess

When we turn to the subject of Wilhelm Fliess, we wade into deep waters.  This is not a

happy topic for Freud's idolaters.  Peter Gay tries to cut his losses by sucking in his

belly and owning up to the blindness of Freud's infatuation.  He puts the Master on the

couch, identifies his idealization as a transference neurosis, attributes it to emotional

neediness, and moves on with a sigh of relief.  Not so fast, Professor.  Fliess gets a

single line in the Encyclopædia Britannica today, because he knew Freud.  There is not

even room in the article for a second sentence delineating Fliess's contributions to

science: namely, his theory that the nose governs sexuality, and much else (so that, for

instance, "excessive masturbation," as diagnosed by 19th century German doctors,

could be treated by means of nasal operations); that left-handedness is a symptom of

incipient homosexuality; and that humans are governed from birth until death by

inflexibly periodic ups and downs lasting exactly 23 and 28 days.  (Pseudoscience

never dies: "biorhythms" resurfaced in the 1970s and enjoyed a considerable vogue

before sinking out of sight once again.)

Freud believed all these things so readily that he supplied Fliess with data from

his own family for a good ten years, and put his nose into Fliess's surgical hands.

From the case history on Dora:
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The circumstantial evidence of her having masturbated in childhood
seems to me complete and without a flaw. . . . It is well known that gastric
pains come especially often in those who masturbate.  According to a
personal communication made to me by Wilhelm Fliess, it is precisely
gastralgias of this character which can be interrupted by an application of
cocaine to the "gastric spot" discovered by him in the nose, and which
can be cured by the cauterization of the same spot.

What I want to ask is this: Where did Fliess come up with this stuff?  Since there isn't a

shred of empirical evidence for any of it, an answer ineluctably suggests itself: He got it

out of his own head.  And Freud fell for it.  In his letter to Fliess of July 20, 1897, he is

awestruck: "So you did achieve your goal of applying mathematics and astronomy to

biology!"  Sure he did.  The opening sentence of Freud's letter of December 3, 1897,

gives us the measure of both men: "Only someone who knows he is in possession of

the truth writes as you do."

Gay tries to minimize the damage here.  Falling back upon the superficial idea

that emotion clouds the intellect, he readily, almost joyfully, admits to Freud's

infatuation with Fliess, in order to mount a defense of diminished capacity.  He asserts

that Freud, under the spell of Fliess, was beguiled by Fliess's theories and unable to

think critically about them; and as a bonus, he cites the friendship as a piece of added

evidence against the seduction theory, claiming that Fliess was an unhealthy influence

upon its formation.  Gay implies that Freud needed only to come to his senses about

Fliess; then he was free to develop his theories in the right direction.  But are we also

to throw out the theory of repression, the method of dream interpretation, and the

technique of free association?  These were also products of the years when the

friendship was at its strongest.
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If it were only as simple as Gay thinks it is – that Freud loved Fliess, and love is

blind – we could bestow a patronizing smile on Freud and move on, as Gay would like

us to do.  But it is one thing to say that Freud was blinded by Fliess's charisma.  It is

another to have to admit that Freud was unable to think clearly, about Fliess's ideas or

his own, for a period of ten years.

What do the letters to Fliess reveal about Freud's idea of where ideas come

from?  I submit that Freud got the Oedipus complex from the same place that Fliess got

the nasal reflex.  Fliess and Freud were two peas out of the same pod.  Freud was

blind to Fliess's life-long, and severe, embodiment of Bacon's idols of the mind, not

because he was blinded by love, but because he embodied those idols himself.  He

produced his own ideas in the same way, with the same contempt for scientific rigor. 

The two men thrived in each other's company, because each wove endlessly

fascinating fabrics of pure speculation, and the other's standards of proof were so low

that a captivated audience was guaranteed.  "The nose governs sexuality."  "Sounds

right to me."

If I set aside Freud's infatuation with Fliess's ideas, and his susceptibility to the flattery

of Fliess's receptivity to his ideas, and concentrate solely on the emotional tenor of the

relationship, it hardly does Freud more credit.  Here is an excerpt from a letter written

on New Year's Day, 1896, congratulating Fliess upon the birth of a son: 

Your kind should not die out, my dear friend; the rest of us need people
like you too much.  How much I owe you: solace, understanding,
stimulation in my loneliness, meaning to my life that I gained through you,
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and finally even health that no one else could have given back to me.  It is
primarily through your example that intellectually I gained the strength to
trust my judgment, even when I am left alone – though not by you – and,
like you, to face with lofty humility all the difficulties that the future may
bring.  For all that, accept my humble thanks!  I know that you do not
need me as much as I need you, but I also know that I have a secure
place in your affection.

Although Fliess was two years younger than Freud, one would assume from the tone of

Freud's letters that Fliess was at least ten years older.  Freud is the pursuer; Fliess is

the distancer.  Freud's letters complain of Fliess's silence so often that we can only

infer that Fliess was sometimes embarrassed by his friend's idolatry.  Apparently it was

Fliess who wearied of the relationship and tried to let Freud down gently after the turn

of the century.  Whatever the cause of the final estrangement, this much is borne out

by the biographical record: that whereas Fliess dissented from Freud's pseudoscience

in The Interpretation of Dreams – and by giving voice to his reservations hastened the

end of the friendship – Freud continued to believe in much of Fliess's pseudoscience

for many more years.  (The final unpleasantness between the two men, over whether

Freud indiscreetly gave away Fliess's theory of bisexuality to a colleague, was just a

sour postscript to a relationship that had already expired.)

In 1911, one of Freud's most fervent disciples, Karl Abraham, received an invitation

from Fliess in Berlin and dutifully asked Freud's blessing on the visit.  (For some

reason, Gay takes this behavior as proof that Abraham had a streak of independence. 

It seems to me that Abraham's inquiry to Freud ahead of time is what most of us would

take to be a textbook case of cringing servility.)  Freud wrote back – Gay is translating
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a letter from the Abraham collection in the Library of Congress – that Fliess was

"fundamentally a hard, wicked human being."  And this: "I particularly warn you against

the wife, clever-stupid, malicious, positive hysteric; in short: perversion not neurosis."

We need not take the diagnosis of hysteria too seriously: Freud sniffed out

hysterics the way Senator Joe McCarthy sniffed out Communists in the State

Department.  But here is Freud writing to Fliess early in 1897: "Your wife has risen

once again like a meteor in our midst and as usual has outshone everybody and

everything, so that next to her the others gave the impression of those eyeless fish that

live in the depths of the sea.  Unfortunately I saw very little of her . . . ."  And later the

same year: "Last night your dear wife, radiant as always, visited us, bringing the short-

lived illusion of all of us being happily together and taking it away again with her

departure."

We can rationalize this (or anything else) if we are so determined; but wouldn't it

be simpler to acknowledge that either Freud's earlier version of the wife was double-

dyed hypocrisy or the later version is neurotically hostile?  Noting the way that Freud

took every defection personally, and, on the occasion of Abraham's letter, gave vent to

paranoid concern that Fliess would try to lure Abraham away from him, I incline to the

latter interpretation.  Fliess had rejected Freud's new theory, thus inflicting what

clinicians call a "narcissistic wound" on Freud.  To a narcissist, disagreement is

betrayal; betrayal can only be motivated by malice; and those who continue to side with

the betrayer are guilty by association.

I have a lot of sympathy for Wilhelm Fliess.  Subsequent to the end of their
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relationship, Fliess had the exquisite torture of seeing the man he had mentored rise to

become one of the foremost personages in the world of ideas, while he himself sank

into oblivion.  Yet the ideas that made Freud's reputation were no more substantiated

than Fliess's – they just caught on.



Freud, Fliess, Eckstein, Masson, Balmary, Krüll

The discreditable episode involving Freud, Fliess, and Emma Eckstein is treated with

admirable detachment by both Peter Gay and Janet Malcolm, and the whole tale

emerges unvarnished in Freud's letters to Fliess.  (But the reader must consult the

complete edition translated and edited by Jeffrey Masson.  The earlier edition,

published in 1954 as The Origins of Psychoanalysis, is a partial selection guided by the

heavy editorial hand of Anna Freud.)

I have tried to avoid retelling famous incidents from the Freud biography, but I

am aware that some of my readers will never go to the source material.  This saga is so

relevant to the concerns of my study that I cannot afford to omit it altogether.

Emma Eckstein was an attractive young woman who came to Freud seeking

relief from hysterical symptoms.  Freud was, at this time in his life, completely under the

spell of Fliess, and routinely referred his patients to his colleague in Berlin for a second

opinion.  Fliess would decide whether surgery on the turbinate bone of the nose was

indicated.  Eckstein was pronounced a suitable candidate for the surgery, and Fliess

came to Vienna in the winter of 1895 and performed the operation.

On March 4, Freud reported to Fliess that Eckstein was making a poor recovery. 

The medical details are not for the squeamish.  I will quote only this detail from the

letter: "The day before yesterday (Saturday) she had a massive hemorrhage."
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On March 8, Freud wrote a letter that is historically important and also a

fascinating psychological study.  He was faced with the delicate task of breaking a

piece of horrifying news that he knew would mortify his dear friend and colleague.  The

pain it cost Freud to write the letter is evident in its style.  I will pick up his account at

the point where another specialist, Rosanes, has been called in:

There still was moderate bleeding from the nose and mouth; the fetid odor
was very bad.  Rosanes cleaned the area surrounding the opening,
removed some sticky blood clots, and suddenly pulled at something like a
thread, kept on pulling.  Before either of us had time to think, at least half
a meter of gauze had been removed from the cavity.

Fliess had accidentally left the iodoform packing in Eckstein's nose.  Upon its removal,

she nearly bled to death before Freud's eyes; but by the time he wrote the letter he was

able to assure Fliess that she was out of danger.  He was also eager to reassure Fliess

on another point:

You did it as well as one can do it.  The tearing off of the iodoform gauze
remains one of those accidents that happen to the most fortunate and
circumspect of surgeons. . . . Of course, no one is blaming you, nor would
I know why they should.

After this wrenching climax, Eckstein continued to have a difficult recovery, with more

episodes of bleeding, so that her condition remained an unpleasant but unavoidable

subject between the two correspondents for some time afterwards.

The first writer to canvass these events was Max Schur, Freud's personal

physician in London, who gained access to the letters in the 1960s and wrote several

papers; Masson tracked down one of them, "The Guilt of the Survivor," in the Library of
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Congress.  Masson quotes from Schur's paper:

The previously unpublished correspondence of these months revealed
Freud's desperate attempts to deny any realization of the fact of this
nearly fatal error.

We come now to the postscript to this traumatic episode.  Freud's idealization of Fliess

could not withstand the sordid reality of these events.  But rather than moderate the

idealization, Freud refashioned the reality.  Over a year later, on April 26, 1896, he

wrote to Fliess:

First of all, Eckstein.  I shall be able to prove to you that you were right,
that her episodes of bleeding were hysterical, were occasioned by
longing, and probably occurred at the sexually relevant times (the woman,
out of resistance, has not yet supplied me with the dates).

The "longing" was for Freud to visit her.  The "sexually relevant times" presumably

have to do with Fliess's biorhythmic periodicities.  The iodoform packing has been

expunged from the narrative like a purged Bolshevik from a Soviet encyclopedia

photograph.

All writers on Freud with whom I am familiar face these facts with stoic

resignation.  They see, and know better than to try to exculpate, his infatuation, his

blindness, his bending of reality to accommodate his friend.  They differ from me only in

regarding his conduct in this matter as an aberration.  They believe that the sober man

of science grew so enamored of Fliess that he erred just this once.  And they treat the

friendship with Fliess as a mistake – although, inconveniently, the mistake renewed

itself on a daily basis for over 10 years.  They are by turns charitable toward Freud's
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emotional dependence and worldly about what they see as Freud's use of Fliess as a

"midwife" to psychoanalysis.

Indeed, they must view Freud's distortion of reality as a one-time-only descent

into the psychopathology of love, because the cornerstone of their reverence for Freud

is their conviction that he was fearless and objective: that he looked into the abyss of

the id and unflinchingly brought back the horrifying news; that he persevered with the

unpalatable facts about our infantile sexuality in the face of the world's opprobrium; that

he looked into the souls of his patients, and even into his own soul, and stripped away

the repressions and overcame the resistances in order to pitilessly expose the

meanness of our motives and the deviousness of our wish-fulfillment dreams.

I prefer to say: Ecce homo!  Behold the man who tries to prove that Emma's

nosebleed is hysterical in origin and produced by longing, the better to exculpate

Wilhelm Fliess; behold the same man trying to prove that the psychic bleeding of Dora

is also hysterical in origin and produced by longing, the better to exonerate the

Viennese patriarchy and justify his own newly minted theory.  It really is the same man. 

How can Freud's apologists shake their heads over his willful blindness to the facts in

the first case and praise his superhuman perspicacity in the second?

In saying so much, I am treading on Jeffrey Masson's toes.  In The Assault on Truth, he

sees a cause-effect relationship between Freud's reshuffling of the facts about Eckstein

and his later reshuffling of the facts about the etiology of hysteria: after all, the same

explanation – that hysterical symptoms like nosebleeds are produced by a woman's
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erotic longing rather than by her actual abuse by trusted men in positions of authority –

disposes of Eckstein's grievance against Fliess in 1896 and gets rid of the seduction

theory in 1898.  Then Masson adds the calumny that Freud publicly abandoned the

seduction theory, so unpopular with his colleagues, as a calculated career move, while

privately continuing to believe in it with half of his brain.  Oddly, however, Masson – in

this book, at least – never quite relinquishes his admiration of Freud, in spite of the

seriousness of the charge that he levels against him.

In any event, Masson's case against Freud exhibits a familiar logical fallacy.  He

attacks the genesis of the Oedipus complex.  He says it originated in an act of

cowardice – in Freud's attempt to protect Fliess and to curry favor with his conservative

colleagues.  The theory might truly have originated in this way, but it might also be

correct.  The partisans of Freud could grant Masson his premise – not that any do –

and still argue that the evidence amassed over the next four decades, by means of

painstaking, objective, and conscientious scientific research, proved over and over the

validity of the Oedipus complex.

The Emma Eckstein case distracts Masson: he treats it as his own "source of the

Nile."  But this fiasco can seduce us into believing that Freud was a good scientist who

made a single, albeit huge, blunder under the pressure of powerful personal feelings.  It

blinds us to the fact that Freud was a terrible scientist whatever the emotional weather:

in clear times and cloudy, early or late in life, he practiced "science as one would."  He

practiced it when he acquitted Fliess of causing Emma Eckstein's hemorrhage; he

practiced it when he acquitted his own father of sexual perversion (although he was
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accidentally right that time); he practiced it when he "remembered" his libido stirred up

toward matrem; he practiced it every day for 11 weeks when he forced the facts of

Dora's personal history into the procrustean bed of his new theory; he practiced it every

time he interpreted a dream or a joke or a slip of the tongue.  His career after the age of

40 was one hasty generalization after another.

Masson puts Freud on the couch and proves to his own satisfaction that the

abandonment of the seduction theory was motivated unconsciously by Freud's need to

complete Fliess's exoneration.  This is a favorite feint in psychobiography.  But Masson

ought to wonder why Peter Gay is so eager to sit at the same table with him on

precisely this point.

Indeed, Gay is eager to damn Freud for a panoply of love-besotted behaviors:

repressed homosexuality, severe transference, the whole megillah.  Why?  Because if

we accept Gay's explanation that Freud was overcome by his passion for Fliess – that

his personal emotions got the better of him just this once, and never again – then it will

be an easy matter to salvage everything in Freud except the Emma Eckstein case.

The letters do not support Masson's contention that Freud strenuously applied

himself to the exoneration of Fliess beyond April 1896 – the very month that he

appeared at the Viennese Society for Neurology and Psychiatry and read, with

complete conviction, his paper on the seduction theory.  Freud abandoned the

seduction theory 18 months later, under circumstances I have described as

psychologically coercive but unrelated to the friendship with Fliess.  The famous letter

announcing his reconsideration points to a different, and far more pressing, motive –
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that of acquitting his father from the charge of incest.  But neither do the letters offer

any consolation to Gay and company, who want to argue that Freud, having resolved

his own neurosis through self-analysis, resumed his dispassionate pursuit of the truth

without any further disturbance in the field.

Freud himself, in one of those statements of self-congratulation we have learned

to expect from him, summed up the Fliess business in a letter to Sándor Ferenczi:

A piece of homosexual charge has been withdrawn and utilized for the
enlargement of my own ego.  I have succeeded where the paranoiac fails.

(Boasting in Freud is just like boasting in other men, and pride goeth before a fall. 

Freud showed signs of paranoia throughout his life, and at the very moment of praising

himself to Ferenczi was in the throes of another "transference" with Jung.)

Gay thinks that Freud got Fliess out of his system the way a teenager gets over

his first love:

Freud did not simply discard Fliess because he no longer needed him. 
As the true contours of Fliess's mind, his underlying mysticism and his
obsessive commitment to numerology, dawned on Freud at last . . . the
friendship was doomed.

This time the letters contradict Gay.  Years after the friendship ended, Freud remained

enamored of Fliess's periodicities, respectfully footnoting his erstwhile friend as late as

1913.  Freud was himself committed to numerology.  And Freud's belief in phylogenetic

memory was just as mystical as Fliess's belief in biorhythms.  Freud and Fliess were

birds of a feather.
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Gay also suggests that Freud, in sloughing off Fliess, sloughed off the mistaken

seduction theory, which had been too much influenced by the reckless speculations of

the exponent of the nasal reflex.  Gay is whistling in the dark.  Freud was a few weeks

shy of his 40th birthday when he wrote Fliess the glad tidings about Emma Eckstein's

hysterical bleeding; he was 45 years old when Fliess jilted him.  This is rather late in

life to find one's intellectual independence.  Nor should we date the Oedipus complex

according to the year of its publication.  The theory was in all essentials complete

before the turn of the century, and Freud was just as much under Fliess's spell

throughout 1898 and 1899, when he switched theories as a result of his self-analysis

and wrote The Interpretation of Dreams as he was in the early 1890s when he worked

on "The Etiology of Hysteria."  Indeed, everything we know about the origin of the

theory of the Oedipus complex has been gleaned from his long, confiding letters to

Fliess – and these letters continued even after Dora's psychoanalysis.

Gay wants to say that Freud's new theory soared beyond the limitations of

Fliess's mind.  But as we have seen, Fliess's mind was alarmingly capacious: he was

hardly the man to quail before a theory on grounds of weirdness or scandal.  The

evidence suggests rather that Freud so abandoned the scientific method that even his

old comrade was taken aback.  I have already mentioned how Fliess drew blood with a

verbal stiletto aimed at Freud's substitute of psychoanalytical mind-reading for scientific

method: "The reader of thoughts merely reads his own thoughts into other people."  He

said this in 1901, after Freud had projected his own thoughts onto Dora's dreams and

thereby "confirmed" the theory of the Oedipus complex.  In believing that this procedure



Freud, Fliess, Eckstein, Masson, Balmary, Krüll - 265

constituted a scientific proof, Freud had finally managed to fall below Fliess's

standards.

Freud in the popular press

As a coda to this discussion of Eckstein, let us note briefly that there have always been

two Freuds, and two Freudianisms.  At the apex of the cultural pyramid, we find

intellectuals who have read the complete writings of the Master and feel about them the

way a fundamentalist feels about the Bible or the Qur'an.  These disciples respond to

the breadth, the logic, and the charm of the Theory of Everything.  They understand

that Freud explained the fate of the individual and the destiny of the species, the origin

of civilization and conscience and the future of religion and war.  They revel in the

intricacy of his analyses of slips, jokes, and dreams; they sing along to the music of his

case histories.  To them, Freud is a psychologist, a philosopher, a legend, a demigod. 

This is the Freud of the New York Psychoanalytic Institute, and he is still in favor at The

New York Times and some of the tonier intellectual journals.

Meanwhile, at the base of the pyramid, we find the Freud of Time magazine –

the pioneer, the iconoclast, the shaper of 20th century culture.  This is the Freud of the

Oedipus complex, the Freudian slip, monsters of the id, anal-retentive personalities,

and the phallic symbolism of a banana.  As I have already stated, few people at the

base have even heard of the castration complex or the death drive.  Fewer still have

any idea about phylogenetic memory-traces or penis-babies.  They think they know that
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Freud cracked the secret code of dreams, but they have no idea what he actually said

about them.  They honor Freud as the bold iconoclast who yanked sex out of the

Victorian closet.  The most common mistake made by these enthusiasts is their belief

that Freud favored "sexual liberation."

The main point of contact between the two camps can be found in the attribution

of "genius."

In the mass media, faddishness extends even to serious medical matters. 

Cancer cedes its status to AIDS, eating disorders suddenly loom large in the popular

imagination, and certain "mental illnesses" wax and wane in the public's attention. 

During the 1980s, "incest issues" unexpectedly moved to the front page.  The popular

press, while in the midst of covering this ongoing story, suddenly discovered Freud's

abandonment of the seduction theory and treated Masson's book as if it had broken a

conspiracy of silence.  But far from having covered up Freud's abandonment of the

seduction theory, psychoanalysts had always trumpeted it.  Here is Ernest Jones,

writing the editorial preface to the Collected Papers – the first comprehensive edition of

Freud's writings in English:

Few episodes in the history of scientific research provide a more dramatic
test of true genius than the occasion on which Professor Freud made the
devastating discovery that many of these traumas to which he had been
obliged to attach etiological significance had never occurred outside the
imagination of the patients.  The realization – so modestly related in the
last of the Early Papers – that an imagined event could in certain
psychological circumstances produce an effect exactly equivalent to that
of an actual event was one that only an investigator gifted with a supreme
feeling for psychology could have achieved.  Initial error led to a profound
discovery.
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Working independently of each other, German sociologist Marianne Krüll and French

psychoanalyst Marie Balmary came to almost identical conclusions about this business

and published their results in 1979, four years ahead of Masson.  Both writers

suggested that Freud erred grievously in turning away from the reality of childhood

trauma: they attributed his abandonment of the seduction theory to his reluctance to

face the "fault of the father."  Since neither woman sensationalized her indictment of

Freud or impugned his conscious motives, their books did not create the ruckus that

Masson's book did.

Masson, to his credit, claimed only to have shown that the Emma Eckstein

episode played a significant role in the abandonment of the seduction theory, and that

Freud was further motivated by a desire to please his colleagues.  Both charges are

difficult to prove; both fail to dispose of the Oedipus complex even if proven; and

Masson's contention that Freud's relinquishment of the seduction theory was half-

hearted is perverse and unsustainable.  Masson's analysis of the abandonment of the

seduction theory is the least interesting part of his book.  Nonetheless, the general

public got the idea that a great controversy about Freud had been stirred up by the

dramatic revelation that he had betrayed the battered and abused women of the 1890s.

Masson aspired to deal a death-blow to Freudianism.  Instead he created a

tempest in a teapot.  Psychoanalysis shrugged off Masson's attack, just as the Papacy

shrugged off the proof that the Shroud of Turin was a fake.  Religion is impervious to

criticism that does no more than puncture its theories.  Meanwhile, Masson has gone

on to execrate all therapy, thereby throwing out the baby with the bath water.  Readers
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are urged to take up Krüll's book for a clear presentation of the case against Freud,

and to read Balmary if they cannot shake off a taste for psychoanalytical deepthink. 

But since Freud could have unconsciously striven to protect his father and still have

stumbled accidentally upon the Oedipal truth, Balmary and Krüll, like Masson, wounded

Freud without killing him.  I prefer to mount my own attack without recourse to

psychoanalyzing Freud: right up front, in plain view, at the conscious level, Freud gives

no compelling scientific reason for his abandonment of the seduction theory; and the

theory of the Oedipus complex is even less supported by empirical data than the theory

it replaces.  Leave aside Freud's motives; the point is, he has no facts.



The saga of Horace Frink

Horace Westlock Frink was a 1905 graduate of Cornell University Medical School who

gravitated toward psychiatry and was eventually analyzed by A. A. Brill.  In 1918, he

published a popular Freudian primer, Morbid Fears and Compulsions; in 1921, after he

was analyzed by Freud himself, he was handpicked by the Master to head the New

York Psychoanalytic Society.  He was unanimously elected president in 1923.  But he

was destined to be the last of Freud's gentile enthusiasms: the following year, he

suffered a mental breakdown and soon withdrew altogether from the practice of

psychoanalysis.  Freud's disappointment caused him to write off not only Frink but the

entire Western Hemisphere as well.

This brief account tells most of what was known until Frink's daughter turned

over a great deal of correspondence to Johns Hopkins University, and reporter Michael

Specter divulged its contents in The Washington Post on November 8, 1987.  The

following April, Lavinia Edmunds published "His Master's Choice" in the Johns Hopkins

Magazine, giving a complete account of Freud's involvement in Frink's life.  The facts

highlight a number of motifs that reflect tellingly on the early history of psychoanalysis.

Frink, like so many of Freud's disciples, was a highly neurotic and unhappy man

whose charm, intelligence, and morbid sense of humor did little to mask his

insecurities.  He probably suffered from manic-depressive illness; he certainly
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experienced a psychotic episode while under Freud's care.  But Freud was mesmerized

by his analysand, and saw in Frink the solution to what he imagined to be his American

problem.  He deluded himself about Frink's mental condition: in spite of multiple

warning signs, Freud prepped him to assume the mantle of leadership in the New

World.

Meanwhile, Frink, married with children, had fallen in love with one of his

patients, Angelica Badger, also married.  Freud took, let us say, a "worldly" view of the

sexual indiscretions committed on or near the psychoanalytic couch by his disciples. 

Indeed, he often viewed such romantic escapades with the naivete of a schoolgirl.  He

urged Frink to divorce his wife and marry Badger, calmly overriding Frink's own

scruples and hesitations: "It is true that you are taking all pains to put me in the wrong. 

Yet I know I am right."  In the same letter, he told Frink that his case was complete and

that further analysis was unnecessary.

Freud also corresponded with Badger, encouraging the liaison while hiding the

truth about Frink's mental health.  But in this, he was not showing a merely sentimental

side: Angelica Badger's great wealth added immensely to her charm in Freud's eyes. 

At this point in his career, he was more than willing to angle for an inheritance that

might feed the coffers of his perennially underfunded cause.  He wrote to Frink with

poorly concealed avarice:

Your complaint that you cannot grasp your homosexuality implies that you
are not yet aware of your phantasy of making me a rich man.  If matters
turn out all right let us change this imaginary gift into a real contribution to
the Psychoanalytic Funds.
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(We should note here in passing that Frink's difficulty in grasping his homosexuality

was owing to its complete non-existence.)

Freud was standing, or sinking, in ethical quicksand.  We cannot help asking

what part his greed for Badger's gold played in both his haste to give his patient a

clean bill of health and his eagerness to promote an adulterous relationship (between a

psychiatrist and his patient) that destroyed two families.  Whatever his ulterior motives,

Freud persuaded himself that the divorce and remarriage would be good for Frink.  In

his febrile imagination, he mixed up the social ostracism faced by people who flout

marital conventions with his own exaggerated sense of the tribulations he had suffered

on behalf on Freudianism.  He wrote to Frink:

You may have practical difficulties and have to fight opposition.  But the
prize is still worth the struggle.  I remember it did me a lot of good to stand
up in opposition to the whole world.  I did so for fifteen years.  I trust your
time of trial will be shorter.

This self-portrait is rich in self-deception.  Suffice it to say that Freud was equally

deceived about Frink.  The wedding took place on December 27, 1922; less than five

months later, Frink's discarded ex-wife died of pneumonia; immediately thereafter,

Frink, tormented by guilt, fell apart, turning against his new wife and even hitting her in

the face; a year later, in May, 1924, he placed himself in the psychiatric ward at Johns

Hopkins Hospital; in July, Angelica began divorce proceedings.

Freud was unchastened.  Informed by Badger that the marriage had failed, he

responded laconically: "Extremely sorry.  The point where you failed was money."  On

the back of one of his telegrams, Badger scrawled furiously, "I wish I had the courage
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to publish this as an example of Freud's therapeutics in my case."

If we can shed our conviction that Freud was a great human being and simply view his

behavior – any of it, really – dispassionately, we will see that in such ordinary human

dealings, he was narcissistically incapacitated to a startling degree.  In psychoanalytic

language, he was touchingly unaware of every manifestation of transference-neurosis

and countertransference in himself.  Yes, the man who is sometimes credited with

being the world's first psychologist was conspicuously blind to his own motives and the

motives of others; yet he not only thought he was personally gifted in discerning

motives, he even thought that he had invented the science by which they are

uncovered.

Will Durant has commented that some of the greatest philosophers are

renowned precisely for their errors.  Freud, who might have done well as a linguist, a

classicist, a critic, or an intellectual gadfly satirizing the pretensions of religious

dogmatists and political ideologues, chose to become a scientist – worse still, a

psychologist.  He was like a blind man who waves away a career as a musician and

sets up as a painter.



III

WHAT FREUD BELIEVED



Prologue to a consideration of Sigmund Freud as a theorist

The quest for meaning is all-consuming, and ruthless in its disregard of the facts. 

"Fact" itself is a slippery notion, since the world presents us with an infinite number of

facts, and we must make a selection.  Leo Tolstoy made this point in What Shall We Do

Then?, and drew the moral:

Before investigating facts it is necessary to have a theory, on the basis of
which such or such facts are chosen out of the endless number.

Because of the infinity of facts, theory must precede fact.  Theory directs the selection

of facts.

This is why the philosopher David Hume erred spectacularly when he separated

fact from value and asserted that we can never pass legitimately from an "is" to an

"ought": he failed to notice that every "is" that comes to our minds has already been

colored by the "ought" that governed its selection.  Every fact is already situated in a

value-laden context.  Every fact is a value.  A fact of science is chosen for its

usefulness to the super-value of a theory.

Theory, then, is not the problem: we cannot think at all without placing our

thoughts within a framework.   Having a theory may be deadly, but doing without a

theory is impossible.  As Friedrich Schlegel noted aphoristically, "It is equally fatal for
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the mind to have a system and not to have one."  We must entertain our theory

skeptically and be willing to drop it at a moment's notice.

The enemies of theory fail to understand the nature of science; they risk taking a

stand that is tantamount to nihilism.  They set us adrift on an ocean of facts; or, more

accurately, in rejecting the tyranny of values, they paradoxically banish the notion of

fact altogether.  Darwin, in a letter to a friend in 1861, made this point in a few choice

words:

About thirty years ago there was much talk that geologists ought only to
observe and not to theorise; and I well remember someone saying that at
this rate a man might as well go into a gravel-pit and count the pebbles
and describe the colours.  How odd it is that anyone should not see that
all observation must be for or against some view if it is to be of any
service?

To adopt the language of Edgar Allan Poe, the problem is not theory but "theory-

madness."  The antidote to theory-madness is not a vendetta against theory: it is

scrupulousness in the creation of theory and a determination to subject every

hypothesis to empirical testing.

Freud himself swore absolutely by science, and he was right to do so.  But

several obstacles stood between him and the keeping of his mighty oath: first, his

cultural prejudices, which functioned as unacknowledged axioms in his science and

guided his selection of facts; second, his bad habit of hasty generalization and his

passion for reductionism, which perpetually undermined his empiricism; third, his

penchant for symbol-chasing and system-building, which caused him to wander among

metaphors and abstractions and to veer constantly in the direction of metaphysics.
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Psychological research entails a certain degree of freedom from the constraints

of the experimental method; otherwise, it offers us nothing more than statistical reports

based on behaviors recorded in a laboratory.  But Freud, in his case studies,

continually crossed the line between liberty and license.  All too soon, Freudian theory

began to deliver the satisfactions of philosophy and finally of religion.

No doubt Freud could not help himself: he tried to see only what was really

there.  But in accordance with one of his theories, his unconscious mind has its own

agenda.

In an article written for Harper's Magazine (September 1994), Lawrence

Weschler reports a conversation with biologist Tom Eisner.  He quotes Eisner as

follows:

At first all you've got is a few disconnected pieces of raw observation, the
sheerest glimpses, but you let your mind go, fantasizing the possible
connections, projecting the most fanciful life cycles.  In a way it's my
favorite part of being a scientist – later on, sure, you have to batten things
down, contrive more rigorous hypotheses and the experiments through
which to check them out, everything all clean and careful.  But that first
take – those first fantasies.  Those are the best.

Freud stayed with a series of first takes, for the very reason Eisner cites: they were "the

best" – aesthetically.

What follows is a series of chapters that give us the fruits of Freud's theorizing.  About

many of these fruits a discreet silence has been maintained – least said is soonest

mended.  Only the most abject disciple would swear by all of them.  Freud himself
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abandoned a number of them.  But the point to remember is that the ones he retained

were arrived at in the same way as the ones he rejected.  All of them together reveal

how his mind worked.  And it is not the mind of a scientist.



The theory of the castration complex

Many readers who know Freud mostly through encyclopedia articles and summaries in

popular psychology books are taken aback by the significant theoretical role of the

castration complex in his system.  It grew in importance as he evolved his "structural

theory" of the mind.  After he relocated the "pleasure principle" in the unconscious id

and the "reality principle" in the conscious ego, he posited the existence of a third

structure, the superego, that develops out of the ego and then intimidates it.  The threat

of castration is not only the traumatic event that resolves the period of Oedipal rivalry

as no other event could: it is also the origin of conscience.

Freud was able to point to a tiny shred of empirical evidence for the castration

complex.  In taking down the history of Little Hans, he learned that the threat had been

pronounced out loud:

When he was three-and-a-half his mother found him with his hand to his
penis.  She threatened him in these words: "If you do that, I shall send for
Dr. A. to cut off your widdler."

Incidentally, the parental admonition here is not directed against Oedipal love, or even

necessarily masturbation; it most likely originates in a cleanliness taboo having to do

with an excretory organ.  (A careful reading of the case may or may not convince you of

the existence of polymorphous perversity in infants; but it will certainly convince you of
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polymorphous prurience in adults.)

With the boldness of a conquistador, Freud hypothesized that an event that had

transpired in a single Viennese household in the first decade of the 20th century might

be common to all households in all cultures going back to the time of the Cro-Magnon

hunter-gatherers.  He decided that this event is the developmental watershed in the

passage of little boys from infantile sexuality to adult adaptation; and he even theorized

that the absence of this event is the crucial determinant of female psychology.

You may be inclined to protest that the theory of the Oedipus complex requires

the father, and not the mother, to threaten the child with the loss of his widdler.  Stop

caviling.



The theory of phylogenetic memory

Not even Freud could convince himself that every male child in the world hears the

threat of castration pronounced out loud by whomever.  A belief in phylogenetic

memory is essential to his contention that the castration complex is a universal

phenomenon.

The extent to which Freud relied upon this belief is in plain view.  His analysis of

the "Wolf Man," by way of example, turns famously upon a dream of wolves sitting in a

tree.  The patient dated the dream from his fourth year.  Freud tells us that the image,

suitably interpreted with the help of the Wolf-Man's "dream thoughts," revealed that, at

the age of one-and-a-half, the Wolf Man watched his parents engage in intercourse

three times during a single afternoon, and that at least one of the three times was a

tergo ("from behind" – Freud's puritanical use of Latin again).  Here Freud found, or

thought he found, evidence that the witnessing of the "primal scene" can be an actual

occurrence in the lives of his patients.  He proceeded to build the entire analysis out of

this dream-interpretation.  But near the end of the case history, we are told that the

afternoon of parental intercourse may never have happened after all:

I should myself be glad to know whether the primal scene in my present
patient's case was a fantasy or a real experience; but, taking other similar
cases into account, I must admit that the answer to this question is not in
reality a matter of very great importance.
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Let us set aside, for the moment, the interesting assertion, uttered with imperturbable

assurance, that it does not make any therapeutic difference whether something really

happened, or was merely imagined.  That this bedrock axiom of psychoanalytical

therapy bore monstrous fruit in the late 20th century must for the moment be left to one

side, while we pursue the imp of theory.  The very next sentence from Freud's pen

indicates his belief that in the majority of cases the primal scene is not actually

witnessed and the threat of castration is not pronounced out loud:

These scenes of observing parental intercourse, of being seduced in
childhood, and of being threatened with castration are unquestionably an
inherited endowment, a phylogenetic inheritance, but they may just as
easily be acquired by personal experience.

There is no mistaking here the importance that he gave to the inheritance of memories:

the wording suggests that acquisition by way of personal experience is rather less likely

that acquisition by means of inheritance.  This impression is strengthened in the 1924

essay, "The Passing of the Oedipus Complex."  Freud notes that some analysts take

the view that further study of the details of individual case histories is hardly necessary,

because the Oedipus complex is "a phenomenon determined and laid down for them by

heredity."  In other words, I inherited my Oedipus complex; so it is a matter of

indifference whether my own particular father threatened to castrate me.  Freud agrees,

but only protests with uncharacteristic mildness that "there is room for the ontogenetic

alongside the more far-reaching phylogenetic view."

The concept of phylogenetic memory grew in importance with the passage of
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time.  It resurfaced as an indispensable element of Moses and Monotheism.  And here

is a footnote to the seventh chapter of An Outline of Psychoanalysis, the book Freud

was working on in the year of his death:

Castration has a place too in the Oedipus legend, for the blinding with
which Oedipus punishes himself after the discovery of his crime is, by the
evidence of dreams, a symbolic substitute for castration.  The possibility
cannot be excluded that a phylogenetic memory-trace may contribute to
the extraordinarily terrifying effect of the threat – a memory-trace from the
prehistory of the primal family, when the jealous father actually robbed his
son of his genitals if the latter became troublesome to him as a rival with a
woman.

This idea – that each individual child acquires a conscience via the same mechanism

whereby the human race acquired a conscience several millennia ago – originates in

one of Freud's characteristic metaphorical leaps: it is a variant of the famous motto that

"ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny."

The presenting problem in the case of "Little Hans" was the child's fear of

horses.  Freud routed the phobia through the castration complex: Little Hans had

displaced a fear of his father onto an animal.  When, a few years later, Freud turned his

attention to anthropology in Totem and Taboo, he was quick to take over the idea that

child development is a microcosm of the evolution of the race.  He asserted that the

animal phobia of a toddler recapitulates ontogenetically the totemic behavior of

primitive tribes.

It is true that Little Hans had a real father – well, mother, but never mind – who

threatened to cut off his widdler.  But according to Freud, he also carried a

phylogenetic memory trace of distant ancestors in the mists of time bowing down before
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a totemic animal, which symbolized the primal castrating father.

(One of the satisfactions of metaphysical thinking is profundity-on-the-cheap. 

Simpletons are easily impressed by the more popular forms of it: that men like to hunt

recreationally today because their Cro-Magnon ancestors hunted as a matter of

survival – in other words, that hunting behavior is in the genes; or that cancer afflicts

people with inhibited personalities and will dissipate in the face of right attitudes – in

other words, that all illness is psychosomatic.  Unfortunately, Freud's more rococo

speculations in his anthropological and philosophical books verge upon just such

pseudoscientific vulgarities.)

Here we would do well to remind ourselves once again that all versions of the

motto "ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny" are discredited: it is not even true that

embryonic biological development in the womb recapitulates the biological evolution of

species.  Freud, however, went on to speculate that the psychic development of the

individual recapitulates the cultural history of the species.  A bit of a stretch.

We should not leave this fascinating topic without noting that there are other ways to

account for a child's fear of horses.  There is no more committed Freudian in the world

than David Stafford-Clark, and in his primer designed to set us all straight, What Freud

Really Said, he dutifully retails Freud's version of things; but even he cannot contain

himself and lets slip a discouraging word . . . in a footnote, of course:

It must be added however that little Hans' horse phobia admits to a
somewhat simpler explanation, which is in fact the one the child offered
himself before being told repeatedly by his father and by Freud, on the
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one occasion when they met, that this was "a lot of nonsense."  The
child's own explanation was that he had first become afraid of horses after
hearing that horses might bite you, and seeing one of a pair of big horses
harnessed to a van fall down and struggle in the street.

Out of the mouths of babes.



The theory of the death drive

After two decades of dogmatically insisting upon a single principle in a monistic

universe, and even excommunicating the heretics who dared to tamper with that

principle, Freud in 1921 introduced his theory of the "death drive" and was suddenly

exposed as a dualist.

The Freudian conclusion that our depths are dark indeed seems, at first,

warranted by the facts.  When we read of the crimes of, say, John Calvin against the

very spirit of humanity, we are entitled to wonder whether civilization is just a veneer. 

Is it not more plausible, and economical, to postulate that what is really going on is

simple murder for the sheer pleasure of it?  Calvin becomes altogether explicable if we

posit the existence of a death drive in him, set loose by the delectations of absolute

power: then we can understand that, when he practiced soul-murder on a society-wide

basis, with a touch of judicial murder thrown in for public spectacle, he was satisfying a

natural appetite.  His religious palaver can be understood simply as a facade of

justification.

While I find this explanation emotionally satisfying, it does not finally capture the

complexity of the case.  It is, for instance, difficult to explain why so many of the good

people of Geneva approved of Calvin's gorging of his own ferocious appetite at their

expense.  After all, his putative death-drive was directed, for the most part, against
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them.  Why should they have cooperated in making him so happy?

We are not amiss in noting that the Muslim fundamentalists in Algeria who

perpetrated massacres throughout the 1990s must have enjoyed killing the teenaged

girls who had defied them by attending school.  But there is a great deal of specific

conditioning that socially constructs the relatively rare individual who performs such a

deed – conditioning that Freud ignored almost as a matter of principle.  We would be

rash in universalizing such a penchant for bloodshed.

Dave Grossman, in his study On Killing, reminds us that most normal individuals

possess a strong instinct to refrain from taking a human life.  There is abundant

battlefield evidence that a surprising number of soldiers never fire their weapons at all. 

Military Basic Training is a regimen designed to overcome, by various means of

conditioning, this natural aversion to killing.

We can certainly sympathize with Freud's responding to the appalling carnage

of World War I with yet another theory.  But in doing so, he himself evinced a drive that,

it seems to me, outstrips even sex and death in its ubiquity and intensity – namely, the

drive for meaning.  We may master our libidos in or out of therapy; and the historical

record shows that we sometimes take a break from aggression.  But the interpretation

machine never rests.

We see the entire physical universe.  What caused it?  The Cause of the Universe

caused it.  "And this we all understand to be God," Saint Anselm said, providing the

formula by which we convert our mental conceptions into physical realities.  We see the
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death-dealing behavior of human beings.  What causes that?  The cause of death-

dealing causes it.  And this we understand to be thanatos.

It does seem plausible that there is a cause of the physical universe: where

there might be no-thing, there is something.  Therefore it strikes us that an explanatory

mechanism must lie behind the brute fact of "what is."  Analogically, it seems plausible

to believe that there must be some explanation for our destructiveness.

But the method of Hume, whereby the beliefs of traditional monotheism are

travestied, would be just as devastating if applied to the concept of thanatos.  For

instance, Hume shows that the facts as we have them are perfectly consistent with the

hypothesis of a multitude of gods – some old and decrepit, some young and clumsy,

some working in committee, some working at cross purposes.  Similarly, it may well be

that, taking a hundred violent acts at random, the explanation is different in every case. 

Perhaps we need a grid listing dozens of contributory causes in three columns, and

perhaps the typical act of aggression occurs only after a threshold is crossed involving

the concatenation of, say, any factor from Column A plus any two factors from Column

B, or three or more factors from Column B, or one from Column B plus a minimum of

four from Column C, but please consult Appendix 1, which lists all the known

exceptions to the "laws" expressed in the columnar data.  Indeed, other than the

theories of Calvin (original sin) and Freud (the death drive), I know of no theory that

explains violence in terms of a single cause.  No etiological factor, by itself, is a

sufficient cause – not child abuse, not mental illness, not neurological damage, and not

even the likeliest candidate to produce violence in all situations where it is present,
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namely, a direct order to commit the violent act issued by a socially recognized

authority.  Every student of the subject notes the presence of multiple necessary

causes acting in concert, with no one cause sufficient in itself.  But these that I have

casually mentioned do a much better job of enlightening us than does the concept of

thanatos.

The problem of "infinite regress" also bedevils the traditional argument for God

as the cause of the universe.  Having traced all causes back to a Cause of the

Universe, why not an additional step backwards to a cause of the Cause of the

Universe?  St. Anselm and others of his ilk answer, in so many words, that the very

definition of God entails the concept of the Unmoved Mover: we are to understand

intuitively that it is impossible to delve behind a First Cause.  But the cause of death-

dealing is not similarly secure, by definition, against the search for first causes.  What

causes the death drive?  A hormone?  A retrovirus?  This is a legitimate question:

Freud recognized as much by postulating that biological research would eventually

determine it to be a component of every living cell.

The weakness of the theory of the death drive is that it actually explains nothing.  Freud

merely asserts that the phenomenon under investigation is a caused phenomenon –

which few would contest.  Then, in lieu of discovering the cause, he creates a term,

which might be translated more idiomatically as "the death-causative."  The death-

causative is reified and located in the psyche.  Just as the cause of sleepiness is the

dormitive, or sleep-causing, principle, the cause of death is the death-causing principle.
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Freud was unable to find any actual organ or substance in the human body that

is implicated in death-dealing.  The theory amounts to nothing more than this: that

homicide is caused by homicidalness.

We might think that the name game is harmless, at least – that it leaves the

problem untouched.  But such a truth-by-definition rules out other possibilities and

engenders other "facts."  Having conjured up the word, it was possible for Freud, and

Freudians after him, to come to far-reaching conclusions.  Bruno Bettelheim, for

instance, was especially taken with the death drive (he was concerned to avoid the

mistranslation of the German word Triebe as "instinct").  In his most notorious effort to

apply the concept, he aroused great indignation among his fellow Jews by bemoaning

what he saw as their passive acquiescence in their own fate during the Holocaust.  He

viewed their lack of effective resistance as a confirmation of thanatos – a death-wish. 

(Perhaps only a survivor of the Shoah can answer this point with the requisite mixture

of fact and outrage.  I wish to point out, once again, how psychoanalysis reduces the

political to the personal and usually blames the victim.  Central European Christians go

murderously berserk, and the shrink says to the Jew, "You're so immature.")

I do not wish to underestimate the dismal facts.  The human record of bloodshed

stretches back into pre-history and contains little that would encourage us to believe

that our murderous ways are about to end.  Even so, let us consider.  We humans have

evolved from the higher apes, yet are bloodier by far than our primate ancestors, and

indeed more destructive than all other animals put together.  We can only conclude

from this that bloodthirstiness is not part of our animal inheritance, but rather a
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historical phenomenon: at some point in our evolution, within the relatively short

geological period of the last five million years, we took a turn for the worse.

Some scholars – I among them – believe that our propensity for wholesale

violence came into existence only since the last ice age, at a particular time and as the

result of specific events.  If this is so, then the conditions that spawned our

murderousness may be rectifiable.

Freudians, however, having played a little trick of the mind by locating the death-

dealing in the human psyche, are committed to an ahistorical view of violence.  It is

rooted, they say, not in the accidents of history, but in human nature, and thus is

inexpungeable.  Such a view the more literate Freudians such as Bettelheim like to call

"tragic," plumping themselves for the pessimistic grandeur of their Weltanschauung.

Let me dilate for a moment upon this point, which is more relevant than may

appear at first.  "Tragic" is a favorite adjective among Freudians.  Their predilection for

this word links up with certain other elements in their arcane belief system – for

instance, its literary substratum, and its founder's famous pessimism.  Psychoanalysis

makes a marked appeal to a particular type of intellectualizing couch potato.  Such

people tend to be both "realistic" and romantic at the same time.  Many of them are as

emotionally taken in by "tragic" endings as kitsch-loving philistines are by happy

endings.  In fact, a dumbed-down version of post-war European existentialism is the

kitsch of the cognoscenti.  The courage of the postmodern intellectual in a world

without meaning is as romantic a vision, and as literary a quality, as the gallantry of the

questing hero found in the various national epics.  The world of Samuel Beckett is ten



The theory of the death drive - 291

times more sentimental than the world of Charles Dickens.  Oscar Wilde said that a

man would have to have a heart of stone to keep from laughing at the death of Little

Nell; a man would have to be made of mush to be moved by the brave alienation of

Beckett's heroes and Beckett himself.  Am I supposed to feel sorry for Beckett?  He

was smart as a whip, had a sufficiency of money and leisure, went to bed with the

women he coveted, and became rich and famous.  Crazier still: am I supposed to

believe that the life experience of a supersensitive, academically brilliant cosmopolitan

European polyglot is the life experience of Everyman?

Here is Janet Malcolm in The Impossible Profession:

All analyses end badly.  Each "termination" leaves the participants with
the taste of ashes in their mouths; each is absurd; each is a small,
pointless death.  Psychoanalysis cannot tolerate happy endings; it casts
them off the way the body's immunological system casts off transplanted
organs.  Throughout its history, attempts have been made to change the
tragic character of psychoanalysis, and all have failed.

Well, help, help me, Rhonda!  I want to apologize to everyone for having had a pretty

good life so far.  I'm too shallow to get very much out of Beckett, Malcolm, or Freud.

The tragic character of psychoanalysis, we are led to assume, is woven

ineluctably into the tragic character of life itself.   Nothing in Freud, and nothing in Janet

Malcolm, would tip a Martian sociologist off to the truth: that real misery is to be found

in the subsistence lives of hundreds of millions of Third World peasants who suffer

primarily, not from the tragic character of life, but from the grinding poverty and disease

to which they are condemned by the greed, cruelty, and self-absorption of First World

clients of fashionable therapies.
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The pessimism embodied in the theory of the death drive is partly a pose, but it

does have real consequences.  If thanatos, l ike original sin, is located in our very

genes, then its malignant effects cannot be mitigated by kinder parenting, better

education, or improved social conditions.  Instead, we would do well to hire more

police, lengthen our punishments, and support the conservative, "tough-minded"

political agenda of those who say that, human nature being what it is, it is better to plan

for war than hope for peace.  (Freud himself said as much in a famous reply to Albert

Einstein when the great physicist tried to enlist him in the cause of international

disarmament.)  The irony is that the steps we take to strengthen our defenses against

the death drive (of others, of course) have a way of hastening us toward the actuality of

the event that we had intended only to prepare for as a contingency.  The further irony

is that the catastrophe itself, once it arrives, seems to ratify the theory by proving our

"inherent" destructiveness all over again.  The belief in a death drive, like the belief in

original sin, thus has ramifications far and wide, at first explaining, but later motivating,

our behavior.  If you build for it, it will come.

If the death drive is not to be found in physiology, endocrinology, or pathology, where

then?  I submit that, just as Zen Buddhists have been saying for a couple of millennia, it

is found in maya.  In two senses.

As a theory, an idea, an explanatory mechanism, thanatos is found not in the

events but in the intellect of the theorist, which is to say, in the maya of language.  It is

not reality; it is an interpretation.  It is a reification.  It is as crude a fallacy as the
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animism of primitive man: he saw thunderbolts hurled from heaven: he reified the hurler

of thunderbolts.

As for the actual phenomenon of death-dealing, I submit that it is caused, not by

substances or forces found in nature or in human nature, but by the misconceptions we

hold about that nature.  It is in our consciousness, and our conscious ideas, that we

differ from all other species; and it is here that we must search out the causes of our

violence.  All killing finally occurs for bad reasons.

What should dismay us is that, while sociobiologists continue to search among

the chromosomes for the physiological determinant of the chimerical death drive, and

psychologists root around among the imaginary structures of the unconscious, we

continue to consciously espouse the ideas that produce evil, and to call them good. 

We continue to call pride a mark of self-respect; we continue to treat religious

conviction, patriotism, and ethnic solidarity as basically good qualities that only

sometimes get a little out of hand; we continue to praise loyalty as a salutary quality,

without noticing the senselessness and self-destructiveness of our loyalties to groups

as diverse and as dangerous to spiritual health as cults, corporations, professional

associations, and sometimes our own abusive families; we continue to admire many

manifestations of aggressiveness; we continue to condemn and punish other people's

behavior when we do not understand it and do not try to understand it.  I will join the

search for the secret hormone driving us to death only after we have rooted out the

ideologies of manifest evil to which we consciously swear our allegiance.

But why are we so susceptible to these ideologies?  Why do we embrace them
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with such gusto?  This is the question of John Calvin again, of how to account for him

and our admiration of him, and I admit that it remains to be explained why as a species

we had to go down this path.  My own best guess is that what we think of as

distinctively human evil originated after the transition from hunting and gathering to

agriculture and urban living.  Once tribes ceased to be nomadic and settled down to

occupy specific pieces of real estate, the problems of property ownership, social

maintenance, and civic defense presented themselves for the first time in human

history.  As societies grew in size and sophistication, various forms of hierarchy and

specialization were demanded.  Evil appeared in the interdependent institutions of

tribalism, patriarchy, militarism, and slavery.  Some people began to own other people

(dominant males, for instance, owned wives, children, and servants) and some tribes

began to own the material and human resources of other tribes.  This evil had adaptive

value in the new world of land ownership.  Other tribes were forced to embrace

violence or suffer extinction.

All this may or may not be correct, but it suggests the possibility that certain

human errors that seem instinctual may have arisen for comprehensible reasons quite

recently in our history, and so may be eradicable as we change our material conditions. 

This is the more likely in light of the solid evidence that consciousness itself is evolving. 

Five millennia ago, we did the best we could with what we had, but what we have now

is infinitely more sophisticated.  Meanwhile, in response to the argument that our

intellectual susceptibility to murderous ideologies must be chemically produced as part

of our biological makeup, I say only, prove it scientifically.  And while you are at it,
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explain why only some of us are affected, without falling back on the dodge that those

of us who are manifestly peaceful are latently violent.  Put another way, if we are all

violent, and all afflicted with original sin, why are some of us violent like Nelson

Mandela and others of us violent like Dick Cheney?



The theory of the tripartite mind

Freud's final important contribution to psychology came in 1923, when he published the

definitive account of his theory that the mind is divided into the id, the ego, and the

superego.

Dyed-in-the-wool Freudians debate among themselves whether the Master

replaced an earlier "topographical" theory with a later "structural" theory.  The problem

is made knottier by one of Freud's little vanities: he rarely made a public admission of

changing his mind, unless, as happened with the renunciation of the seduction theory,

he could manage to make his reconsideration seem heroic.

The most original contribution to the structural theory was Freud's further

division of the conscious mind into ego and superego, along with his fruitful insight that

these two agencies are often working at cross purposes.  Indeed, the ego is buffeted

from three directions at once: by the id, with its imperious wants; by the superego, with

its no less burdensome strictures; and by reality, with all the obstacles it throws up to

thwart the pursuit of pleasure.

We have already seen how, in Freud's system, the superego originates in the

threat of castration, and remains as the residue of terror.  What men think of as

conscience, then, is based solely upon fear of punishment, never upon a genuine

sense of right and wrong.  Women fail to develop any strong sense of conscience at all.
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Freud called psychoanalysis a depth psychology.  Just as the manifest content

of a dream conceals its latent content, the surface of our personalities is the tip of an

iceberg.  Deep down, we are homicidal and rapacious.  The unconscious is all id; and

the unconscious is who we really are.  Culture, art, morality, love, socialization – these

are just so many sublimations or reaction-formations.

It may be interesting to take a detour into the field of literary studies for an

example of the way Freud's mental and moral topography works.  For simplicity's sake,

let us define the id as what we want, the ego as the agent in charge of securing what

we want, and the superego as the voice of conventional morality.  Here is a passage

from Macbeth that neatly illustrates the Freudian id, ego, and superego, each in its

turn.  Macbeth is contemplating the murder of Duncan.

[ID:] If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well
It were done quickly: if the assassination
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch
With his surcease, success; that but this blow
Might be the be-all and the end-all here,
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,
We'ld jump the life to come.  [EGO:] But in these cases
We still have judgment here; that we but teach
Bloody instructions, which being taught return
To plague the inventor: this even-handed justice
Commends the ingredients of our poison'd chalice
To our own lips.  [SUPEREGO:] He's here in double trust:
First, as I am his kinsman and his subject,
Strong both against the deed; then, as his host,
Who should against his murderer shut the door,
Not bear the knife myself.

Translating into modern American moviespeak, Macbeth first says, "If I could be sure of

getting away with it Scot-free, I'd do it in a heartbeat."  But the reality principle
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intervenes: "More than likely, I'd get caught."  Then comes a touch of conscience: "It

would be wrong."

Shakespeare's psychology is beyond admiration here.  The id's imperative is

expressed in direct, heartfelt language.  No question what Macbeth wants.  The ego's

demur, ushered in with a deflating "but," is characteristically rational – a clear-eyed

examination of what, on the basis of experience, can be expected to follow from the act. 

(Notice that the ego is amoral: it will be glad to aid and abet the murder, but it wants

assurance of success.)  Finally, the superego's two cents worth, with its tell-tale

"should."  Yes, Macbeth should shut the door against Duncan's murderer: but the very

choice of words tells us that the id has already prevailed.  How weak the voice of the

superego, in the midst of a tempest of ambition and desire!

When Lady Macbeth, a strong advocate for the id, appears, the ego, with its

commitment to enlightened self-interest, raises another "but":

He hath honour'd me of late; and I have bought
Golden opinions from all sorts of people,
Which would be worn now in the newest gloss,
Not cast aside so soon.

There is no particle of morality in this argument.  Macbeth is not saying that, because

Duncan has honored him, it would be right and fair to treat him fairly in return.  He is

saying that the current measure of honor, power, riches, and fame may be enough to

satisfy him, and should not to be risked for a wisp of a hope of greater glory.

Seeing her husband's superego so put to sleep, Lady Macbeth turns right away

to his ego.  First, she insults Macbeth's manhood, with immediate effect; then she
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addresses his safety concerns.  After this, all that remains is a last faint interrogative, a

final weak objection on the part of Macbeth's ego: "If we should fail?"  Lady Macbeth

reassures him:

We fail!
But screw your courage to the sticking-place,
And we'll not fail.

She then thinks up a plan, that of making Duncan's guards drunk and smearing them

with his blood, that seems foolproof to Macbeth.  As soon as the ego has this

guarantee, it enters eagerly into the exploit:

Will it not be received,
When we have mark'd with blood those sleepy two
Of his own chamber, and used their very daggers,
That they have done't?

Not so much as a pang of conscience remains.  Macbeth exults in the coming event:

I am settled, and bend up
Each corporal agent to this terrible feat.

Shakespeare is unerring in depicting the relative strength of the three interior agencies

– in a criminal mentality.  Macbeth's id is fully awake and ravenous the moment the

witches throw out a hint about the throne.  When Macbeth first sees his wife, and she

says, in effect, "Kill Duncan," he replies simply, "We will speak further" – he has been

thinking of nothing else.  But he is no creature of impulse.  He is intelligent, cautious,

cunning – which is to say, he possesses a strong and functioning ego.  Well, not that
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strong: he proves to be emotionally immature and infinitely suggestible.  His ego makes

the appropriate observations, indicating that he has learned a thing or two from

experience; but it is no match for the greater strength of his id and the stronger will and

greater sophistry of Lady Macbeth.  As for the superego, it is present in exactly the form

that Freud posited – as a bunch of socially correct statements of nice-guy morality. 

There is nothing in Macbeth resembling an internal spiritual principle, nothing that

could be called a voice of conscience if we define conscience as anything other than

the internalized commands of parents and society.

Now clearly, the rest of the world has a stake in Macbeth's obedience to these

commands.  But the internalized rules express nothing at all that Macbeth wants for

himself.  They are curbs that civilization tries to place on his appetites.  The best that

Scotland can hope for is that Macbeth will prove to be cowed by what everyone else,

for purely selfish reasons, thinks he ought to do.  But in a criminal, the superego is,

almost by definition, weak and easily overridden.  The ego of the more philosophically

inclined type of criminal will rather easily defeat the superego in straight argument,

averring that ethical egoism rules the world and that an individual would be a fool to be

guided by anything else.  The sociopath dismisses the superego by seeing it precisely

for what it is, according to Freud: an agency that works on behalf of others against the

self, that makes a man into a patsy.

Consider the way the hired murderer in Richard III regards his conscience:

I'll not meddle with it: it is a dangerous thing: it makes a man a coward: a
man cannot steal, but it accuseth him; he cannot swear, but it checks him;
he cannot lie with his neighbour's wife, but it detects him: it is a blushing
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shamefast spirit that mutinies in a man's bosom; it fills one full of
obstacles: it made me once restore a purse of gold that I found; it beggars
any man that keeps it: it is turned out of all towns and cities for a
dangerous thing; and every man that means to live well endeavours to
trust to himself and to live without it.

By Freudian lights, the murderer reasons truly.  Conscience is no more than the pale

voice of social utility arrayed against a man's self-interest.  Stout-hearted fellows will

thrust it aside.

It is worth while remembering what happens in the rest of the play.  Macbeth's

conscience is decommissioned from this point on, but what are we to make of his

continued jumpiness and fear? his seeing ghosts?  As Lady Macbeth says, he does

lack courage; he is easily spooked.  But there is also a reflexive fear of the superego:

Macbeth does not so much still have a functioning conscience after the first murder, as

worry that he still has one.  He knows the superego beggars any man that keeps it, and

he is willing to trust to himself and to live without it, but he is afraid it will go on talking. 

Furthermore, he continues to want some of the goods that are most easily secured

when you play the superego's game.  As an other-directed person – someone who

sees success in terms of externals, of how he looks to others – he cannot give up

craving approval.  Near the end of the play, in an access of self-pity, he complains that

he is never going to have the love and respect of his subjects.  No kidding, Mac!  If you

wanted that, you needed to do the superego's bidding.  Other people love you when

you play by their rules.

There is a moment's remorse immediately after the murder, less over the death
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of Duncan than over the possibility that the plan will fail.  But a short while after,

Macbeth has hardened in crime.  When he decides to go the whole hog, the argument

is worked out in terms of efficacy, not morality:

I am in blood
Stepp'd in so far that, should I wade no more,
Returning were as tedious as go o'er.

A judgment call by the ego.  Finally, at the end, with conscience dead and the ego

telling him there is no way out, he attains, born of desperation, the courage he

previously lacked.  (The last moment of weakness, with Macduff, is owing to one last

invocation of the reality principle: the ego realizes that death at Macduff's hands is sure

. . . can we get a better deal?  When Macduff makes it clear that life in captivity will be

worse than death, Macbeth's ego acts one final time in his organism's best interest and

opts for him to die with his boots on.)

Lady Macbeth, on the other hand, always was proof against the superego. 

Conscience never appears in her conscious thinking at all.  Why, then, does she go

mad? and why does remorse finally put in an appearance, if only in her dreams?  Freud

can't answer that, but Shakespeare can.  She goes mad because she put all her money

on the throne and came up empty.  She thought there was happiness in externals, but

she was wrong.  The triumph of the Freudian id never is, or can be, what a person truly

wants.  After turning her life into a spiritual wasteland, she is enough of an inner-

directed person to understand the enormity of her error.  So Mary McCarthy, in an

excellent essay on "General Macbeth," gets it right: Lady Macbeth, for all her rapacity,
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possesses a core of humanity and pays for her mistake with her sanity; whereas "Old

Iron Pants," on his best day, is just an empty suit of armor.

The outrageous premise of Freud is that the criminal mentality is the whole truth about

every one of us: Macbeth is Everyman.  Or, Macbeth differs from Everyman only insofar

as he evinces greater daring.  In Freud's schema, the id is always aggressive and

selfish in its wants; and the ego, as the id's agent, is entirely the rational agent working

on the id's behalf.  Finally, the superego is nothing but conventional morality.  So the id

can be thwarted, not by any higher wisdom that opts for higher pleasures, but only by

intimidation – or by strength of repression, by weakness of imagination, by weakness of

will, by civilization and its discontents.  The only way to rein in the id, the true self, is to

smother it with restraints.

We have here a paradigm in which empathy is a veneer, a sublimation, a

reaction-formation, and, most significantly, a sign of gutlessness.  Socialization is

gullibility; violence is a sign of liberation.  The "good" man is the man most susceptible

to being sold that bill of goods variously called tradition, morality, or "what people

think."  Goodness is inauthentic.  Good people are other-directed; evil people are

inner-directed.  Macbeth must either muddle through life hiding his thoughts, eating his

heart out, and hating his own cowardice, or grab the brass ring through the murder of a

kind old man who is moreover his king, his benefactor, and his guest.  No middle

ground.  No possibility that a normal person might naturally have his moments when he

would like to be king, but might choose with all his soul to content himself with Cawdor,



The theory of the tripartite mind - 304

and find happiness therein.

A phenomenon inexplicable in terms of Freudian theory is the progressive

sobering, as time goes by, of riotous youth.  If Freud is right about id, ego, and

superego, the average person should become schooled in ethical egoism and wreak

greater and greater havoc with each passing year.  A man or woman should, with

maturity, see through the superego and meanwhile attain a higher-functioning ego

capable of getting the id's goods with ever greater finesse.  Indeed, this happens in

part.  As we mature, we do discard the superego – that repository of parental

commandments that we once obeyed fearfully and reflexively.  But many of us

compensate with a rising interest in real spirituality.  We search for an ethic to which

we can subscribe with our whole hearts.  Jung could not help noticing this.  But the

Freudian universe cannot accommodate such an observation at all.

The man who, deep in middle age, remains a slave to the Freudian superego is

widely seen for what he is – a soul too timid to be tempted, whose goodness therefore

does not count for much.  On the other hand, the man who, in old age, retains and acts

upon all the appetites of youth, is usually viewed with alarm and disgust.  Herbert Haft,

a multimillionaire who at the age of 72 turned on his son Robert and fired him from all

positions of responsibility within their financial empire, arouses the kind of horror

usually reserved for some prodigious freak of nature.  Haft also embodies a telling

critique of the Freudian theory that children are out to get their parents.

Where the individual does indeed graduate from a childhood of youthful

indiscretions into an adult career of unrestrained evil, it is often through slavish
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obedience, not to the id, but to the superego.  The methodical procedures of the

Holocaust were executed, not by notable hell-raisers, but by highly regimented moral

automatons who obeyed their orders.

The Freuds and Janet Malcolms and Camille Paglias arise throughout the

history of ideas, bringing us over and over again the same bad news: nature is savage,

man is a monster, life's a bitch and then you die.  Anybody recognize adolescent

romanticism here?  As the philosopher Robert Nozick has pointed out, the prophets of

the abyss like to assume a self-dramatizing and self-congratulatory stance of "tough-

mindedness" and "realism."  See how unsentimental I am, they say, attracting a crowd. 

But this pose is the flip side of the coin of sentimentality: kitsch gives us a theater of

heroism and happy endings; nihilism vaunts the even greater heroism of those who

know that there are no happy endings.  "Aren't we brave to see life as it is?"  In fact, the

self-styled realist is sentimentally attached to the idea of the dark, loveless void.  Plato

thought he had disposed of the type in Book II of the Republic, but Glaucon's pose of

"telling it like it is" is so pseudo-profound that its intellectual cachet among perpetual

teenagers can never die.



The theory of the primal crime

Freud elaborated his two new theories, of the death drive and the tripartite mind, in the

early 1920s.  In 1926, he revamped his theory of anxiety.  From then on, he turned his

attention increasingly to larger philosophical and anthropological issues.  With

characteristic breadth of ambition he set out to solve – from his armchair, of course –

the origin of civilization.

Naturally, he succeeded – in only a couple of years.  And he brought the final bit

of bad news: not only is every man, woman, and child a battleground of conflicting

forces – id versus superego, pleasure principle versus reality principle, life force versus

death wish – but civilization blocks every avenue to happiness even if you are perfectly

well-adjusted.  So let us take a brief trip through Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud's

final summation of just how bad it all is, and incidentally his most enduringly popular

literary production.

The thesis is quite simple: 

What we call civilization is largely responsible for our misery . . . we
should be much happier if we gave it up and returned to primitive
conditions. . . . A person becomes neurotic because he cannot tolerate
the amount of frustration which society imposes on him in the service of
its cultural ideals. . . . The members of a community restrict themselves in
their possibilities of satisfaction. . . . Primitive man was better off in
knowing no restrictions on his drives. . . . The liberty of the individual is no
gift of civilization.  It was greatest before there was any civilization. . . .
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Civilization is built up upon a renunciation of drives. . . . It presupposes
precisely the non-satisfaction . . . of powerful drives.

What are these powerful drives that we are forced to renounce?  In his earlier years,

Freud argued that they are altogether and entirely sexual, and here he stresses that

sex is the key to all genuine pleasure.  "Sexual love has given us our most intense

experience of an overwhelming sensation of pleasure and has thus furnished us with a

pattern for our search for happiness."  It is true that there are other satisfactions –

those of artists or scientists, for instance – "but their intensity is mild as compared with

that derived from the sating of crude and primary instinctual impulses; they do not

convulse our physical being."

What we call happiness in the strictest sense comes from the (preferably
sudden) satisfaction of needs which have been dammed up to a high
degree, and it is from its nature only possible as an episodic
phenomenon.  When any situation that is desired by the pleasure
principle is prolonged, it only produces a feeling of mild contentment.  We
are so made that we can derive intense enjoyment only from a contrast
and very little from a state of things.

Civilization thwarts our sexual drive; in fact, civilization began with the establishment of

the incest taboo, which "is perhaps the most drastic mutilation which man's erotic life

has in all time experienced."  As if this picture is not demoralizing enough, however,

Freud darkens it further with his imputation of the death drive.  In this book, he is

unusually honest about the origin of this piece of theory in pure speculation, and the

concomitant lack of empirical data:

There remained in me a kind of conviction, for which I was not as yet able
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to find reasons, that the drives could not all be of the same kind. . . . It
was not easy, however, to demonstrate the activities of this supposed
death drive. . . . The assumption of the existence of a drive of death or
destruction has met with resistance even in analytic circles . . . .

Nonetheless, the lack of evidence and the resistance of other analysts has not shaken

his confidence or moved him from his position; and now he assures us that the death

drive is an inference that we cannot do without.

Ever since the publication of "Civilized Sexual Morality and Modern

Nervousness" in 1908, Freud had insisted that the wild horses of sex are always on the

verge of upsetting the apple cart of civilization.  Now he had dreamed up a second

drive which is even more inimical to civilization than the first.  We have a peculiarly

Freudian sort of Manicheism: the principle of light – eros – is almost as dark as the

dark principle of thanatos.

Civilization curbs our drives toward nonstop rutting and murder on whim.  This is

the book's thesis in a nutshell, and we can dispense first with why it has been the most

popular of all Freud's writings: it gives the widest possible scope to an intellectually

fashionable fatalism and pessimism.  Even among intellectuals with the highest IQs,

Darwinism was crudely misunderstood as having proven that "we are just animals."  In

the immediate aftermath of the acceptance of the theory of evolution, European artists

and intellectuals fell victim to a pervasive sense of the beastliness of man (the irony

being that beasts are incapable of performing our feats of organized mayhem,

religiously sanctioned sadism, and genocide).  We can see, right up to our own day, in

high art like the novel, and even popular art like the cinema, how every view of the
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abyss is automatically assumed to be "deep."

The pleasure principle in a state of nature

The refutation of Freud requires me to say such obvious things that I feel silly.  Let me

begin by noting that there are 24 hours in a day, and even if sexual gratification were

the non plus ultra of existence, I do not see how I could pursue it continually or fail to

be grateful for other pleasures.  Just as Freud's critics have said from the beginning,

sex is absurdly overvalued in his account of things.

More tellingly, Freud is fixated on the moment of orgasm as the paradigm of

pleasure.  Partly, this is owing to his blind spot about all the aspects of the mating

dance that are socially constructed and culturally conditioned; but it also just seems to

be the way he thought about sex.

In truth, without various socially constructed emotions coming into play – the

pleasure of sexual predation, the guilty joy in violating taboos – sex can lose its appeal. 

We do not even have a clear idea how much eroticism – if any – would be left if we

succeeded in detaching cultural factors from sex.  In short, to quote a popular cliché,

the most important erogenous zone is between the ears.  You would never guess this

from Freud's account of the joy of "overwhelming sensation."

As an antidote to Civilization and Its Discontents, with its romantic vision of the

free rein of unbridled instinct in a state of nature, I recommend Hobbes's Leviathan,

with its memorable picture of primitive life as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." 
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Yes, our Neanderthal man could, in theory, rut the livelong day without any pangs of

conscience.  But could he so rut as a matter of fact?  We find among mammals that the

stronger males oppress the weaker and horde the females for themselves; in some

species, the less aggressive males are shut out of the reproduction sweepstakes

altogether.  Nor are females in the wilderness the male-dominated, cloistered,

cosseted, sex-obsessed, darling little compliant things that they were likely to be in

patriarchal Vienna.  What Freud is really picturing with his mind's eye bears no

resemblance to the state of nature, but exactly resembles the free-love communes in

the novels of Robert Heinlein and Robert Rimmer.  Freud's fantastical state of nature is

an amalgam of contraries: a male's freedom from the restraint of conscience and

socialization as found in the animal kingdom in combination with the sexual subjugation

of a patriarchally trained, utterly acquiescent, totally dependent, deliciously male-

oriented child-woman, just as Freud knew her from his medical practice catering to the

wealthy classes of turn-of-the-century Vienna.

In The Future of an Illusion, Freud actually makes this point – that primitive

conditions would not have allowed primitive man to indulge his every sexual whim.  He

seems to have forgotten what he had written three years earlier, either because he

could not help sinking into fantasies about sexual plenitude in a state of nature, or

because he began chasing the imp of theory and once again lost his bearings.

Whatever the explanation, there is something a little sad about a man of Freud's

intellectual attainment speaking of bodily convulsion as the highest delight.  Again let

us invoke Adler and Jung, who recognized the importance of sex and honored Freud
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for his fearless exploration of it, but who also admitted the existence of other drives: the

drive for mastery and competence in Adlerian psychology, and the drive for

transcendence and spiritual self-realization in Jung's psychology.  Ironically, the

biographical evidence indicates that few men have ever more clearly evinced the

Adlerian drives, and shown fewer signs of sexual acting out, than Freud.

As for the problem of human aggression that Freud tries so desperately to solve

with the death drive, many feminists point out that males perpetrate most of the

violence.  This fact alone might predispose us to look for cultural factors rather than a

common denominator in universal human psychology.  I will make two passing

comments on Freud's "discovery."  First, as we have already noted, the death drive is

exactly what Bacon had in mind when he mentioned a class of words that are "names

of things that do not exist."  Is it adrenaline?  Is it testosterone?  Is it a pattern of

thought?  Where is it?  Freud surmised that it must be in every cell, but modern

researchers have yet to find it.  Second, Freud was wrong to assume that the natural

man wants rape, pillage, death, and destruction.  Why isn't it natural to enjoy empathic

connection and the fruits of cooperation?  All evil stems from the going awry of this

natural humanness.  The need to dominate others is a debased version of the Adlerian

and Jungian drives for mastery and transcendence.

Love and work

Now let us browse through Civilization and Its Discontents for a sampling of Freud's
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little fallacies, which are often as glaring as his big ones, and sometimes give a more

striking demonstration of how slipshod his thinking could be.

In a footnote, Freud praises work as a method of "displacing a large amount of libidinal

components," but he laments the "natural human aversion to work."  Instead of locating

the cause of this aversion in the mind-numbing routine, filthy conditions, and

subsistence wages that characterized most jobs in 19th century capitalism, Freud

located it in . . . human nature.  Apparently his reading of Marx had done nothing to

familiarize him with the alienation of the worker.  Nor did he seem to notice that he

himself, far from evincing any aversion to work, instead labored feverishly into his ninth

decade.

A little further along, we notice again his indifference to social conditioning.  As part of

his predictable attempt to explain away art – all art – as merely a "derivation from the

field of sexual feeling," he says that the sight of the genitals "is always exciting." 

Fifteen minutes in a nudist colony could have disabused him of this notion.  Freud

locates in universal human psychology the feelings that have been engendered in us

by the conventions of clothing and the taboos of sexual puritanism.

It bears emphasizing that Freud accepted certain facets of bourgeois behavior

without a trace of his usual curiosity.  On the vast subject of romantic love, for instance,

he never thought for a moment about peering behind the veil of learned responses. 

Love was, for him as for the readers of women's magazines, a combination of passion
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and tenderness that sweeps you off your feet:

When a love-relation is at its height there is no room left for any interest
in the environment.

.     .     .

We are never so defenseless against suffering as when we love, never so
helplessly unhappy as when we have lost our loved object or its love.

A rock-and-roll ballad could not put it any more touchingly.  Did it ever occur to him to

ask whether romantic love is a cultural production?  Did he never suspect that women

learned to swoon? just as they learned to mimic the symptoms of hysteria.

Freud's uncritical acceptance of society radically compromises what he called

the goal of psychoanalysis – to restore the patient's capacity to love and to work –

because he never considered the possibility that, under Austrian capitalism, there was

very little work worth doing, or that the sort of romantic love he valued was a figment of

his perpetually adolescent imagination.  Instead, he endeavored to bend his patients to

"the reality principle."

I have mentioned Freud's tendency to let a metaphor run amok.  Here is a little test. 

Where does the following passage go off the rails?

With every tool man is perfecting his own organs. . . . By means of
spectacles he corrects defects in the lens of his own eye; by means of the
telescope he sees into the far distance. . . . With the help of the telephone
he can hear at distances which would be respected as unattainable even
in a fairy tale.  Writing was in its origin the voice of an absent person; and
the dwelling-house was a substitute for the mother's womb, the first
lodging, for which in all likelihood man still longs, and in which he was
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safe and felt at ease.

If it seems too unpoetical to account for houses by saying that we wanted to be able to

come in out of the rain, I recommend Thoreau's Walden, which treats all the necessities

of life by reference to an analogy between a man's body and a stove: food is fuel;

clothing, shelter, and indoor heating are all mechanisms to preserve the vital heat.

But surely Freud is being playful?  Surely he understands that shelter is first and

foremost what Thoreau says it is, and only incidentally, and metaphorically, "a

substitute for the mother's womb"?  This might be one line of defense for some lovers

of Freud, but I submit that his entire life-work would vanish if we treated his

metaphorical leaps as metaphors only.  I must add that a number of psychoanalysts

took his hint about "the first lodging" with appalling literalness: Otto Rank, Geza

Roheim and Norman O. Brown all downgraded the Oedipus complex in favor of the

"birth trauma."  My question is this: How impoverished would your life have to be to

make you propose in all seriousness that you were happiest when you were in the

womb?  To say Freud had a pessimistic view of the human condition does no justice at

all to the self-pitying view expressed here.  One final question: Would you want to be

treated by a therapist who thinks that this is your secret, unconsciously fantasized idea

of felicity?

The primal crime

In developing his overall argument in Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud has
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recourse to an idea first offered in Totem and Taboo: that civilization originated in the

murder of a father by his sons, who thereby "made the discovery that a combination

can be stronger than a single individual."  Was this a father in a specific Cro-Magnon

family?  Or did sons generally, during one particular prehistoric epoch, do away with

their fathers?  Freud is vague on this point, and can afford to be, because the memory

of this deed is in any case inherited.

Not even his closest disciples followed Freud down the garden path of "the

primal crime"; nor did anthropologists or historians find a shred of evidence to back up

his conjecture about the archetypal Oedipal murder.  The wild suppositions of Totem

and Taboo engendered a storm of protests.  But 15 years later, Freud remained

undaunted by the opposition and as enamored of his idea as ever:

We cannot get away from the assumption that man's sense of guilt
springs from the Oedipus complex and was acquired at the killing of the
father by the brothers banded together.

Freud the conquistador had, in the intervening years, moved on from demonstrating the

universality of the Oedipus complex in 20th century man to explaining its beginnings in

Paleolithic times.  For dessert, he explained the origin of guilt and of conscience.  Not

some types of guilt, but all guilt – guilt itself.  And as icing on the cake, he thereby

explained the origin of civilization.

This is the armchair intellectual at his most audacious, weaving tapestries of

pure thought, answering questions few dare even to ask, his scope no less than

universal human nature and all of history and pre-history.  Your sense of guilt, and my
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sense of guilt, your conscience and my conscience, were acquired through a single

event that occurred 15 or 20 millennia ago.  The memory of that criminal deed has

come down to us as part of our genetic heritage; and that event represents the great

turning point of humanity, away from a primitive life of the instincts and toward the

achievements of civilization.

Let us stay with this fascinating proposal, and note, as Freud works it out, the

operation of Bacon's idols of the market place.  Remember Bacon's caution about

words that are actually "names of things that do not exist."  Today we use the term

"hypostatization" to designate the hasty conversion of ideas and concepts into

substances and realities.

Freud asks rhetorically if the remorse felt by the sons, the brothers banded

together, is the origin of conscience – the first instance of guilt for any reason.  And

with his customary confidence he answers in the affirmative:

This remorse was the result of the primordial ambivalence of feeling
towards the father.  His sons hated him, but they loved him, too.  After
their hatred had been satisfied by their act of aggression, their love came
to the fore in their remorse for the deed.  It set up the superego by
identification with the father; it gave that agency the father's power, as
though as a punishment for the deed of aggression they had carried out
against him, and it created the restrictions which were intended to prevent
a repetition of the deed.  [Emphasis added]

I have italicized three appearances of the pronoun "it" to keep you focused upon the

agent producing all these events.  "It" refers back to "love."  Bear in mind that "hatred"

and "love" deserve Bacon's warning against that class of words that are "names of

things that exist, but yet confused and i ll-defined."  In Freud's fantasia, "love" is no
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longer a sensation, but the performer of several sophisticated actions.  Love sets up

the superego.  (In how many days, I wonder?  Remember that there is no such thing as

a superego.)  Love gives the superego the father's power.  Love creates the restrictions

that prevent another murder.  And all this is the birth of conscience.

Notice that here, as elsewhere, Freud cannot imagine a father who might be

hated because he deserves to be.  The paterfamilias is a benign figure in his writing.  In

neither 20th century psychoanalysis nor in Freud's imaginative reconstruction of Cro-

Magnon history does the father beat and kill his sons, as happens every day in real life:

always the sons hate the father, as occasionally happens in real life.  And why, in the

Freudian universe, do the sons want to kill the father?  Because Father is a violent,

abusive, domineering tyrant?  No; because the sons want to sleep with Mother.

Freud does not cite a single scientific study in support of his argument.  (He

does often cite himself in his footnotes, and sometimes other psychoanalysts.)  But the

paucity of documentation is hardly the only obstacle to refutation: how am I to go about

rebutting an assertion that Love set up a superego and outfitted it with a sense of guilt?



The theory of the acquisition of fire

We may say of Freud's methodology, as Mark Twain said of Fennimore Cooper's prose

style, that it is grand, stately, beautiful, sacred to Freud, and his very own.  Twain

likened the resources of style to an army:

Some authors proportion an attacking force to the strength or weakness,
the importance or unimportance, of the object to be attacked; but Cooper
doesn't.  It doesn't make any difference to Cooper whether the object of
attack is a hundred thousand men or a cow; he hurls his entire force
against it.

Let us go down a bypath of Civilization and Its Discontents, where Freud hurls his entire

interpretive apparatus against a minor object of attack.  In a small matter, we can the

more easily follow his methodology.  Listing the achievements of civilization, Freud

inevitably comes upon the acquisition of fire.  A lengthy footnote intrudes:

Psychoanalytical material, incomplete as it is and not susceptible to clear
interpretation, nevertheless admits of a conjecture – a fantastic-sounding
one – about the origin of this human feat.  It is as though primal man had
the habit, when he came in contact with fire, of satisfying an infantile
desire connected with it, by putting it out with a stream of his urine. . . .
Putting out fire by micturating . . . was therefore a kind of sexual act with a
male, an enjoyment of sexual potency in a homosexual competition.  The
first person to renounce this desire and spare the fire was able to carry it
off with him and subdue it to his own use.  By damping down the fire of his
own sexual excitation, he had tamed the natural force of fire.  This great
cultural conquest was thus the reward for his renunciation of instinct. 
Further, it is as though woman had been appointed guardian of the fire
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which was held captive on the domestic hearth, because her anatomy
made it impossible for her to yield to the temptation of this desire.

Where is the evidence?  Have archaeologists discovered the chemicals of urine among

the ashes of ancient fires?  Have anthropologists discovered a primitive tribe that has

ritualized this homosexual competition?  Have paleographers deciphered hieroglyphics

that point to this legendary practice?  The answer is, "None of the above."  The

evidence, according to the extended footnote, lies in "psychoanalytical material" – that

is to say, in dreams (which, remember, are able to capture racial as well as personal

memories), and in the actions of two fictional characters, Gargantua and Gulliver.

Let's not be hasty here.  Let's track down Freud's contention that "analytic

experience testifies to the connection between ambition, fire, and urethral eroticism." 

Here is the first significant dream that Dora related to Freud in the course of her

treatment:

A house was on fire.  My father was standing beside my bed and woke me
up.  I dressed quickly.  Mother wanted to stop and save her jewel-case;
but Father said: "I refuse to let myself and my two children be burnt for the
sake of your jewel-case."  We hurried downstairs, and as soon as I was
outside I woke up.

Freud's interpretation ranges over multiple levels of deep meaning.  But even at the

surface, things are not what they seem.  Mother, for instance, is "your former rival in

your father's affections."  The jewel case is Dora's you-know-what.

Freud's basic theory, remember, is that "the meaning of dreams is limited to a

single form, to the representation of wishes."  It would appear that this dream is a
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representation of fear or anxiety, but the Professor is about to go to work, having at his

disposal his techniques for reading the "condensations," "displacements," and

"transformations" of the symbols; remember, too, that "an element in the manifest

dream which admits of an opposite may stand simply for itself, or for its opposite, or for

both together."  So we move right along: a meaning must exist, because the fire and the

jewel-case are symbols; multiple meanings must exist, because symbols are

overdetermined.  (What is overdetermination?  It is the "law" that multiple meanings

exist.)

It will not be difficult to turn a fear into a wish, because at any level of content,

manifest or latent, the law of contraries may operate: fire may represent water.  So: "In

this part of the dream everything is turned into its opposite."  The jewel-case, which, in

the manifest content, is to be protected, in the latent content is to be bestowed.  Mother

now stands for Frau K.  Father is Herr K.  The original Oedipal triangle has been

reconstituted as a substitute triangle:

So you are ready to give Herr K what his wife withholds from him.  That is
the thought which has had to be repressed with so much energy, and
which has made it necessary for every one of its elements to be turned
into its opposite.  The dream confirms once more what I had already told
you before you dreamt it – that you are summoning up your old love for
your father in order to protect yourself against your love for Herr K.  But
what do all these efforts show?  Not only that you are afraid of Herr K, but
that you are still more afraid of yourself, and of the temptation you feel to
yield to him.  In short, these efforts prove once more how deeply you
loved him.

Freud is deliriously blind to what any reader can see clearly, which is that he has long

since "diagnosed" Dora and now simply forces the dream material to confirm the
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diagnosis.  (Notice, as a sidelight, how voluble Freud is.  A glance at the case study

reveals that Freud out-talks Dora ten-to-one.  On this point, as on others involving the

length of treatment and the efficacy of lay analysis, the modern psychoanalytic

establishment has seen fit to correct the Master.)

Well, for anyone but Freud, this interpretation would have concluded a hard

day's night.  We have a manifest content in which father is father, and fails (as he did in

reality) to protect his loved one's jewel-case; we have a latent content in which father is

Herr K, and, by the law of opposites, receives the gift of the jewel-case.  But Freud was

indefatigable.  Another of his principles is that every dream draws upon real-life

antecedents occurring in the previous 24 hours. (Every dream.  And never the day

before yesterday.)  Dora cooperatively dredged up the requisite "day residue":

Father has been having a dispute with Mother in the last few days,
because she locks the dining room door at night.  My brother's room, you
see, has no separate entrance, but can only be reached through the
dining room.  Father does not want my brother to be locked in like that at
night.  He says it will not do; something might happen in the night so that
it might be necessary to leave the room.

Freud treats this statement as freely associated material, which is susceptible of

interpretation along the same lines as the dream content.  Moreover, "the elucidation of

the dream seemed to me incomplete so long as a particular requirement remained

unsatisfied. . . . For the wish which creates the dream always springs from the period of

childhood; and it is continually trying to summon childhood back into reality and to

correct the present day by the measure of childhood."  (The wish always springs from

the period of childhood – yet another improbable, untestable, ironclad universal
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principle without any exceptions.)

Freud asks Dora if she knows why children are forbidden to play with matches. 

Dora answers as anyone would: "Yes; on account of the risk of fire."  Freud replies:

Not only on that account.  They are warned not to 'play with fire,' and a
particular belief is associated with the warning. . . . The fear is that if they
do they will wet their bed.  The antithesis of 'water' and 'fire' must be at
the bottom of this.

Now note carefully: Dora has never heard of this "particular belief" (nor have I).  So she

could not have made use of it in her dream – unless she carried the idea around in her

unconscious.  Conveniently enough for the psychoanalyst, however, the unconscious

can bear any burden: the antithesis of water and fire can be lodged in Dora's

phylogenetic unconscious – in her DNA.  So, onward:

I notice that the antithesis of water and fire has been extremely useful to
you in the dream. . . . But fire is not only used as the contrary of water, it
also serves directly to represent love (as in the phrase "to be consumed
with love").  So that from "fire" one set of rails runs by way of this symbolic
meaning to thoughts of love; while the other set runs by way of the
contrary "water," and, after sending off a branch line which provides
another connection with "love" (for love also makes things wet), leads in a
different direction.  And what direction can that be?  Think of the
expressions you used: that an accident might happen in the night, and
that it might be necessary to leave the room.  Surely the allusion must be
to a physical need?  And if you transpose the accident into childhood
what can it be but bed-wetting?

There is so much here deserving of extended comment.  "Love also makes things wet"

– what are we to do with that?  Notice too how much of the interpretation relies, not

upon the material of the dream, and not even upon Dora's choice of words in talking
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about the dream, but on her father's actual words in real life, and Freud's subsequent

misquotation of those words.  It was her father, not Dora, who said that "something

might happen in the night so that it might be necessary to leave the room."  And it was

Freud, not Dora, who substituted the word "accident" for the word "something."

(Another sidelight: Imagine this troubled teenager trying to hold her own against

this cascade of erudite interpretations offered by a recognized authority figure.  Dora

showed exceptional courage in thinking that he was wrong.)

These fascinating Freudian tributaries branch out like the rails of Freud's metaphorical

railway system.  Allow me to return to the station.  Dora's dream is the evidence for the

argument that primal man urinated on the fire!  Remember?  "Analytic experience

testifies to the connection between ambition, fire and urethral erotism."

If you wish to defend Freud by insisting that there must have been many other

dreams by his patients involving ambition, fire, and urethral eroticism, remember that

those dreams would have been "interpreted" according to the same "principles," and

with the same freedom, as the dream that I have cited.

Let's see this through to the end.  Freud's footnote in Civilization and Its Discontents,

phrased with his customary show of modesty, met with widespread disdain.  Did this

deter him?  If you think so, you don't know him.  In 1932, he returned to the subject in a

short paper, "The Acquisition of Power over Fire."  No evidence from archaeology,

anthropology, or history had turned up in the meantime in support of his conjecture. 
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But, he had been thinking about the problem.

I think that this conjecture can be confirmed by the interpretation of the
Greek myth of Prometheus, provided that we bear in mind the distortions
to be expected in the transition from fact to the content of a myth. . . . The
mechanisms employed in such distortion are symbolic representation and
the transformation of a given element into its opposite.

You are forewarned by Freud himself that he is going to treat the myth, which originates

in a fact, as if it were a dream.  You may now fasten your seat belt:

Prometheus the Titan . . . brought to mankind the fire which he stole from
the gods hidden in a hollow rod, a fennel-stalk.  If we were interpreting a
dream, we should readily see in such an object a penis-symbol, though
the unusual stress laid on its hollowness might make us hesitate.  But
what is the connection between this penis-tube and the preservation of
fire?  There seems little chance of finding one until we remember the
procedure so common in dreams which often conceals their meaning, the
process of reversal, the transformation of an element into its opposite, the
inversion of the actual relationships.  It is not fire which man harbors in
his penis-tube; on the contrary, it is the means of extinguishing fire, the
water of his stream of urine.

The myth was produced by a myth-maker, who wished to memorialize an actual event

that was witnessed either by himself or by his ancestors – the acquisition of fire, which

occurred on that red-letter day when the virile young men renounced the time-honored

homosexual competition to extinguish fires by urinating on them.  Presumably, then, the

creation of the myth was the conscious act of an artist/historian.  But the myth that he

consciously produced is said to exhibit the same feints and concealments as a dream,

which is produced by the unconscious mind.  In the "transition from fact to the content

of a myth," Freud avers that there will be distortions that are typical of the
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transformation of latent dream content into manifest content.  But isn't it the whole point

of Freud's dream theory that the dreamer is set free by the unconsciousness of sleep to

roam at will among the appalling contents of the id?  All the reversals, transformations,

and inversions are then necessary to get this noxious material past the dream censor. 

But this myth-maker is celebrating the tribe's achievement.  He is not trying to disguise

the horrors of his perverse sexual desires and homicidal wishes; he is trying to honor

the mighty achievement of his tribe in domesticating fire for its own uses.  So it makes

no more sense to treat a myth as if it were a dream than to treat a case history as if it

were a dream – although I do admit that Freud's case histories are fantasy-literature.

Freud would counter (I think) that the memory of this time of widespread infantile

perversion is now mortifying to the more mature and civilized tribal people; so in this

particular case, the myth memorializes a genuine fact, but a fact that is unacceptable to

the myth censor.  He would also argue that the unconscious contributes its portion to all

artistic representations, and that furthermore the artist, because he works with his

materials in a manner that resembles free association, is more likely than the average

person to stumble across a psychoanalytical truth.

But the presentation of ideas in artistic form is a highly conscious act of shaping

and refining.  Isn't it likely that, as the artist attempts to make the manifest content of his

myth clearer to his audience – in the case under examination this has to do with the gift

of fire by the god Prometheus – he might accidentally obliterate the latent content,

which Freud says has to do with the renunciation of urethral eroticism?  Freud could

answer this objection by saying that any presentation that preserves the infantile



The theory of the acquisition of fire - 326

residue will always seem the most powerful to artist and audience.  So the myth-maker

began with a celebrated fact – the acquisition of fire.  He wanted to turn it into a kind of

poetry.  Nobody alive wanted to be reminded of the childhood of the tribe, when men

were caught up in an infantile perversion such as would shame any well-adjusted adult. 

So the myth-maker disowned the true origin of the acquisition of fire, and concocted a

better story involving the god Prometheus.  As he fleshed out his material, he

unconsciously engaged in "the distortions to be expected in the transition from fact to

the content of a myth," which are the same ones that we find in the transition from

latent dream content to manifest dream content.  He tried to eradicate the truth, but as

he transformed it into the myth, he could not expunge it.  It turns out – bad luck, this! –

that he artistically chose just such elements as preserved the true story in code.  To try

to get rid of the embarrassing truth, the myth-maker jettisoned the urinating as any sort

of manifest content.  But due to a miraculous facility that genuine artists have in

accessing the unconscious, he adorned the Prometheus story with telltale signs of the

very scandal that he was trying to cover up.  Prometheus is conveying the fire as a gift. 

To keep from burning his hands, he puts the fire in . . . a fennel stalk! – which is

obviously a penis-tube! – which is obviously used for the purpose of urinating on a fire,

not for conveying fire from one place to another.

These kinds of explanations expose Freudianism to all the complaints of its

critics.  If we say, with Freud, that the artist will inevitably choose the loaded symbol

pushed up from his unconscious over the paler symbol that he might invent in the

process of consciously shaping a work of art, we are stating what cannot be tested and
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proven, and we are defining artistic creation, before we have investigated it at all, as

being by its nature a Freudian enterprise, i.e., one where the unconscious mind

continually impinges upon and overrides the conscious mind.  If we allow Freud to get

away with saying that known historical facts are manipulated by conscious artists in the

same manner that the contents of the id are manipulated by unconscious dreamers, we

have gone far beyond both his theory of dreams and his theory of artistic production

and allowed him to foist off on us another truth-by-assertion.  We are in an evidence-

free zone, where he is not required to offer any proof of this rather extravagant claim

other than his own highly imaginative reading of the Prometheus myth.  That reading is

generated by the truth-by-assertion and then taken to demonstrate it.  Once again an

endeavor (myth-making) is assumed to be a Freudian enterprise, and then proven to

be a Freudian enterprise when analyzed in accordance with the assumption.

Let us state this as clearly as possible, because we are at the very heart of the

tautological method.  Myth-making is said to be an activity of unconscious code-

making, similar to the activity that produces dreams, for the circular reason that the

Freudian enterprise of code-breaking has been fruitfully applied to myth-making – the

fruitfulness lying in the eyes of the Freudian beholder.  Is the myth coded like a dream? 

Yes, because Freud applied dream interpretation to the myth and deciphered its code. 

Is there any ancillary evidence that the myth means what Freud says it does?  Yes,

because when we assume that the Prometheus story is like a Freudian dream, we

verify the hypothesis that the acquisition of fire was achieved by means of the

renunciation of a homosexual competition.  But what engendered this hypothesis about
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the acquisition of fire in the first place?  It grew out of other Freudian hypotheses about

the renunciation of instinct generally and the origin of civilization.

All of Freudianism operates this way.  We have a valid question: Is a myth

produced in the same manner as a dream?  Freud says yes, and makes his kind of

sense out of the Prometheus myth by treating it as a dreamlike coded production of the

unconscious.  I say no, and I proceed to make poetic sense out of the Prometheus myth

without invoking any transformations and distortions of infantile sexual wish-fulfillments. 

Which of us is right?  Freud says he is, because while it may be hard to decide based

solely on hearing our two interpretations, his gains support from its according with the

scientific facts about the acquisition of fire.  We know that man acquired fire when he

overcame his burning desire to engage in acts of urethral erotism and stopped

urinating on every accidental blaze in competition with all the other eager males.  All

right, it looks like he wins . . . but wait!  How do I know that this is how man acquired

fire?  Oh, haven't you heard? says Freud.  I proved that man must have acquired fire in

this fashion.  My evidence is the correct interpretation of the Prometheus myth that

presents itself to us when we treat its material as a dreamlike coded production of the

unconscious.

It is easy to bog down in the refutation of Freud, because any given assertion of his

may lend itself to multiple rebuttals.  To the naive reader, it may then seem as though

Freud is simple and clear, and his antagonist cannot seem to shut up.  There is so

much to be said about Freud's theory of the acquisition of fire by means of renouncing
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the infantile desire of putting it out with a stream of urine as an enjoyment of sexual

potency in a homosexual competition.  I have not even taken up the sad pl ight of the

women who found it impossible "to yield to the temptation of this desire" because of

their well-attested anatomical inferiority.  I picture them eating their hearts out.  But I

cannot forbear to point out an actual archaeological fact, of likely relevance to this

chain of endless surmises: the record seems to indicate that fire was first controlled for

hearth-side use by homo erectus over half a million years ago, and that Neanderthal

men knew how to start fires 100,000 years ago.  My own surmise would therefore be

that the creator of the Prometheus myth had no idea of how and when fire was acquired

and no idea of how to make any sort of educated guess about i t.  He had a blank slate

to work with.  Freud's surmise requires the cultural memory to have been handed down

by oral tradition for a minimum of 4,000 generations.  But of course I am overlooking

the myth-maker's phylogenetic memory of the momentous deed.

Similarly, in summing up Freud's circularity, I am unkindly omitting the evidence

of Dora's dream: for even without the correct interpretation of the Prometheus myth, we

know that prehistoric man acquired fire by renouncing his infantile urethral erotic desire

because an 18-year-old Viennese girl at the turn of the last century dreamed that the

house was on fire.  The immediate cause of the dream was her father's recently

expressed fear about just such a fire.  The manifest content of the dream was her

father's failure to save her "jewel case" when he rescued her from the fire.  The latent

content of the dream was the fire of her desire for her father, for Herr K, and for Freud

himself – she is the origin of the fire that is threatening to consume her.  But the latent
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latent content of the dream is an unconscious memory or fantasy of bed-wetting.  This

last link in the chain of dream causation proves that humans domesticated fire for their

own use when they stopped urinating on it.

This is one of those points where I am tempted to stop and ask, "Have you had

enough?"  Are there any Freudians still reading and still believing in Freud?  But let us

keep a scientific detachment and carry on.  The Freudian argument, it now appears, is

that all the contents of the conscious mind – not only dreams, but remembered facts –

are contaminated by the unconscious and must be accordingly disguised.  In that case,

the psychoanalyst is justified in reading every emanation of mind, including a grocery

list, as coded; and he, canny fel low, will be capable of reading this manifest content

back into the original language of the unconscious by means of the Freudian

methodology.

Freud essentially took this route.  Any Freudian therapist would feel comfortable

asking me why certain vegetables, and not others, appear on my grocery list, and in

making inferences from both the list itself and my answers.  It is a brave patient who

buys a zucchini.

I urge the reader at this point to consider soberly whether he wishes to

accompany Freud down this path.  If he does, he should acknowledge the law of

diminishing returns: if everything is fair game to the analyst, then, as Wittgenstein says

about free association, we can never know when to stop in our interpreting.  If the

answer to this objection is that we always know when to stop because we knew before

we even started where the interpretation had to end, then we have once more the
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demonstration of circularity at the highest level of abstraction.  Whether we are viewing

the microcosm, such as the acquisition of fire, or the macrocosm, such as the nature of

mental life, Freudianism starts with the conclusion; and it states further that all possible

premises must and will support that conclusion.  Any premise that contradicts it is false;

its falsity may be that it is simply incorrect as stated; but much more likely its falsity will

lie in its having been thus far interpreted wrongly.  For instance, it may be that a

premise can only be rightly understood if it is interpreted to mean the opposite of what

it says.  "Fire," for instance, may need to be understood as "water."  In other cases, fire

is fire.  How do I know when to stop?  When do I transform fire into its opposite and

when do I leave fire alone?  Answer: the right interpretation will always assimilate the

fact to the conclusion that was known ahead of time before any premises were even

identified.

You would have to read the whole of the paper on the acquisition of fire to

appreciate the super-subtlety of Freud's intellect.  My excerpts have merely hinted at it. 

But may I offer a tiny demur to the basic thesis?  At the time of the homosexual

competition to extinguish fire, there could have been no campfires, because man had

not yet learned to renounce his instinct and build them.  Now such fires as occur

spontaneously in nature are started by lightning.  Primal man would have encountered

very few blazes smaller in size than a forest fire.  I'm just trying to picture him standing

at the edge of an inferno, fennel-stalk in hand, micturating away.

The Freudian acolyte may protest that while Freud's idiosyncratic account of the
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acquisition of fire exposes his fallibility about the side issues, the Oedipus complex is

untouched by such errors.  And shouldn't we admire his reach, even if it sometimes

exceeded his grasp?

But the Oedipus complex originated in just the same way, with just the same

standards of testing and verification, as the theory about the acquisition of fire.  Here

we have the Freudian methodology reduced to its essentials.  First, a thought pops into

his brain – that all paranoia is repressed homosexuality, that Moses was an Egyptian,

and in this case that primal man put out fires by urinating on them.  This pure thinking

corresponds to the proposing of a scientific hypothesis.  Next comes the testing of the

hypothesis.  In Freudian methodology, the hypothesis is tested by fitting it logically into

another part of the theory.  In the present instance, the theory that man gave up

urinating on fires confirms the theory that civilization originated in the renunciation of

instinct, and is itself confirmed by the theory that dreams represent wish-fulfillments

and that myths can be interpreted as if they were dreams.

The most important test comes from consulting "analytic experience," which

consists primarily of dreams and myths interpreted according to Freud.  But theory

guides the interpretation, making the process tautological.  At the point where a

scientist sets up a repeatable experiment, Freud simply thinks about a patient's dream

until he has gotten it to ratify the theory.  The whole process is laughable: the theory

directs the interpretation; the interpretation proves the theory.  Dora came in with a

unimpeachable story: its manifest content was Herr K's indecent proposal and her

father's betrayal of her.  But theory told Freud that Dora loved her father with an
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Oedipal love and had transferred this love, first to Herr K, then to Freud himself.  This

theory enabled Freud to make his kind of sense out of Dora's dream.  The dream then

proved the theory's correctness.

But, in regard to the acquisition of fire: why did this particular thought pop into

his head?  Ostensibly because a wealth of psychoanalytic material came to mind as the

Master contemplated humankind's great prehistoric achievement; but in reality because

Freud was once again beguiled by a metaphor – the "fire of desire."  Primitive man

learned to subdue "the natural force of fire" when he learned to subdue "the fire of his

own sexual excitation."  It is the same process of reasoning that traces the "constipated

personality" back to the hazards of toilet-training.  Let us call it the metaphorical fallacy,

and allow it a place of its own under Bacon's idols of the cave.



The theory of the primitive form of sexual longing 

Those who know Freud only by reputation may be inclined to credit him with an

enlightened attitude toward sex.  They may associate him with his stand "for an

infinitely freer sexual life"; they may be vaguely aware that he opposed the persecution

of homosexual men and women by the state; they may know that in his psychoanalytic

practice he dealt calmly with the most florid sexual behaviors.

In truth, far from being a prophet of the "sexual revolution," Freud stood closer to

sharing the views of missionary-position missionaries.  He differed from the

missionaries, and sided with the people who were persecuted by them, only in

celebrating recreational, as well as procreational, sex.  At one point in his career, he

was interested in the problem of effective birth-control, and believed that Wilhelm

Fliess was about to perfect a fail-safe rhythm method based upon his pseudoscientific

periodicities.

God is in the details; and in the details, Freud viewed sex very much that God

did – at least, the God of 19th century European religion.  From his earliest writings to

his latest, Freud, like the author of Leviticus, established heterosexual genital coitus as

the only satisfactory expression of mature, untroubled sexuality.  He could not allow

himself to cut sex loose from its moorings in biology.  Therefore, while he relinquished

the position of the Catholic Church, which links sex morally to procreation, he clung to
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the belief that physically any act other than that associated with procreation must be

contrary to nature.

In the case history of Dora, Freud wrote that her "excessively repulsive and

perverted fantasy of sucking at a penis has the most innocent origin."  The wording is

revealing.  Who finds this act repulsive?  On a closer reading, we notice that it was

Freud himself, not Dora, who pictured "a scene of sexual gratification per os."  He then

presented the scene, presumably in German rather than Latin, to Dora as an

"interpretation" and tried to coerce a confession out of her – a common tactic at police

headquarters – but she resisted his prosecutorial zeal and resolutely denied ever

imagining any such act.  (We may gain an insight into how souls more suggestible than

Dora can confess to crimes that they did not commit and conjure up memories of events

that never occurred.)  Dora herself might have found the idea of sucking at a penis

"repulsive and perverted" when Freud tried to get her to admit to it; nonetheless, the

wording of the sentence suggests that i t was Freud himself who found the fantasy – his

own, really – "repulsive and perverted."

In Freud's taxonomy, then, every sexual thought, word or deed that is not

directed toward genital copulation is either a neurosis or a perversion.  Neurosis results

from the damming of the sexual impulse due to guilt and repression and is played out in

immature Oedipal fantasies.  Perversion results from a regression to one of the early

stages of infantile sexuality and is played out in the performance of immature pre-

Oedipal acts.  (Freud diagnosed Fliess's wife Ida to Karl Abraham in these terms:

"positive hysteric; in short: perversion not neurosis."  This is his way of telling Abraham
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that she is a doer, rather than a mere fantasizer, of perverted deeds.  Apparently,

Wilhelm kissed – or got her to kiss it – and told.  And we can only guess, from Freud's

earlier adoration of Fliess's wife, how longingly he pictured those scenes to himself,

and what he wouldn't have given for poor old Martha to have engaged in a few

repulsive acts.)

Freud classified the perversions into two types: perversion of aim and perversion

of object.  The aim must always be coitus; the object must always be a member of the

opposite sex.  The list of possible perversions-according-to-Freud, then, turns out to be

both wide and deep.  Any means whereby a man and a woman give each other sexual

pleasure that is stopped short of, or bypasses, genital copulation, is a perversion.  As

for a man and another man – don't ask.

Freud's puritanism would not pose a problem if the perversions were indeed

"excessively repulsive and perverted" to all good men and women, because in that

case, hardly anyone would indulge in them.  But Freudian theology requires us to be

peculiarly and fatally damned.  It turns out that, even though Freud believed fellatio to

be excessively repulsive and perverted, he immediately pictured "a scene of sexual

gratification per os" to himself.  That's the human condition: we all yearn for the infantile

sexual pleasures that we have had to forgo for the sake of civilization.  So Freud

laments that the typical Viennese husband, impotent with his wife because he does not

wish to sully her with the perversions he would like to force upon her, is driven to seek

out a "debased sexual object" with whom he can give his sensual man free rein.

Many readers can immediately spot the way out of this malaise, and they
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assume that Freud must have seen it as well: let the Viennese wife give up her

prudishness and take a liberating plunge into the so-called perversions – especially if

they are no worse than sucking on a penis.

But this is not Freud's view.  With the fatalism so characteristic of him, Freud

viewed the problem as insoluble.  In Erich Fromm's words:

Freud believed that the practice of what he called "perversions" – all not-
strictly-genital sexual activities – was incompatible with highly civilized
life.  Since the sexual practices of bourgeois marriage excluded all
"perversion" as violation of the "dignity" of the bourgeois wife, he had to
arrive at the tragic conclusion that full happiness and full civilization
excluded each other.

So while it is true that Freud wrote unblushingly about a variety of acts and positions

and seemingly turned a tolerant eye upon them, he nonetheless considered all these

behaviors perverted.  He winked at them in the manner of a man of the world.  Boys will

be boys, men will be dirty old men, so we should stop arching our eyebrows:

nonetheless, these practices are contra naturam.

In spite of this solid evidence of Freud's retrograde attitudes, which were in some

respects prudish even for the age in which he lived, today's sexual liberationists have

continued to misconstrue him.  For instance, proponents of "gay rights" and "gender

theory" sometimes praise Freud for asserting that humans are naturally bisexual. 

Apparently, they fail to realize that he thought the bisexual phase should end by the

age of four: he considered a homosexual or bisexual adult to have regressed to the

time of infancy.  (To salvage Freud as a great emancipator, I have even seen it claimed
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that the word "perversion" is an unfortunate mistranslation of Freud's German; but

whichever word we choose – I notice that "perversion" is good enough for Fromm and

Gay – the theory is the same.)

Thus, latter-day Freudian Lucy Freeman takes as true coin of the psychological

realm the contention of a popular play, The Boys in the Band, that homosexuals hate

themselves, because, she says, "Adults cannot find gratification in an infantile sexual

pleasure without feeling debased."  She is blissfully unaware of what even Freud

acknowledged – that the self-loathing of (some) homosexuals follows ineluctably from

society's loathing of them.  Nonetheless, her view accords well with his.  Freud's own

sugar-coated letter to the American mother of a homosexual son cannot altogether

remove the stigma: "We consider it to be a variation of the sexual function, produced by

a certain arrest of sexual development."  The enlightened aspect of Freud's attitude is

to be found only in his opinion that homosexual behavior should not be criminalized. 

He would not have spoken out in favor of "alternative life styles."

As to Freeman's contention that I cannot engage in infantile sexual behavior

without feeling debased, I must ask, Why not?  I can if I want to.  The feeling of

debasement is socially conditioned: if I am psychically strong enough, I can overcome

it.  (If you think that a feeling of debasement is not socially conditioned, try proving that

it is anything else.)

Freeman's magisterial pronouncement demonstrates once again the slipshod

way in which Freudians make the most grandiose claims.  There is no need for her to

interview any homosexuals about their happiness quotient: since theory establishes the



The theory of the primitive form of sexual longing - 339

pathetic and self-defeating nature of their endeavor, she can get her information from a

play.

I once found myself idly thumbing through a book from the heyday of

psychoanalysis (the 1950s) and coming upon a discussion of lesbianism.  The analyst

had to admit that on one occasion he had encountered a lesbian who appeared to be

well-adjusted and satisfied with her life.  He diagnosed her happiness as a defense

mechanism.

Other readers have also picked up fragments of Freud's theory without realizing

how the fragments fit into the whole system.  For instance, feminists have excoriated

Freud for his patriarchal, and clinically ignorant, idea that the vaginal orgasm must be

cultivated at the expense of the clitoral orgasm.  But he is worse than they think. 

According to his theory, the clitoris is a "stunted penis," so any interest in it after the

infantile bisexual stage will be evidence of an unfortunate confusion as to the correct

gender role.  (The word "passivity" is a term of approbation in Freud's discussion of

"the feminine situation" – true femininity is characterized by physiological and

temperamental passivity.)  Therefore, according to Freud, clitoral stimulation to the

point of orgasm is a perversion – nor is the situation altered by a husband's

participation.  Any sexual act directed toward an orgasm achieved by any means other

than vaginal penetration by the penis is a perversion.

Given this viewpoint, Freud on masturbation makes dismal reading.  Far from

treating it as a salutary release from the tension that might otherwise lead to

inappropriate sexual acting-out, Freud treats masturbation always as a neurosis to be
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cured.  When Wilhelm Stekel argued that masturbation in itself is harmless – that the

only "problem" is the guilt engendered by parental disapproval – Freud bristled and put

the finishing touches on Stekel's excommunication.  (Gay does not find this dispute

worthy of his attention.  He would rather not call attention to the embarrassment that

Freud's attitude toward masturbation differed little from that of any other Victorian

physician – or priest – and that the outcast Stekel was entirely in the right.)

Incidentally, it is unclear when Freud's hurt feelings over Fliess's rejection of him

caused him to abandon his belief that one way to cure the problem of "excessive"

masturbation is by operating on the nose.

No chapter on Freud is complete without a Grand Theory.  We know by now that he

must have tried to assemble all the vagaries of sexuality into a monistic system.

On October 17, 1899, he takes pen in hand:

Dear Wilhelm,
What would you say if masturbation were to reduce itself to

homosexuality, and the latter, that is, male homosexuality (in both sexes)
were the primitive form of sexual longing?

Another day, another reduction – that much is clear.  But if you are not sufficiently

initiated into Freudspeak, you may be scratching your head over the concept of "male

homosexuality (in both sexes)."  There is some degree of guesswork in figuring out

what he means at this particular moment in his intellectual development, but we must

try our best.

The infant is polymorphously perverse.  So says theory.  In Freud's system,
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homosexuality and masturbation are both perversions, the one of object, the other of

aim.  Masturbation is a perverted attempt to recapture the grand old days of infantile

sexuality.  But what was the primitive form of sexual longing?

My guess is that Freud is toying with an early version of the Oedipus complex,

and groping his way toward the breakthrough concept of penis-envy.  The girl wants

her daddy's penis and plays with her (poor substitute of a) clitoris; the boy wants a

penis as big as his daddy's and plays with his little one: so each is indulging in the

"primitive form of sexual longing," which is "male homosexuality in both sexes."  Any

questions?



The theory of the primary addiction

The intellectual pleasure principle often reveals itself most clearly in the reductionism

drive.  Again to Fliess, December 22, 1897:

The insight has dawned on me that masturbation is the one major habit,
the "primary addiction," and it is only as a substitute and replacement for
it that the other addictions – to alcohol, morphine, tobacco, and the like –
come into existence.

Freud never rests until he has produced a First Cause.

What has always seemed so strange to me about Freudian insight is that I can

make so little use of it.  Now that I know that my coffee-habit is just a substitute for the

primary addiction, what are my options?  Now that I know that my desire to write this

book is just a sublimation of my sexuality, and my donation to non-profit organizations

just a reaction-formation against my inborn spitefulness, and my happiness just a

defense mechanism, what am I to do with the knowledge?

Nothing, actually.  Among Freud's axioms – that is, among those

unacknowledged self-evident truths that govern the creation of his theories – are his

core beliefs that human beings are rabble and happiness is impossible.



The theory of the transformation of anal erotic drives

Those who force themselves to read deeply into Freud may come away with the

impression that he was not so much obsessed with the bedroom as with the bathroom. 

His 1916 article, "On the transformation of drives with special reference to anal-

erotism," repays close attention if the reader has a strong stomach and manages to

hold his nose.  In it we find an index to Freud's fascination with the toilet, as well as an

example of pure speculation that has run amok to a degree that is astonishing even by

his standards.

The theory this time is that the infantile impulses of anal eroticism are not only

"sublimated and absorbed by transformation into character-traits" (identified as avarice,

pedantry, and stubbornness) but also "find a place and function within the new

organization of sexuality characterized by genital primacy."  That is, the anal eroticism

will not disappear altogether.  So, for instance, a little boy who has progressed from

anal eroticism to genital eroticism will abandon his project of ingratiating himself with

the adults by giving them his feces; but he holds to the idea of giving, by shifting to the

project of giving them a penis or a baby.  He can make this transition the more easily,

because in his unconscious, there is not much difference among these gifts:

In the products of the unconscious – spontaneous ideas, fantasies, symptoms –
the conceptions feces (money, gift), child and penis are seldom distinguished



The theory of the transformation of anal erotic drives - 344

and are easily interchangeable.

These equivalencies in the unconscious are proven by language: in "everyday speech,"

says Freud, "both child and penis are called 'little one' (das Kleine)"; furthermore,

"Linguistic evidence of this identity of child and feces is contained in the expression 'to

give someone a child.'"

For its feces are the infant's first gift, a part of his body which he will give
up only on persuasion by a loved person, to whom, indeed, he will made a
spontaneous gift of it as a token of affection, since as a rule infants do not
soil strangers.

Do not expect a footnote from Freud here, specifying the research that has

demonstrated that infants fill their diapers only for their parents.

The case with a little girl is, of course, different.  She yearns for a penis of her

own, but eventually gives herself over to a longing for a child.  Both of these desires

are further transformations of anal eroticism, as verified once again by linguistic

equivalence:

By yet another process a part of the erotism of the pregenital phase
becomes available for use in the phase of genital primacy.  The child is
regarded as "lumf" (Lumpf), [Translator's footnote: "A child's word for
feces"] i.e. as something which becomes detached from the body by
passing through the bowel.

The writing is a little unclear here, as to who is regarding a baby as a turd, but at a

minimum Freud qua theorist is one such.  It is similarly ambiguous as to who believes a

baby passes through the bowel, but as Freud was a physician with six children of his
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own, presumably he knew how childbirth occurs.  However, one of his recurrent

contentions was that children make the mistake of believing that babies are born

through the anus.  If such children exist, I would submit that their confusion is owing to

their education in unduly prudish households.  The tiniest child would be immune to this

mistake if the facts of childbirth were honestly explained.  Similarly, Freud was

convinced that "the boy's sexual curiosity leads him to discover the absence of a penis

in women."

He concludes that the penis must be a detachable part of the body,
something analogous to feces, the first bodily substance the child had to
part with.

We never learn the names of those boys who thought that a penis must be a

detachable part of the body.  Freud, as usual, attributes to universal human psychology

a conception that was inculcated in only a few, if any, skittish households in a

particularly neurotic part of Europe at an especially neurotic time.

If you wish to see for yourself that Freud did almost no actual research,

theorized endlessly using other theories as his premises, and had a marked taste for

the cloacal, you cannot do better than to read this paper.  It epitomizes the content and

methods of Freudianism, and is reprinted in full as an appendix.  Here is its conclusion:

When a baby appears on the scene it is labeled "lumf," in accordance
with the conclusions arrived at by sexual investigation, and becomes
invested with powerful anal-erotic interest.  When social experiences
teach that a baby is to be regarded as a love-token, a gift, the wish for a
child is reinforced from the same source.  Feces, penis and child are all
three solid bodies: they all three, by forcible entry or expulsion, stimulate
a membranous passage, i.e. the rectum and the vagina, the latter being
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as it were "rented" from the rectum, as Lou Andreas-Salomé aptly
remarks [in "'Anal' and 'Sexual'"].  Infantile inquiry into sexual matters can
only lead to the conclusion that the child comes down by the same route
as the fecal mass: the function of the penis is not usually discovered by it. 
But it is interesting to note that after so many vicissitudes an organic
correspondence reappears in the mental sphere as an unconscious
identity.

I am not afraid of a scientific interest in our gastrointestinal functions; and I agree with

the Roman writer Terence that nothing human is alien to me.  I suppose I must extend

my embrace of the human to include Freud's ideas.  But when I read a passage like

this, I cannot help being reminded of a song by Frank Zappa: "What's the ugliest part of

your body? . . . I think it's your mind . . . your mind."  As a window on Freud's mind,

such a passage cannot be bettered.  The "organic correspondence" mentioned in the

last sentence exists nowhere except in his mind; and not as an "unconscious identity,"

but as a conscious piece of theory, built up from a few verbal correspondences found in

idiomatic German by a writer who was transfixed by words.



The theory of the derivation of verbs from coproerotic terms

Purely linguistic correspondences stimulated Freud's brain the way entirely random

numbers also stimulated his brain.  On December 22, 1897, he alerted Fliess to the

recurrence of the same verb when we speak of making a bowel movement and making

money.  This set him on the road to the concept of the anal-retentive miser:

I can scarcely detail for you all the things that resolve themselves into –
excrement for me (a new Midas!).  It fits in completely with the theory of
internal stinking.  Above all, money itself . . . .

As we have grown to expect, Freud takes the ball and runs with it – very far indeed.  In

the same letter, he toys with the possibility that all verbs may exhibit a similar double

sense:

An old fantasy of mine, which I would like to recommend to your linguistic
sagacity, deals with the derivation of our verbs from such originally
coproerotic terms.

Here we have a candid snapshot of the Theorist of Everything plying his trade.  The

intellectual in Freud never rests.  He starts from a single linguistic co-incidence: making

a bowel movement, making money.  Immediately he begins to suspect that this single

coincidence, properly understood, is the monad of a monistic universe.

Why not speculate simply that all our verbs originate in bodily functions? 
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Because this is not reductive enough.  Characteristically, Freud suspects that all our

verbs originate in one and the same bodily function.

Once an idea occurred to him, Freud was tenacious.  Sixteen years later, in an

article titled "The Excretory Functions in Psychoanalysis and Folklore," he returns to

this one:

The interest which has hitherto been attached to excrement is carried
over on to other objects – for instance, from feces on to money, which is
later in acquiring significance for children.  Important constituents in the
formation of character are developed, or strengthened, from the
repression of coprophilic desires.

He also aligns his facts based upon interesting formal, rather than linguistic,

correspondences.  Consider his stages of infantile sexual development: first, the oral,

characterized by nursing; next, the anal, characterized by toilet-training; finally, the

genital, characterized by the fear of castration in boys and penis-envy in girls.  These

stages then engender matching perversions: fixation at the oral stage yielding a

predilection for oral sex, and so on.  There is a pleasing symmetry to all this, although

research has certainly not succeeded in proving a connection between a taste for oral

sex and a failure to negotiate the sexual conflicts of the first year of life – and it is

difficult to see how it could.

Next Freud matched certain personality traits to the stages.  Eventually he built

his four character-types out of this game.  He suggested, for instance, that the anal-

retentive type is formed during the anal stage of development when the child exhibits

his mastery by means of withholding the gift of his feces.
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So we have a "controlling personality" seated on the little commode, who grows

up to be excessively neat, compulsive, and close with a dollar.  Yet we might want to be

guarded about the intellectual leap of faith required to match a psychological trait in

adulthood to a physical action that may or may not have occurred in infancy: for bear in

mind that Freud did no "longitudinal studies" of balky two-year-olds, nor did he gather

data from a control group of babies who cheerfully went to the potty.  He did not visit

any nurseries and then check back 20 years later to see how the test subjects had

turned out.  Actual research of this type was foreign to his methods; it seems not to

have even crossed his mind.  Instead, as usual, he read the other way, from the

present back into the past: he determined the distant and inaccessible past by means

of symmetries and correspondences that appealed to his aesthetic sense; then he

concluded that the past that he had just invented by means of analogies and metaphors

had caused the present.  Put concretely: he "interpreted" the "psychoanalytical

material" of his anal-retentive patients and so discovered all by himself during their

analytic hours what their toilet-training must have been like; then, still without leaving

the room, he insisted that these excavated events had determined their adult

personalities.  A neat trick, really.



The theory of ontogenetic libidinal recapitulation
of phylogenetic postural changes

Freud demonstrated a marked penchant for symmetrical correspondences throughout

his life – especially those suggested by that seductive pseudoscientific slogan

"ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny."  Commentators – always chivalrous about

protecting their subject's reputation for genius – have paid far too little attention to the

importance of this idea in Freud's thinking.

In a letter to Fliess of November 14, 1897, Freud continued to work out one of

his favorite notions of ontogenetic recapitulation, whereby the stages of infantile

sexuality repeat the stages of human evolution that produced a more upright carriage.

Freud speculates that as our noses became more elevated, we stopped sniffing

each other's anuses, and our sexuality evolved toward a genital organization.  (Of

course, if a genital organization had not already existed, the species would have died

out in a single generation, but never mind.)  This phylogenetic development is

recapitulated during the first four years of a child's life, as he learns to crawl and then

walk upright while simultaneously moving through the oral and anal stages to the

genital crisis of the Oedipus complex.  (You probably thought the expression "he has

his nose in the air" originated in the metaphorical act of "looking down on others," but

Freud's linguistic virtuosity reveals that it really originated in your phylogenetic pride at
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having put the anally preoccupied dogs and apes behind you.)

The same letter is interesting for spelling out some of the presuppositions

underlying Freud's theory of repression:

I have often had a suspicion that something organic plays a part in
repression; I was able once before to tell you that it was a question of the
abandonment of former sexual zones. . . . The notion was linked to the
changed part played by sensations of smell: upright walking, nose raised
from the ground, at the same time a number of formerly interesting
sensations attached to the earth becoming repulsive. . . . (He turns up his
nose = he regards himself as something particularly noble.)  Now, the
zones which no longer produce a release of sexuality in normal and
mature human beings must be the regions of the anus and of the mouth
and throat.  This is to be understood in two ways: first, that seeing and
imagining the zones no longer produce an exciting effect, and second,
that the internal sensations arising from them make no contribution to the
libido, the way the sexual organs proper do.  In animals these sexual
zones continue in force in both respects; if this persists in human beings
too, perversion results.  We must assume that in infancy the release of
sexuality is not yet so much localized as it is later, so that the zones which
are later abandoned (and perhaps the whole surface of the body as well)
also instigate something that is analogous to the later release of sexuality. 
The extinction of these initial sexual zones would have a counterpart in
the atrophy of certain internal organs in the course of development.

.     .     .

To put it crudely, the memory actually stinks just as in the present the
object stinks; and in the same manner as we turn away our sense organ
(the head and nose) in disgust, the preconscious and the sense of
consciousness turn away from the memory.  This is repression. 
[Emphasis in the original]

He never gave up this notion that something organic plays a part in repression. 

Therefore, it was not enough to argue that the memory that needs to be repressed

stinks metaphorically; he insisted that some literal stench must be involved, as a
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physical prototype of this psychical mechanism.  Forever after, Freud was especially

interested in the smelliness of feces, and went on to construct elaborate theories of

anality and character.

Weren't these just passing thoughts, confidentially expressed to a kindred spirit? 

Shouldn't I know better than to hold a creative individual accountable for every passing

whim?  Ordinarily the answer would be yes – but Freud never relinquished a whim. 

Over 30 years later, he wrote in Civilization and Its Discontents:

With the assumption of an erect posture by man and with the depreciation
of his sense of smell, it was not only his anal erotism which threatened to
fall a victim to organic repression, but the whole of his sexuality; so that
since this, the sexual function has been accompanied by a repugnance
which cannot further be accounted for, and which prevents its complete
satisfaction and forces it away from the sexual aim into sublimations and
libidinal displacements.

This is the Victorian Freud.  With his congenital blindness to all things culturally

determined, and his reticence about conducting any actual research, he did not inquire

closely enough to find out if it was really "man," or just most of the people he happened

to know in Vienna at the turn of the century, who experienced repugnance toward the

sexual function.



The theory of neurotic "choice"

In the same letter, Freud also attempted to align paranoia, obsessional neurosis, and

hysteria with the oral, anal, and phallic stages of childhood.  He had long since decided

that hysteria is always owing to an Oedipal conflict; he continued throughout his life to

align paranoia and obsessional neurosis with earlier stages of infantile fixation.

It is probable, then, that the choice of neurosis – the decision whether
hysteria or obsessional neurosis or paranoia emerges – depends on the
nature of the thrust (that is to say, its chronological placing) which
enables repression to occur; that is, which transforms a source of internal
pleasure into one of internal disgust.

He never quite succeeded in this project of reducing each type of neurosis to a single

cause, which could then be aligned with a single stage of childhood, and in turn aligned

with a particular evolutionary stage in the natural history of mammals.  But he never

gave up trying; and the endeavor tells you all that you need to know about the habitual

workings of his mind.



The theory of ontogenetic libidinal recapitulation
of phylogenetic views of the universe

The indefatigable theorizer suffered a setback with the demise of his friendship with

Fliess.  It is evident that Fliess suffered equally from Bacon's idols and was willing to

lend a sympathetic ear any time Freud erected, often at an instant, another gigantic

edifice of thought.  But with the beginning of success and fame toward the end of the

first decade of the 20th century, Freud acquired disciples who would follow him, even

more readily than Fliess, wherever he led.  This was not good for him.

With the publication of Totem and Taboo, Freud returned to the metaphorical

possibilities opened up by ontogenetic recapitulation and began to extend his

speculations into the realms of anthropology and history.  In Part III, he delineates

three phases in the evolution of the human intellect:

If we are prepared to accept the account given above of the evolution of
human views of the universe – an animistic phase followed by a religious
phase and this in turn by a scientific one – it will not be difficult to follow
the vicissitudes of the "omnipotence of thoughts" through these different
phases.  At the animistic stage men ascribe omnipotence to themselves. 
At the religious stage they transfer it to the gods but do not seriously
abandon it themselves, for they reserve the power of influencing the gods
in a variety of ways according to their wishes.  The scientific view of the
universe no longer affords any room for human omnipotence; men have
acknowledged their smallness and submitted resignedly to death and to
the other necessities of nature . . . . 
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There follows one of Freud's earliest discussions of narcissism as the first stage of

infantile sexuality, to be followed by the Oedipal stage, and finally, if all goes well, by

the mature genital stage of adulthood.  Now Freud is ready to symmetrically align his

pair of three-stage evolutionary processes:

If we may regard the existence among primitive races of the omnipotence
of thoughts as evidence in favor of narcissism, we are encouraged to
attempt a comparison between the phases in the development of men's
view of the universe and the stages of an individual's libidinal
development.  The animistic phase would correspond to narcissism both
chronologically and in its content; the religious phase would correspond
to the stage of object-choice of which the characteristic is a child's
attachment to his parents; while the scientific phase would have an exact
counterpart in the stage at which an individual has reached maturity, has
renounced the pleasure principle, adjusted himself to reality and turned to
the external world for the object of his desires.

It sounds so good.



The theory of ontogenetic neurotic recapitulation
of phylogenetic catastrophes

In 1915, Freud returned to the theory of neurotic choice and fixated for a few months on

one of his most fantastic constructs, again involving ontogenetic recapitulation.  By this

time, Sándor Ferenczi was only too eager to play Fliess to Freud's Freud.  Let us

simply accept Peter Gay's account of this episode, and with this entry also close the

book on Freud's lifelong conviction that memories are stored in the racial unconscious:

In July he sent Ferenczi a draft of what he called a "phylogenetic fantasy,"
a fantasy carrying further the imaginative conjectures he had first
rehearsed in Totem and Taboo. . . . It was nothing less than an attempt to
show that modern desires and anxieties, passed on through the ages, are
grounded in the childhood of humanity.  One particularly sweeping
implication of this Lamarckian fantasy was embodied in Freud's proposal
to plot the succession of neuroses onto a corresponding historical – or,
rather, prehistorical – sequence.  He was speculating that the relative
ages at which moderns acquire their neuroses might recapitulate the
course of events in the distant human past.  Thus anxiety hysteria might
prove to be a legacy from the ice age, when early mankind, threatened by
the great freeze, had converted libido into anxiety.  This state of terror
must have generated the thought that in such a chilling environment,
biological reproduction is the enemy of self-preservation, and primitive
efforts at birth control must in turn have produced hysteria.  And so on
through the catalogue of mental distress.  Ferenczi was supportive,
indeed enthusiastic, but in the end, their joint speculation collapsed. . . .
But while it lasted, Freud's phylogenetic fantasy at once elated and
disturbed him.

It is one form of apology, defense, or denial to seek solace in the collapse of the



The theory of ontogenetic neurotic recapitulation     
 of phylogenetic catastrophes - 357

fantasy – to say that Freud, with clear-headed self-criticism, finally saw that it would not

do.  I would challenge the apologist to explain how it could ever have progressed so

far.



The theory of joking

I remember a particularly inane bumper sticker during the real estate boom of the

1980s: "It's a good day for buying a home."  Freud greeted the sun in the morning with

the slogan, "It's a good day for creating a Theory of Everything."

On just such a day, Freud decided to reduce joke-telling to a single explanation:

our pleasure, he tells us, is always owing to an economy of psychic expenditure. 

Joking gives us "an economy in expenditure upon inhibition," comedy gives us "an

economy in expenditure upon ideation," and humor gives us "an economy in

expenditure upon feeling."

While the idea of economy contains a little piece of the truth about the large

subject of laughter, almost every reader has felt that, here if no where else, Freud the

depth psychologist barely scratched the surface.

Now it is my contention that Freud is no deeper about sex and death than he is

about joking.  But we have mistakenly come to believe that sex and death are

necessarily deep.  Laughter, which is more truly a mystery, is thought to be a trivial

subject, although most of the philosophers who have bothered to think about it have

recognized that we are far from understanding it.

Sex and death we share with the animals, but laughter is ours alone.  It is

indicative of Freud's limitation as a psychologist that he was most clumsy with those
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aspects of us that are most human.  He was incurious about the conscious mind.

Indeed, he is part of a phenomenon that is going to be much remarked in

centuries to come.  The ancients carefully distinguished us from the animals, pointing

especially to our rationality.  But for several generations now, we have been insisting

that we are nothing but animals, and that the explanation of our behavior is to be found

in our biology.  Freud has been a part of this insistence, however peculiar his account

of us may be from any sort of ethological perspective.  I have already suggested that

where we appear to act on sexual or territorial imperatives, we do so in ways that can

by no stretch of the imagination receive any illumination from animal studies.  More to

the point, however, I think our descendants are going to wonder why we found it

satisfying to go down this particular road.

Freud did possess a functioning sense of humor.  He knew how to leaven his

writings with a pinch of wit; he was a natural story-teller.  His barbs can be both deadly

and delicious:

Nor was the final outcome of Dostoevsky's moral strivings anything very
glorious.  After the most violent struggles to reconcile the instinctual
demands of the individual with the claims of the community, he landed in
the retrograde position of submission both to temporal and spiritual
authority, of veneration both for the Tsar and for the God of the
Christians, and of a narrow Russian nationalism – a position which lesser
minds have reached with smaller effort.

The accuracy, compression, and wit of such a summing-up makes an absurdity of E. M.

Thornton's contention that Freud was a raving cokehead.

More to the point – a rare thing, this – he appreciated wit in others.  He relished
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the productions of Mark Twain and once went to hear him in person.  For a Viennese

Jew with halting English to grasp the wit of Twain across the cultural divide – his

prejudice against all things American notwithstanding – bespeaks an appreciation both

broad and deep.

Freud of all people, then, should have been able to make a significant

contribution to the subject of humor, which is so important and so neglected.  But by the

time he tackled it, he was routing everything through his theory of the Oedipus

complex.  And as always, his penchant for first and final causes led him astray.  So

ham-handed is the result that his overly schematic, hugely reductive, and stylistically

lumbering book, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, gets barely a mention

even from devoted Freudians such as Peter Gay, Philip Rieff, and Reuben Fine. 

Nonetheless, Freud's predictable contention that joking masks and diverts unconscious

libidinous and aggressive impulses has passed into the lore of psychoanalysis.  It is a

brave patient who will crack a joke to his therapist.



The theory of Freudian slips

And heaven help the patient who gets his tongue tangled or fails to bring his

checkbook.  The hidden nastiness revealed by any such "parapraxis" (an English

translator's Latin rendering of Freud's German for "faulty achievement") will be grist for

the analyst's mill for many sessions.

Once upon a time I too, under the influence of popular culture, credited Freud

with discovering how slips of the tongue, and many other supposed accidents, reveal

hidden, socially unacceptable motives.  Here is a personal example.  One night a music

teacher, a confirmed bachelor, was defending Verdi's decision to compose a light-

hearted little march to accompany King Duncan's entrance into Macbeth's castle.  "After

all," the teacher pointed out, "Duncan is cheerful.  He doesn't know that he is about to

be married."  The teacher had meant to say "murdered."  His slip of the tongue

rendered him an object of mirth for the remainder of the evening.

Okay, I was that teacher.  (Did you guess?  I just wanted to try out Freud's ploy

of passing off his self-analysis as the case histories of non-existent patients.)  I

regarded my mistake as a perfect example of a Freudian slip – with this caveat, that my

marriage-recalcitrance had always been perfectly conscious, making nonsense of the

psychoanalytical verdict that I had exposed the dark depths of my ambivalence and

fear after evading my internal censor.
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Even if psychoanalysts make too much of it, the term "Freudian slip" would seem

to denote one of Freud's most durable contributions to the language of psychology.  I

suspect it will still be on our tongues long after we have dismantled the institutions of

psychoanalysis and reduced Freud to a few sentences in our encyclopedias.  But the

content that Freud himself found in verbal mistakes is quite different from what the lay

person assumes.  As we might expect, Freud's analyses of slips are impossibly far-

fetched, reflecting his, rather than the patient's, linguistic dexterity; and they are

inevitably routed through his presumption that something shameful is always to be

found lurking beneath the layers of repression.  You have to read Freud himself to see

how far he extended his principle.  His commentaries run page after page, and involve

multiple recondite word substitutions, associations, and puns, and even translations

from one language to another.

In The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Freud devotes the first four pages to

explaining why he forgot the name of the artist who created the frescoes of the "Last

Judgment" in the dome of Orvieto.  The artist's name is Signorelli, but Freud could only

call to mind the names of Botticelli and Boltraffio, both of which he knew to be wrong. 

He analyzes the conversation during which the memory lapse occurred, recalling that it

included anecdotes about Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina who always addressed

their German doctors as Herr.  Next he reasons that he would have gone on to think

about a patient who committed suicide in Trafoi, had he not repressed the thought. 

The repressing of the unpleasant thought then interfered with the remembering of the

name of Signorelli.  BOsnia provided him with the BO of BOtticelli and BOltraffio,
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TRAFOI is nearly an anagram of BolTRAFFIO, HERR is the German translation of

SIGNOR, and don't forget HERzogovina.  I'm leaving out a lot.

(Is this clear?  At the time he is working out his analysis of the slip, what Freud

remembers is that he did not think about the patient in Trafoi.  It is not the case that he

remembers being depressed by thoughts of his patient and then trying to put these

thoughts out of his mind; he remembers not being depressed by thoughts of his patient. 

So he thinks that now he is conscious of an act of unconscious repression then.)

Bruno Bettelheim values The Psychopathology of Everyday Life for the very reason that

I do not.  Furthermore, since he embraces the pretension of psychoanalysis to

constitute a universal human psychology, he feels that this work is a salutary reminder

that the insights of psychoanalysis do indeed apply to "everyday life."  One of his

complaints with Freud's translators is that they have made the material seem remote

from the daily concerns of normal people.  But Freud's actual examples of

psychopathology do not gain in plausibility from Bettelheim's retelling of them in his

book, Freud and Man's Soul:

For instance, he tells how he kicked a slipper off his foot in such a way
that it broke a marble statue of Venus, and he explains that his
unconscious purpose was to make a sacrifice of a valuable object in
honor of the recovery of a person he loved. . . . Freud describes how in
similar fashion, through a movement of his hand, he broke an Egyptian
clay figurine.  He says that his unconscious hope was that by arranging
for some small loss, a big loss might be averted.

These few examples should suffice to show how wide the gulf is between the public's
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vague understanding of the concept of the Freudian slip and Freud's actual rendering

of it.  Before I read Freud, I would have assumed that a slip of the tongue meant that

you had blurted out your true feelings, which you would rather have concealed; I would

have thought that the accidental breaking of an object most often meant that you

secretly hated the object.  Freud does relate a few such simple instances.  But if his

principle had meant no more than that, it would not have counted for much.  Nietzsche

had certainly been aware of such psychological feints.  In fact, Freud's intellectual

biography might be summarized in these few words: he took Nietzsche's final

conclusions as his starting premises, then flew them to the moon.

If you find his analyses of slips convincing, nothing you read in Freud will seem

unconvincing.  As Abraham Lincoln said of spiritualism, "For those who like that sort of

thing, I should think it is just about the sort of thing they would like."  Those who find the

analyses precious and over-intellectualized, and certainly beyond any known scientific

method of testing for truth or utility, will find everything else in Freud, after 1896, just as

elaborate and counter-intuitive.

Paul Robinson, one of Freud's most eloquent defenders, addresses the point that I

have just made and answers in a manner that fails to convince me but that I cannot

refute.  He compares one of Freud's most famous, and far-fetched, interpretations of a

slip of the tongue – the so-called Aliquis slip near the beginning of The

Psychopathology of Everyday Life – with a simpler, alternative interpretation offered by

Adolf Grünbaum, and concludes as follows: "The difference between Freud's account
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and Grünbaum's is ultimately aesthetic: Freud's story is a good one, while Grünbaum's

falls flat."

Indeed, during the early stages of my work on Freud, when I had already written

this chapter, I asked a friend if he had ever read Freud.  (I was still laboring under the

delusion that any educated person who had ever been exposed to Freud's actual

writings would agree with me about their worth.)  This friend, unlike most others, had

tackled Freud himself.  "Didn't you find it overly complicated and abstruse?" I asked. 

No, he replied, he found it penetrating and ingenious – and he cited precisely the

Signorelli analysis as an example of what he had liked.

What Robinson seems to be saying is that Grünbaum and I are just such fellows

as prefer the simple to the complex and the blunt to the exquisite, while he and my

friend have a taste for the recherchée and perhaps even the outré.  Freud appeals to a

certain temperament, and "there's no accounting for taste."  But Robinson elsewhere

gives this notion a more prejudicial spin: some of us, he intimates, are afraid to face up

to the deviousness and dividedness of the human mind; we would prefer to stay with an

older view associated with religion.

I would prefer to specify the company I am to keep.  I, like Freud, Robinson,

Philip Rieff, and incidentally Krishnamurti, reject the religious mythologies that have

been set against science; and I am quite prepared to acknowledge that we humans

evince ambivalence in plenty.  But I agree with the answer Krishnamurti gave to a

psychoanalytically inclined questioner:

I don't see why you give such importance to the unconscious. . . . Giving it
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importance only strengthens it.

We err in thinking that the unconscious is the gnostic text that holds the key to our

happiness, and in reverencing and remunerating the magicians who claim to be able to

decode it.  Such a belief is doubly fatuous when Freud has essentially declared that the

contents of the unconscious are the same for everyone, and then told us what they are.

Grünbaum, incidentally, spends many pages of his dense philosophical tome

toiling to make a point that Philip Rieff had made in this one deft paragraph written two

decades earlier:

Freud's technique hooks, say, a dream to associations occurring after –
sometimes years after – the dream experience itself.  Incontestably, the
associations garnered after the dream reveal multiple and genuine
linkages within the patient's thoughts.  But the claim that these thoughts
disclosed by associations are those which originally produced the dream
remains, I think, unreliable.

In other words, when Freud began freely associating in his attempt to learn the cause

of his forgetting, he inevitably came across the unpleasant memory that he preferred

not to think about.  So far, so good – the efficacy of free association as a means

whereby we may dredge up repressed material seems to be one of Freud's valuable

discoveries.  But all that we are entitled to say is that Freud forgot the name of the

painter of the frescoes in Orvieto and, later on, through free association discovered that

he has of late been forgetting to think of his patient in Trafoi.  Freud makes what Rieff

calls "a misplaced effort of logical finesse" when he assumes that the act of repression

uncovered by free association in the present caused an event in the past.  And he falls
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afoul of Wittgenstein's critique of free association: "Freud never shows how we know

where to stop – where is the right solution."

The religious temperament

There is a more serious objection to Freud's theory of slips.  Just as his theory of

dreams allows no way for a man to simply dream about rockets, his theory of slips

allows no person to simply mis-speak.  In Freud's universe, there are no banana peels

strewn unluckily in our way; there are only masochists who want to fall down.

It is common to label Freud a strict determinist, but this word has two

applications.  I may believe that every phenomenon is a caused phenomenon, and that

human free will is a chimera: determinists of this stripe are fond of postulating that if we

could collect all the relevant data, we could predict with certainty what any human

would do next.  Freud was this type of determinist, at a minimum.  But I may also

believe that I personally cause all the things that happen to me.  Freud teeters on the

brink of this belief as well.  On the evidence of his writing, he believed that every slip of

the tongue reveals a hidden motive; every symptom of illness in a neurotic patient, and

perhaps even in a normal person, expresses a neurotic conflict; and every bit of

material in a dream, and maybe on a grocery list, is symbolic.  It should not surprise us,

then, to find that in private life Freud suffered throughout his life from numerology,

which caused him to repeatedly predict, or rather fail to predict, the year of his own

death.  In Freud's universe, everything means something; and there are no accidents.
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It is emphatically not the case that atheism automatically entails rationalism,

skepticism, or scientific materialism.  Atheism is not necessarily incompatible with a

mystical belief in supra-rational causation.  The need to impose meaning is not so

easily dismissed.

Let me give three examples out of my experience.  The first involves a bit of

typical New Age tautology, but I have heard a number of otherwise intelligent people

express one or another variant of it.  A friend tells me that she believes she is

responsible for everything that happens to her: if a truck were to barrel off the highway

and run her down in the middle of an adjacent field, in some sense she would have

brought the mishap upon herself.

My friend does not attribute this to God or to any animistic force.  But she

nonetheless asserts that all people are 100% responsible for whatever happens to

them.  There are no accidents.

It should be obvious that this is a religious belief: it is metaphysical; it cannot be

tested, much less proven; it gives comfort.  If the wish is father to the thought, this

thought testifies to our wish to control what happens to us.  It makes us feel that it is

within our power to improve our circumstances, thus giving us hope; if we succeed, it

allows us to take the credit; and it relieves us of any responsibility for the plight of all

those people around us who clearly suffer exploitation, oppression, injustice – we can

tell ourselves that they failed to help themselves.

My second example is dire.  A friend, under the influence of a charismatic guru,

extended the principle of personal responsibility for whatever happens to the point of
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believing that mind completely dominates matter.  She embraced the teaching that

every event is a manifestation of human will – that whatever occurred in her life must

be, not only subject to her control, but furthermore the expression of what she truly

wanted.  Therefore she joyfully accepted her unplanned pregnancy.  But she regarded

her subsequent miscarriage as an act of premeditated murder.  The depression that

followed upon this event was painful, protracted, and even life-threatening.

My third example is less consequential.  My father and I were watching the final

innings of the deciding playoff game between the New York Yankees and the Kansas

City Royals in October, 1978.  The Royals were leading in the eighth inning, but we

could see the handwriting on the wall, because Whitey Herzog, their manager, had

begun to make panicky pitching changes, based on the dubious theory that, with a

right-handed batter at the plate, it is better to oppose him with a mediocre right-handed

pitcher than with an excellent left-handed pitcher.  (Total opposition to this theory was

one of the few tenets of life that my father and I shared.  That and a hopeless love for

the Royals.)

"Kansas City is destined to lose," he said glumly, not for the first time.  Nor was it

the first time he had mentioned "destiny" in connection with human events in general. 

This time I pounced.

"Destiny!  It's just bad managing.  They would have won it if he had left Splitorff

in."  (Actually, they were still leading, but we both knew that they were doomed.)

"That's part of the destiny," my father said with equanimity.

"What do you mean by 'destiny'?" I asked him.  "You don't believe in God, do
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you?"

"No, but I believe that everything that happens is determined by fate."

"But what does that mean?"

"It means you can't change what has to be."

"So if a car runs me down, that was my destiny?"

"That's right."

"And if it swerves at the last minute and misses me?"

"Then that would be the destiny."

"Is there any way to know ahead of time what this destiny is?"

"No."

"Then you're just saying that whatever happens is destiny.  If the Royals

somehow pull this game out in spite of their manager, you'll say Kansas City was

destined to win."

"That's right," he said tolerantly.  "But they're destined to lose."

And they were.

It turns out that there are no practical ramifications whatever to my father's belief in

destiny.  There is no material difference between my father's universe, in which

everything is destined, and my universe, in which everything happens by chance.  But

the feeling is different.  Had I rushed out in front of a car (in my despair over Kansas

City's defeat), my father could have coped more easily with my demise.

The search for meaning infects us all.  But Freud possessed the religious
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temperament to the highest degree possible.  He was afflicted by a particularly severe

form of interpretation-mania.  He wanted to understand and explain everything: not just

every single datum of his own life, but also everything that had happened to humans

and proto-humans over the last four million years.  This thirst cannot be slaked by

science; gratification of this appetite will inevitably drive a man to metaphysics.  Freud

was fundamentally a mystic.



The theory of anxiety

On another good day for a Theory of Everything, rather late in life, Freud took up the

topic of anxiety.  He had not yet reduced this subject to a monistic principle.  In fact, he

had quietly abandoned his earlier position – that anxiety is the result of repression –

and replaced it with the opposite view that repression is the result of anxiety.  No one

seemed to be the wiser, but he felt the need to lay down a new law.  In 1926, he loaded

his pen and fired off Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety.  Anxiety, he averred, is a

danger signal.

We naive readers might think that this is a fruitful place to begin, and expect

Freud to flesh out the theory by positing several different types of danger.  But we

would be violating the principle of reduction.  Have we not seen that, while the manifest

content of dreams is multifarious, the latent content is always the same?  Might not all

the conscious dangers that provoke anxiety turn out to screen a single unconscious

danger?  Might it not then be possible to reduce all anxiety to one fundamental

underlying anxiety?  If you know Freud, you know the answer:

The anxiety felt in animal phobias is, therefore, an affective reaction on
the part of the ego to danger; and the danger which is being signalled in
this way is the danger of castration.

.     .     .
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But if we ask ourselves what it is that the ego fears from the superego [in
obsessional neuroses], we cannot but think that the punishment
threatened by the latter must be an extension of the punishment of
castration.  Just as the father has become depersonalized in the shape of
the superego, so has the fear of castration at his hands become
transformed into an undefined social or moral anxiety.

Freud was aware that some analysts were using the phenomenon of shell-shock

among the soldiers of World War I to question his principle that sex is at the root of all

the neuroses: after all, battlefield anxiety would appear to originate in the instinct for

survival pure and simple.  But Freud argues that a neurosis can never arise out of

something as uncomplicated as the sensible conscious fear of a genuine external

danger.  The unconscious must make its contribution to any neurotic symptom:

The unconscious seems to contain nothing that could give any content to
our concept of the annihilation of life.  Castration can be pictured on the
basis of the daily experience of the feces being separated from the body
or on the basis of losing the mother's breast at weaning.  But nothing
resembling death can ever have been experienced; or if it has, as in
fainting, it has left no observable traces behind.  I am therefore inclined to
adhere to the view that the fear of death should be regarded as
analogous to the fear of castration and that the situation to which the ego
is reacting is one of being abandoned by the protecting superego – the
powers of destiny – so that it has no longer any safeguard against all the
dangers that surround it.

This passage is wonderful.  Every time we defecate, says Freud, we rue the loss of a

cherished part of ourselves; and by analogy, we are able to picture, with a shudder, just

what castration would be like – it would be the loss of an even more cherished part of

ourselves.  But, Freud goes on to say, there is no similar daily activity to remind us of

what death would be like – "Nothing resembling death can ever have been
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experienced."  Well, how about . . . sleep?  How about the deaths of others?  And why

does Freud assume that fainting "has left no observable traces behind"?  What would

an observable trace look like?  Why must the trace be observable?  I think I might

register a fainting fit more vividly in my memory than an act of defecation.

Fear of death, Freud argues, cannot be the instigator of battle fatigue or shell-

shock, because the threat is real: people are not driven crazy by real traumas.

(Remember Dora: she could not possibly be sick because she was treated like a

sex-toy by her own father and her father's best friend.  Remember millions of

psychoanalytical patients throughout the 20th century: their depressions could never be

the result of external circumstances.  A slave is never depressed merely because other

men own and exploit him, and a soldier is never depressed because his own

commanding officers are conspiring, on a daily basis, to find ways of getting him killed. 

Ergo, we need not worry our heads about putting an end to slavery or to war.  Sure, we

might take an interest in the problems they pose in terms of abstract justice, but

abolishing them will not make people happier.  These aren't the problems.)

Neurosis, by this point in Freud's writing, can never be caused by anything other

than fantasies; and the unconscious, he argues, lacks the necessary materials to put

together fantasies about death.  It can fantasize all sorts of things about sex, because it

has the repressed memories of infantile polymorphous perversity to draw upon; and it

can fantasize about castration, because it has the daily experience of a bowel

movement for comparison; but "nothing resembling death can ever have been

experienced."
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Freud is not yet done reducing.  Even the fear of castration can be subsumed under a

broader category.  At bottom, the anxiety at the thought of castration is not just about

the loss of sexual potency.  Remember, daily defecation involves an experience of "the

feces being separated from the body."  Fear of death is really the ego's fear "of being

abandoned by the protecting superego" – of being separated from the superego. 

Finally we arrive at a theory that satisfies Freud's mania for reductionism:

The statement I have just made, to the effect that the ego has been
prepared to expect castration by having undergone constantly repeated
object-losses [i.e., the daily loss of feces], places the question of anxiety
in a new light.  We have hitherto regarded it as an affective signal of
danger; but now, since the danger is so often one of castration, it appears
to us as a reaction to a loss, a separation.  Even though a number of
considerations immediately arise which make against this view, we cannot
but be struck by one very remarkable correlation.  The first experience of
anxiety which an individual goes through (in the case of human beings, at
all events) is birth, and objectively speaking, birth is a separation from the
mother.

This is something we can at least understand.  But here is the very next sentence:

It could be compared to a castration of the mother (by equating the child
with a penis).

Metaphor-madness.

But soft!  Freud has stealthily invaded the precincts of Otto Rank, who had published,

two years earlier, an entire book on The Trauma of Birth.  As a result, Jones, Abraham,

and Eitingon had howled for Rank's head, and Freud had finally consented,

pronouncing his anathema, as usual, in language appropriate to a religious community:
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"I leave him the right to go astray. . . . But it is plain that he no longer belongs to us."

To understand all this, we must recall the pertinent facts about the Adlerian

heresy.  When Adler asserted the existence of an independent principle of aggression,

thereby undermining the monism of Freud's libido principle, he was cast into outer

darkness.  But ten years later Freud concocted a new, improved principle of

aggression.  Always a master polemicist, Freud argued that his principle owed little or

nothing to Adler's.

Now Rank was threatening the hegemony of the Oedipus complex by insisting

upon an earlier, more fundamental, non-libidinous motivator of human behavior.  In

Rank's scheme, all later anxieties are recapitulations of the original trauma.  Our loss of

Eden is our loss of the womb.  This time Freud was driven, not only to offer his own

improved version, but also to claim priority:

The affect of anxiety is, as I was the first to assert, a consequence of the
birth process . . . . 

Freud differentiates his own view from Rank's by speaking of birth as the prototype,

rather than the cause, of other separation-anxieties.  I would like to think that even the

most committed Freudian might be dismayed by Freud's competitiveness with Rank

over an idea of such little merit.  The sensible reader will pronounce a plague upon

both their houses.

Peter Gay admits that Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety is "a silent debate" with

Rank throughout its pages.  As a result it is also, by common agreement, one of

Freud's muddiest literary productions.  The material is poorly organized and the writing
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is tepid.  But needless to say, Freudians find it great in spite of its faults; and Gay

outdoes himself in scholarly naivete:

Freud, suspicious of simple schemes and single causes, read Rank's
account as a tendentious exaggeration that privileged one aspect of the
rich and varied anxiety experience over all the rest.

Almost a true word.  Freud was indeed suspicious of other men's simple schemes and

single causes.  What Gay neglects to add is that, in his own intellectual endeavors,

Freud never rested until he had achieved complete simplicity and singleness of cause. 

His Oedipus complex is as simple a scheme and as single a cause as Rank's birth

trauma; his own account of anxiety tendentiously exaggerates the fear of castration;

and he privileges one aspect – fear of separation – at the expense of the rich and

varied anxiety experience.



The theory of shell-shock

Sometimes when we encounter a statement that is "beyond weird," we fail to absorb it:

our minds just brush it away.  Freud's position on shell-shock is so strange that it may

have failed to register.  He argued that the nightmarish conditions of battle, the

continual terror, and the perpetual fear of imminent extinction are merely the triggering

mechanisms of the condition that we now call "post-traumatic stress disorder"; what is

triggered is an infantile sexual neurosis.  The soldier who succumbs to shell-shock is

suffering from the return of the repressed.  That soldier was already teetering on the

brink of a breakdown, and the carnival of death surrounding him just gave him the

gentlest push.

Notice that this hypothesis lands Freud in immediate difficulties: if he is right

about the universality of infantile complexes, then why was shell-shock a brand new

phenomenon?  The repressed should have been always returning, from time

immemorial.  There should be depictions of "shield-shock" in the Iliad.

And if the fear of death is only a secondary elaboration of the primary fear of

castration, then why wouldn't other fears serve just as well as the proximate cause of

the syndrome?  If sexually immature soldiers who find themselves under fire are

incapacitated by shell-shock, then corporate lawyers should be dropping like flies from

deposition-shock, and credit-card debtors should be incapacitated by dunning-letter-
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shock.

Freud knew that he had to explain why shell-shock is a phenomenon of the

battlefield and not the drawing room, so he agreed that the fear of imminent extinction

is a factor, but only as the catalyst for a war neurosis.  The cause, in the most general

sense, is the intra-psychic conflict "between the soldier's old peaceful ego and his new

warlike one, and it becomes acute as soon as the peace-ego realizes what danger it

runs of losing its life owing to the rashness of its newly formed, parasitic double."  This

is turn renders the soldier more vulnerable to his specific sexual conflict.

Freud also knew that he had to explain why shell-shock had not similarly

afflicted the armies of Frederick the Great and Napoleon, and here at last we might

expect him to make a place in his explanation for the uniquely murderous conditions on

the battlefields of the Great War.  Not a bit of it.  Instead we find him making an

argument that demonstrates how rarely he got out of the house.  He acknowledges that

the unwilling conscript is suddenly uprooted from his peaceful existence and thrust into

a life-threatening situation.  He then states that conscription itself is the new element in

the mix; and he concludes categorically that "there would be no possibility of the war

neuroses arising in an army of professional soldiers or mercenaries."

Let us, as always, go slowly.  The conditions on the Western Front of the First

World War differed markedly from those obtaining at the time of the American Civil War

50 years earlier: then, there had been weeks and even months between battles, and

that down time was often spent in a leisurely, even torpid, fashion.  We now know that

the changed conditions of modern warfare require constant rotation of troops away
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from the front lines.  Otherwise the rate of breakdown can rise as high as 98%, with

only the sociopaths remaining fit for combat.  But according to Freud, the unwilling

conscript is not traumatized by fatigue, sleeplessness, continual shelling, trench

warfare, rat infestations, and the occasional order to make a suicidal charge at a

fortified enemy position.  Nor is he traumatized by the violent ambitions of the Kaiser,

the King, and the officer castes, who are eager to further their careers by shedding his

blood and never their own, while telling him that patriotism is a duty and he will be

executed by a firing squad if he fails to fulfill it.  These are all external dangers, and

therefore could not possibly produce a neurosis in an otherwise healthy man. 

Traumatic neuroses, Freud says, are always "promoted by a conflict in the ego," and

while there is certainly real danger from an external enemy, "what is feared is

nevertheless an internal enemy."  The draftee is traumatized, then, not by his

government's rapacity, callousness, and bloodthirstiness, but by his own

bloodthirstiness, which sets up a conflict with his instinct for self-preservation.  This in

turn reactivates old sexual conflicts and old fears – of castration, for instance.  (And the

mercenary is not traumatized at all.  Why he might not harbor internal enemies –

infantile wishes, a fear of castration, a conflict in the ego – as readily as the next man,

is left unexplained.)

It is this theorem – that the fear of death is an incidental factor in shell-shock,

and that the true cause is an intra-psychic conflict – that I find to be so other-worldly.  I

have no difficulty believing that a neurosis could result from the conscious conflict

between the social demand that I stand and die and the individual imperative that I flee
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and live, and Freud actually allows a small place for this conflict – but only as the

catalyst.  What truly causes a war neurosis, he thinks, is no different from what causes

all peacetime neuroses:

Some of the factors which psychoanalysis had recognized and described
long before as being at work in peacetime neuroses – the psychogenic
origin of the symptoms, the importance of unconscious instinctual
impulses, the part played in dealing with mental conflicts by the primary
benefit from being ill ("the flight into illness") – were observed to be
present equally in the war neuroses and were accepted almost universally
[by medical men treating shell-shock].

He is overstating the acceptance of these factors by his fellow physicians, but let us

continue.  At the time he was writing, in 1919 (in the preface to an anthology titled

Psychoanalysis and the War Neuroses), he was convinced that the phenomenon of

shell-shock had actually verified all his theories except the sexual etiology of the

neuroses.  On this latter point, too, he was confident of vindication; but he had to admit

that the jury was still out.  By the time he revisited the topic in 1926, however, he felt

that the verdict had come back in his favor:

Most of those who observed the traumatic neuroses that occurred during
the last war . . . triumphantly announced that proof was now forthcoming
that a threat to the instinct of self-preservation could by itself produce a
neurosis without any admixture of sexual factors and without requiring any
of the complicated hypotheses of psychoanalysis.  It is a fact greatly to be
regretted that not a single analysis of a traumatic neurosis of any value is
extant.  And it is to be regretted, not because such an analysis would
contradict the etiological importance of sexuality – for any such
contradiction has long since been disposed of by the introduction of the
concept of narcissism, which brings the libidinal cathexis of the ego into
line with the cathexes of objects and emphasizes the libidinal character of
the instinct of self-preservation – but because, in the absence of any
analyses of this kind, we have lost a precious opportunity of drawing
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decisive conclusions about the relations between anxiety and the
formation of symptoms.

Notice what kind of evidence has appeared in the meantime: the concept of narcissism

has been introduced, and this has removed a theoretical snag.  But Freud cannot point

to any cases . . . regrettably, not a single analysis is of any value . . .

"Why not?" we may ask.  In fact, there were detailed records of the dreams and

waking nightmares of hundreds of shell-shocked patients.  By and large, they did not

confirm the sexual etiology; indeed, it was the failure of the dreams, symptoms, and

free associations of these soldiers to verify the sexual etiology that caused Freud to

patch the hole in his theory with another theory.  So when he says that not a single

analysis is of any use, he simply means that, now, with the war over, it is too late to

conduct an analysis along the lines indicated by the revamped theory, so as to produce

a correct interpretation that verifies "the libidinal character of the instinct of self-

preservation."

He need not have worried, however: the Second World War was soon to provide an

opportunity for the next generation of Freudians to dot all the i's and cross all the t's of

the Master's last major theoretical revision.  For these disciples, the narcissism of the

traumatized patients was taken for granted.  William Menninger summed up the

prototypical case of war neurosis this way:

Psychiatrically, it is a modification of the infantile, the immature state of
development, characterized by "I want what I want when I want it and to
hell with the rest of the world."
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I know that we are supposed to treat Menninger's statement as the clinical diagnosis of

a detached observer.  But we should, in the presence of such expert testimony,

remember that this man stayed out of harm's way and made his pronouncements from

behind a desk.  However, let us set aside our natural repugnance at this paper-

pusher's arrogant dismissal of men who were brave enough to go into battle, and keep

our minds focused on the familiar Freudian premise of his imbecilic argument: Neurosis

is never caused by the cruelties that are done to us; it is always caused by the cruelties

that we wish to do to others.

There is a rich vein of irony to be mined from the history of military

psychoanalysis: in the context of the times, the Freudians were the liberals.  As we

learn from The Rise and Crisis of Psychoanalysis in the United States by Nathan G.

Hale, Jr., the prevailing wisdom in the officer corps at the start of the Great War was

that "such symptoms as trembling, paralyses, and deaf-mutism were failures of will and

character, not symptoms of disease."  At first, the shell-shocked French soldiers of the

First World War "were treated by denial of leave, solitary confinement, persuasion,

painful electric shocks."  The psychoanalysts, touting their thesis that we are all

neurotics, set forth a more humane program stressing "sympathy for the victims of the

war neuroses, and a hopeful environmentalism that contrasted with the emphasis of

traditional psychiatry on constitutional predisposition."

The irony is that Freud's, and Menninger's, private opinion was that shell-

shocked soldiers are just rabble.  In all of Freud's writings, there is nowhere a



The theory of shell-shock - 384

suggestion that the soldiers in the trenches should have done anything other than their

duty to king and country.  There are two reasons for this: first, Freud was

temperamentally conservative – at times almost viciously so – and his followers have

followed him in everything.  Second, for the intrapsychic theory to be true – for the

Oedipus complex to be universally determinative of human personality and fate – any

theory of social construction must be false.  For Freud to have admitted that the

soldiers in the trenches were actually exploited and mistreated – victimized by the

social and political deformities of the times, and by the despicable old men who, in the

words of poet Wilfred Owen, "slew half the seed of Europe, one by one" to uphold their

ideals of national honor – would have threatened the theoretical foundation of his

burgeoning psychoanalytical empire.

It was demented of Freud to argue that shell-shock is just another neurosis, and

to attribute its sudden efflorescence to the military draft rather than the actual dangers

of the battlefield.  Similarly, Freudianism cannot explain why hysteria ravaged the ranks

of educated European women of the late 19th century, but then ran its course: if the

Oedipus complex is universal, we should see the same neuroses generation after

generation.  But if we are socially conditioned, then it makes sense that new social

conditions should produce new pathologies – which is exactly what we do see.  In

modern warfare, new types and higher levels of combat stress have produced new,

never-before-seen symptoms in traumatized soldiers, and Freud's confident prediction

that "there would be no possibility of the war neuroses arising in an army of

professional soldiers" has been exploded by the high incidence of post-traumatic stress
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disorder in the all-volunteer American military fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Back on

the home front, among the stressed-out middle classes young people took to cutting

themselves with knives.  Hysteria for the abused daughters of imperial Vienna,

anorexia and self-mutilation for the confused daughters of postmodern Manhattan.  But

what are we to say about the man who believed that my dissatisfaction with the social

arrangements that produce these pathologies is itself a sign of neurosis?



The theory of paranoia

Freud was forever fixated on the unconscious, and the conflict that we supposedly

experience due to the social unacceptability of the contents of the id.  But an individual

suffers the greatest psychic damage when his superego is both extraordinarily powerful

and implacably malignant.  Here I wish to borrow directly from Morton Schatzman's

Soul Murder, the revelatory and chilling examination of the childhood of Daniel

Schreber.  Schatzman offers a grid of four possibilities:

You are not a victim, and you know that you are not
You are not a victim, but you think that you are
You are a victim, and you know that you are
You are a victim, but you do not think that you are

The second condition is paranoia; the third condition is political or personal oppression. 

The first condition has no name, inasmuch as it implies a happy life and a healthy

orientation.  The last condition also has no name.

Daniel Schreber was a respected jurist who battled episodes of paranoia in

middle age and wrote a remarkable account of his fantasies and hallucinations in a

self-defeating effort to prove himself sane and persuade his doctors to release him from

an asylum.  Freud read this document in madness and, working with nothing more than

Schreber's text and his own capacious intellect, solved to his own satisfaction the riddle



The theory of paranoia - 387

of the etiology of Schreber's disease.  Then, characteristically, he pronounced it to be

the solution to all paranoia.

It has since come notoriously to light that Schreber's father was a fanatical, and

covertly sadistic, Christian "educator" who believed that parental control of children

should be totalitarian in nature (the better to expunge original sin at the outset).  He

actually recommended, as a good thing, the utter breaking of a child's will, so that

parental commands will sound in the child's mind in the place of anything that the child

might think for himself.  In a sense, then, he anticipated the psychoanalytical

conception of the superego by a good 50 years; and he understood better than Freud

ever did that, properly installed, it could crush the feeble id under its jackbooted heel. 

This model German father – highly respected in his time and for long after – not only

monitored his children closely for the least signs of willfulness, he also designed a

number of devices that ostensibly promoted healthy posture and other godly virtues by

fiendishly immobilizing the children at their assigned tasks.  In a series of popular

books, he urged like-minded parents to build copies of these devices (illustrated in

helpful detail) and to strap their own children into them.

Daniel's brother committed suicide; Daniel in his paranoid delusions imagined

himself subjected by heavenly powers to torments that eerily match what he must have

experienced as a child while trussed to his father's machines.  His adult symptoms

recapitulated many of the traumas that had been inflicted upon him in his horrific

childhood.  Roy Porter, working from Schatzman's account, summarizes the case as

follows:
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During his psychosis, Schreber felt totally under external direction, utterly
taken over and possessed. . . . His head was literally opened up to the
rays and nerves oppressing it from outside.  This was Schreber's way of
reliving his childhood as conducted by his father as a system of planned,
unremitting tutorial surveillance.

One of the torturing miracles Schreber suffered consisted of being
surrounded with pictures and writings about himself, replaying and
offering a commentary upon his own turpitude.  This was a recall of his
childhood experience of having his actions and state of mind endlessly
corrected by his parents.  In particular, it mirrored another of Dr.
Schreber's wheezes, putting a moral blackboard on the child's bedroom
wall, listing all his recent crimes and punishments.

.     .     .

The young Schreber indeed became good and obedient.  He utterly
internalized the law, the name, of the father: "few people [he noted] have
been brought up according to such strict moral principles as I."  This
moral hegemony still governed his feelings during his psychosis. . . .
nowhere does Schreber unambiguously blame his persecutors.  The
Memoirs are unusual as a "paranoid" text in not cursing those who
incessantly and maliciously harm him. . . . It is as though it is a world of
persecution without an identifiable persecutor.

In brief, Daniel Schreber's deeply religious father tormented and abused his children

with sick ingenuity and thoroughness.  But Schreber knew only that his respected

father "loved" him and did it all for his own good.  We may assume that he rebelled in

neither his conscious nor his unconscious mind.  In his most psychotic episodes, he

never betrayed any animus against the man who had tortured him.  Freud, too, knew of

the father by reputation, and pronounced such an "excellent" man to be a fit object of

veneration.  Therefore, the only conclusion Freud could draw from a reading of the

manifest content of the evidence at hand was that Daniel had not only loved his father,

he had loved him – with the love that dares not speak its name.

With this "solution" to a single case at hand, Freud had the empirical evidence
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he needed to erect a characteristically reductive theory:

We consider, then, that what lies at the core of the conflict in cases of
paranoia among males is a homosexual wish-fantasy of loving a man.

With his usual stylistic adroitness, Freud immediately goes on to say:

But we have not in the least forgotten that the confirmation of such an
important hypothesis can only follow upon the investigation of a large
number of instances of every variety of paranoiac disorder.  We must
therefore be prepared, if need be, to limit our assertion to a single type of
paranoia.

Such a disclaimer is shrewdly designed to boost our confidence in the careful

empiricism of our author.  But only four years later, Freud is writing as if the hypothesis

has long since been converted to a dogma:

The view had already been put forward in psychoanalytical literature that
patients suffering from paranoia are struggling against an intensification
of their homosexual trends. . . . We had not, it is true, asserted that
paranoia is always without exception conditioned by homosexuality; but
only because our observations were not sufficiently numerous.

Now, however, the observations are sufficiently numerous, and Freud is prepared to

demonstrate that, even in "A Case of Paranoia Running Counter to the

Psychoanalytical Theory of the Disease," there is only an apparent contradiction of the

theory.  The case under discussion ends up verifying, by means of a characteristically

convoluted interpretation, the universality of the etiology.  All paranoia is repressed

homosexuality.

Along comes Robert Jay Lifton 70 years later, whose own research, along with
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that of many other psychiatrists, has rendered Freud's work obsolete.  Yet he feels

obliged to lay out Freud's theory fully and respectfully, before saying gently that "much

recent writing questions this classical view."  Classical!  In the very next sentence,

Lifton tries to establish "continuity" between his own view, which focuses "on

symbolization of life and death," and Freud's view, which attributes paranoia to

"repressed homosexual wishes."  These efforts are as ludicrous as Paul Tillich's

attempts to maintain continuity with Paul of Tarsus.  If you do not believe in the bodily

resurrection of Christ, you cannot go to church with Saint Paul; if you do not believe

that Daniel Schreber fell ill out of repressed love for his excellent father, you cannot

practice psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud.  (Freud would agree with me even if

Lifton wouldn't.  He was not interested in papering over differences; he was interested

in banishing the heretics.)

Perhaps we should not move on from this particular Theory of Everything without

noting that it is not only wrong, but despicable.  We have here a supreme instance of

blaming the victim; and we need to pause over this tendency, which is endemic to

psychoanalysis and eventuates in Bruno Bettelheim's complaint about the complicity of

Jews in their own fate during the Holocaust.

It is one thing – even the expected thing – for Daniel Schreber's father to project

upon his son the promptings of his own heart and to label them "original sin."  It is

another thing for Freud – the psychologist who named the phenomenon of projection

and gave it scientific status – to validate this mechanism throughout the culture

because he chose to turn a blind eye toward the real conditions of family and society. 
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It will not do to say that he was "a man of his own time."  He readily slipped the leash of

his own time with regard to sexual matters, and so gave far greater offense to

conservatives of the day than if he had told them to spare the rod; and he himself, by

all accounts, raised his children with a tolerant hand.  He failed Daniel Schreber by

conducting himself as irresponsibly as any scientist can: he neglected to gather any

relevant background data, and then rendered a diagnosis that fails to question the

child-rearing "philosophy" of a man who actually exceeded, by a wide margin, the

excesses of ordinary German patriarchs.

The human organism is not a blank slate.  An abused animal or human may be

tied by imperishable bonds to its tormentor, and may accept its treatment as normative

and even deserved – but it cannot thrive.  Neither Daniel Schreber nor his brother could

transcend the childhood that each accepted as a proper upbringing.  Freud took an

interest in the case, and so was positioned to bring this elementary piece of psychology

to light.  Instead, he participated in the conspiracy of silence that Morton Schatzman is

concerned to break.

Psychoanalysis fails to give a name to Daniel Schreber's real condition.  But

more insidiously, it turns the sick-making mechanism inside out, and names that. 

Freudianism says that children harbor sadistic, and even incestuous, impulses toward

their parents.  Freud decided that Daniel Schreber was sick, not because of anything

his father had done to him, but because of the things he wanted to do to his father.

A sweeping generalization about a Laius complex would be no more valid than

the universalizing of the Oedipus complex; but it would be easier to sustain by a look at
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the evidence, and it would be especially relevant to the Schreber case.  We see that

sons do idealize their fathers; we also see that fathers routinely bully and shame their

sons.  Moreover, as the son attains manhood, with his entire life before him, the father

wanes in potency and must look back upon a life that, successful or not, cannot be

lived over.  The situation is fraught with potential for competitiveness and envy – but

mostly in the father.  The son needs and wants nothing more than the approval of his

father and the freedom to live his own life.  The father has a vested interest in seeing to

it that the son's choices ratify the correctness of his own.  The father has a long past to

vindicate, and little time left; the son has a long future and an infinity of possibilities, if

only his father will let him be.

Psychoanalysis sides with the punitive regime of the parents and the authorities,

telling them to stay the course, and has little to offer to any class of the downtrodden: to

the victims of social oppression, it says "adjust to reality"; to the victims of family abuse,

it says "confess your own unconscious hatred and lust."



The theory of headaches

The letters to Fliess show Freud to be an indefatigable theorizer.  He hardly fits the

image we might have of the scientist who piles up such a wealth of data over such a

long period of time that finally an overarching explanation for it all presses in on him. 

No, he is the perfect exemplar of Bacon's scientist beguiled by the idol of system-

building: a couple of cases, then a complete theory; another case or two, another

complete theory.

In the letter of January 16, 1899, Freud solves the problem of migraine

headaches in a few sentences:

A few other things of minor significance have yielded results as well – for
instance, that hysterical headaches rest on an analogy in fantasy which
equates the top with the bottom part of the body (hair in both places –
cheeks and buttocks – lips and labia – mouth = vagina), so that an attack
of migraine can be used to represent a forcible defloration [i.e., rape], and
yet the entire ailment once again represents a situation of wish fulfillment.

Jeffrey Masson points out that the German word for buttocks, Hinterbacken, can be

rendered literally as "hindcheeks," and the German word for the labia, Schamlippen,

can be rendered "shamelips."  (A social psychologist would know what to do with the

latter etymology, but Freud hasn't a clue.  He thinks it indicates, not misogyny, but our

natural repugnance toward sexual matters.)  If we make the appropriate substitutions,
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the analogy reads as follows:

hair on head = pubic hair
cheeks = hindcheeks
lips = shamelips
mouth = vagina

Where to begin.  The runaway metaphor – perhaps triggered by nothing more than the

jingling suggestiveness of the German words.  The uncontrolled speculation.  The age-

old slander of the woman's rape fantasy.

Now you may say, this is just a trial balloon in a private letter.  But the following

year, in his analysis of Dora, Freud resorted to precisely this "analogy in fantasy" to

explain Dora's laryngitis.  First he speculated that when Herr K kissed Dora, she felt his

erect member against the lower part of her body.  (Dora never confirmed this surmise,

but never mind.)  Then he diagnosed her sore throat as the result of a transposition of

the unpleasant sensation originally felt below the waist:

In order to particularize Dora's case it is not enough merely to draw
attention to the reversal of affect; there has also been a displacement of
sensation.  Instead of the genital sensation which would certainly have
been felt by a healthy girl in such circumstances, Dora was overcome by
the unpleasurable feeling which is proper to the tract of mucous
membrane at the entrance of the alimentary canal – that is by disgust. 
The stimulation of her lips by the kiss was no doubt of importance in
localizing the feeling at that particular place . . . . 

Do you see?  Dora, in her fantasy, "equates the top with the bottom part of the body"

and (since she unconsciously wished Herr K to deflower her) "the entire ailment once

again represents a situation of wish fulfillment."
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This is Freud's methodology.  Send up a trial balloon.  Think about it some more. 

Announce it as a scientific finding.  And treat your patients with it.



The theory that all psychical processes can be represented
as quantitatively determinate states

of specifiable material particles

Theorizing was Freud's primary scientific activity.  Every other letter to Fliess

announces a breakthrough.  Let us take a sampling from the year 1895: in January, we

find a lengthy rough draft explaining paranoia; in May, we come upon the statement

that "almost everything [about neurosis] is confirmed daily, new things are added, and

the certainty that I have the core of the matter in my hand does me good"; in August,

we encounter the claim that "I have penetrated to an understanding of pathological

defense."  All this frenzied intellectual activity culminates in Freud's first Theory of

Everything: in October he sends Fliess an incomplete rough draft, which is known

today as the "Project for a Scientific Psychology."

It will be well to linger a moment over this project.  In the letter of April 27, Freud

calls it "The Psychology for Neurologists."  He aspires to identify the physiological

concomitants of all mental events.  To do so, he "postulates," as Gay puts it, three

types of neurones, including one type that carries the contents of consciousness.

What is interesting is Freud's commitment to biology: he never completely

abandoned his faith in the scientific materialism of the 1870s.  This was why he insisted

upon the purely sexual basis of the libido – the sexual drive has definite physical

concomitants, whereas "the striving for mastery" does not.  Adler and Jung strayed too
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far in the direction of mere psychology to suit Freud's taste.  They were guilty of

mentalism.  Late in life, Freud still held to the belief that biologists of the future would

put his psychology on a firm physiological basis.  As we have seen, he expected the

"death drive" to show up in our cells.

The "Project" functions as a kind of Rorschach test for readers of Freud.  His

admirers see much to admire in it.  Steven Marcus calls it "a work of genius."  Gay,

more circumspect, admits that Freud was "speculating" (read: "making things up"), but

he adds immediately, "not too wildly and in the company of other reputable

psychologists."  And after all, "difficulties with similar conjectures were defeating his

colleagues."  (Read: Freud was no stupider than the others.)  Then Gay praises the

"Newtonian" grandeur of the project: "If it is a failure, it is a magnificent one."

Clear-headed readers cannot help noticing that the "Project" is, quite simply,

unsupported by evidence.  As with anybody's failed theory of anything, we can find

statements in it that are correct; but it fails as a whole, on Freud's own terms:

The intention is to furnish a psychology that shall be a natural science:
that is, to represent psychical processes as quantitatively determinate
states of specifiable material particles, thus making those processes
perspicuous and free from contradiction.

The theory fails to do this, and fails massively.  It fails because there are no such

material particles that represent psychical processes.

Lest there be any misunderstanding: obviously our psychology has a material

basis; our brains underlie our minds.  Kill enough of my brain and my mind dies.  But
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there is no single material structure yet found in the brain that contains my thoughts on

this page.  Psychology is only a little nearer to being a natural science than it was in

Freud's day.  We do seem to be groping at last toward an understanding of some of the

chemical processes in the brain that affect temperament and mood (with no help from

the "Project for a Scientific Psychology"); and we have discovered some seemingly

effective drug therapies for schizophrenia, depression, and bipolar disorder.  But we

are no closer to knowing how to cause me to think the particular thoughts on this page

by a series of physical interventions; and there is no reason to think that particular

thoughts are embodied in specific neurones.

In the case of the "Project," we can dispense with Gay's judgment and accept

Freud's own verdict.  A month after sending the manuscript to Fliess, Freud wrote again

and called it "a kind of madness."  When we consider what passed for sanity

throughout Freud's career, no more need be said.



Epitaph for Freud as a theorist

The following description of cyclothymia is drawn from the third edition of the Diagnostic

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders published by the American Psychiatric

Association (popularly known as the DSM-III):

301.13 Cyclothymic Disorder
The essential feature is a chronic mood disturbance of at least two years'
duration, involving numerous periods of depression and hypomania, but
not of sufficient severity and duration to meet the criteria for a major
depressive or a manic episode (full affective syndrome).

The depressive periods and hypomanic periods may be separated
by periods of normal mood lasting as long as several months at a time.  In
other cases the two types of periods are intermixed or alternate.

During the affective periods there are signs of depression
(depressed mood or loss of interest or pleasure in all, or almost all, usual
activities and pastimes) and hypomania.  In addition, during the affective
periods there are paired sets of symptoms.  The following pairs of
symptoms are particularly common: feelings of inadequacy (during
depressed periods) and inflated self-esteem (during hypomanic periods);
social withdrawal and uninhibited people-seeking; sleeping too much and
decreased need for sleep; diminished productivity at work and increased
productivity, often associated with unusual and self-imposed working
hours; decreased attention or concentration and sharpened and unusually
creative thinking.

If the letters to Wilhelm Fliess are a reliable indicator, Freud was indeed susceptible to

periods of diminished productivity characterized by feelings of inadequacy, which would

then give way to periods of increased energy and creativity characterized by flights of

inflated self-esteem.
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In offering this "diagnosis," I am not trying to diminish Freud's stature by

assigning him a label out of a manual of mental disorders (although what is good for

the goose is good for the gander – he never quailed at diagnosing his enemies).  My

own opinion is that cyclothymia is a first cousin to, if not the same thing as, seasonal

affective disorder, and that the syndrome probably originated among Northern

European Cro-Magnons as an adaptive tendency to adjust metabolically to the widely

differing amounts of daylight available in summer and winter.  It is hardly worth treating

at all unless it starts to mutate into full-blown manic-depressive illness.

I raise the possibility of Freud's cyclothymia because I wish to understand

Freud's susceptibility to bad science; and by quoting from the DSM-III, I can

coincidentally give the reader a glimpse of the field of psychiatry in the late 20th

century.  It is a more rigorous and empirical field now, with little thanks to Freud.

The aspect of the cyclothymic diagnosis that is especially relevant to Freud's

intellectual biography is the uprush of confidence and energy felt by the person during

the hypomanic phase.  I have already quoted the enthusiasm of a sober-minded

biologist for the part of science given over to wide-ranging speculation:

At first all you've got is a few disconnected pieces of raw observation, the
sheerest glimpses, but you let your mind go, fantasizing the possible
connections . . . .

Now picture this state of mind superimposed upon a hypomanic episode characterized

by "sharpened and unusually creative thinking," "inflated self-esteem," and "increased

productivity."  This will produce exactly what we really do see with Freud: out of "a few
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disconnected pieces of raw observation," he hastily generalizes one grandly unified

theory after another, each "proven" by far-fetched analogies that make their appeal

primarily to our imaginations.

Let us return to the letters Freud wrote to Fliess in 1895, this time tracing the course of

Freud's work on a single project, "The Psychology for Neurologists."  We cannot help

but notice indications of a complete hypomanic-dysthymic cycle:

[April 27, 1895:] Scientifically, I am in a bad way; namely, caught up in
"The Psychology for Neurologists," which regularly consumes me totally
until, actually overworked, I must break off.  I have never before
experienced such a high degree of preoccupation.

[May 25, 1895:] During the past weeks I have devoted every free minute
to such work; have spent the hours of the night from eleven to two with
such fantasizing, interpreting, and guessing, and invariably stopped only
when somewhere I came up against an absurdity or when I actually and
seriously overworked, so that I had no interest left in my daily medical
activities.

[October 15, 1895:] For two weeks I was in the throes of writing fever,
believed that I had found the secret, now I know that I still haven't, and
have again dropped the whole business.

[November 29, 1895:] I no longer understand the state of mind in which I
hatched the psychology; cannot conceive how I could have inflicted it on
you.  I believe you are still too polite; to me it appears to have been a kind
of madness.

It is interesting that Freud's intellectual sap rose in April and May and his spirits sagged

in October and November: this tracks the seasonal pattern most often found among

mood-swing sufferers.

Throughout his life, Freud was subject to such fluctuations of mood.  A diagnosis
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of cyclothymia explains how he could produce so many books while continually

reproaching himself for indolence and low spirits.  The diagnosis is most illuminating,

however, as an important clue to his penchant for poorly researched intellectual

enthusiasms.  I offer it, not to take him down a peg, but to engender a certain amount of

sympathy for him.  He was biochemically addicted to theorizing.  His buyers, however,

had best beware.



IV

WHY FREUD BELIEVED IT



Prologue to a psychological biography of Sigmund Freud 

"Psychobiography" is one of the most offensive and potentially pernicious of the bad

seeds of Freudianism, because it is so often applied recklessly and destructively to the

biographer's betters.  Freud should have seen that if humans are as despicable as he

thought they were, they could never be trusted to wield psychoanalysis fairly as a tool

of historical research; instead, he set a negative example with his biographical abuse of

Woodrow Wilson.  To avoid, if possible, the temptation of letting my own distaste for

Freud's personality poison the well of judgment, I have, to this point, done my utmost to

let him speak for his ideas in his own voice.

As nearly every reader of Freud has commented, his is a bleak picture of the

human condition.  The Freudian universe is of a piece, so it comes as no surprise to

find, among the additional ramifications of the basic theory of intrapsychic conflict, that

civilization, originating in collective guilt over patricide, puts a permanent crimp in a

man's style; that the existence of an intrinsic death drive means that warfare is

inevitable; that feelings of hatred and envy underlie generous and altruistic behaviors;

that therapy can promise little more than the replacement of neurotic misery with

everyday suffering; and that the definition of health is essentially negative – it is the

absence of any impediment to work (which the individual does not really want to do

because he is naturally lazy) and love (which cannot be immunized against almost
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universal degradation).

When, half-a-century after the birth of psychoanalysis, Abraham Maslow decided

to investigate the lives of men and women who embody psychic health and spiritual

attainment, he found himself in virgin territory.  Nothing could be more foreign to

Freudianism than Maslow's concept of "self-actualization" as a real motivation for

human striving.  Freud could not even accommodate Adler or Jung, with their modest

suggestions that there is more to the life drive than sex.

If Freud's dark theories are incapable of commanding scientific assent – if, in

short, Freud did not discover them, but instead made them up – we can now set aside

our scruples about a psychological biography.  Indeed, we have a scholarly duty to

take up the question: what sort of person would concoct theories like these?

The psychological profile suggests a man who was both highly sexed (in the

sense that a lot of testosterone went coursing through his system) and erotically

stunted (in that he seems never to have experienced, or even imagined, sex as playful

or romantic).

It suggests a man who, if not cyclothymic, was given to fits of moroseness,

during which he assailed himself for inexcusable idleness.  It suggests a man who was

intermittently, if not everlastingly, paranoid.

It points to a man who learned early in life that God is not in his heaven and all is

not right with the world.  Freud's highly ethical father saddled the boy with an imperious

superego.  Young Sigmund felt the demands of morality to be psychologically binding,

yet at the same time oppressive and alien to his own interests.  John Milton, whose
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psychological profile strongly resembles Freud's, noted enviously that the wicked "have

a better portion in this life": precisely this thought finds an echo in Freud's adult

ruminations.  Such men are torn between pride in their goodness and a perpetually

inhibited longing to be bad.

Other elements of his early upbringing fed his persistently grim outlook: as an

educated Jew in a virulently anti-Semitic society, he took a dim view of "the masses,"

not excepting poor Polish and Russian Jews; yet as a proud bearer of Teutonic culture,

he considered Vienna the center of the civilized world.

Finally, the biographical data from A to Z suggest a man who, above all else,

found satisfaction in his work, and craved achievement as it is reckoned in the eyes of

the world.  He enjoyed watching his children grow up and he took pleasure in a good

lunch; but overall, he evinced, from first to last, extraordinary absorption in his

profession and almost fanatical energy in pursuit of making his mark.  He equated life

with career; he worked into his ninth decade; he longed for the Nobel Prize.  His

narcissism most often emerged in relation to his work.  Throughout his life, he could be

terribly stung, not so much by a misunderstanding among friends, as by intellectual

dissent.  Even the parting with Fliess apparently owed more to Fliess's skepticism

about psychoanalysis than to any sort of personal quarrel.

I must say of him, then, that in spite of his lifelong habit of analyzing himself,

Freud lived, as regards the essentials, an unexamined life.  If we believe his self-

portrait, he was always willing to take a hard look at his own sexual fantasies and

hidden motives.  But why would we believe his self-portrait?  Maynard Solomon, a
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dedicated Freudian, says of everyone else that "autobiographical writings are

notoriously subject to distortions, deceptions, and special pleadings."  Roy Porter,

commenting on Freud's autobiographical sketch of 1925, is unwilling to follow idolaters

like Solomon and Peter Gay in crediting the prophet of defense mechanisms with

superhuman disinterestedness:

It scarcely needs pointing out that his self-portrait is tendentious in the
extreme.  He conjures up the myth of the crucified hero, battling against
all the odds, repudiated and ridiculed by the world, deserted by many of
his one-time friends and allies, but finally triumphant and vindicated.  He
states exorbitant claims for his own originality, while omitting even the
merest mention of key influences and collaborators.  Thus not a word
about the seminal intellectual and emotional friendship he enjoyed
through the 1890s with Wilhelm Fliess, the man who first developed the
concept of universal bisexuality and who greatly enhanced understanding
of infantile sexuality.

No psycho-historical analysis of Freud's autobiography would have
any difficulty in locating elements of paranoia, megalomania and so forth
– albeit perhaps no more so than is the case with most people bitten by
the autobiographical bug.  Not least, Freud was subject to amnesia.  On
issue after issue, his autobiography simply isn't reliable.  Thus he tells us
for example that he was the first to prick the myth of childhood sexual
innocence.  But the clinical literature of the second half of the nineteenth
century teems with accounts – not Freudian accounts admittedly – of
childhood sexuality.  Similarly, he tells us how his early works, e.g. on
male hysteria, were ignored or met a frosty reception.  But that is hardly
so.  As [Freud biographer Frank] Sulloway has shown, they were widely
and often quite favorably reviewed.

Freud's legendary candor is taken on faith by many readers who simply believe him

when he says he is candid.  Often his reputation for frankness is as superficially earned

as that of a Medieval monk who loves to reveal his nastiest thoughts to his confessor. 

When he acknowledged a bit of "unruly homosexual feeling" in his relationship with

Fliess, he elicited the awestruck admiration of his disciples as thoroughly as any abbot
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who is more forthcoming about his secret sins than a novice would dare to be.  Of

course, he went on to say that he had mastered this feeling.

Whether we take as our yardstick the Buddha's notion of enlightenment or Lao-

Tzu's prototype of "the man of Tao," or simply invoke the everyday criteria by which we

measure the goodness and wisdom of our neighbors, we find no reason to think that

Freud understood himself or the aims and values of others.  He was not a particularly

happy man and he had no good advice to give to those of us who wish to be happy. 

Open the Tao Te Ching at random and you will find, within a few pages, a better lamp

to light your way than anything you will discover in the entire Standard Edition of

Freud's writings.

Freudianism as magnified biography

Martin L. Gross floats the notion that Freud himself, in common with a few other

aberrant individuals, suffered from a genuine Oedipus complex, and so assigned a

universal significance to his own idiosyncratic pathology.  There is more than a kernel

of truth in this; but Gross gives too much credence to Freud's excavation of his

childhood.  I would say merely that Freud conjured up the Oedipus complex out of his

own theoretical need, which caused him to think that he saw its specter in the vapors of

his memory.  It is true that Freud, as an adult, adored his mother and felt ambivalent

toward his father; and in a stunning example of Freudian methodology, which is also on

display when he interprets dreams and analyzes slips of the tongue by means of free
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association, he then read these emotions back into his infancy.  But I no more believe

that Freud's libido was really stirred up at the memory of his mother nudam than I

believe that his father molested his sisters –the seduction theory – or that his sisters

wished he had – the Oedipal theory.

When we come to Freud's moral theory, however, the window opens on his soul. 

His assertion that moral behavior is "unpsychological" – we will take this up in detail –

has been too little remarked.  Freud believed, in a word, that all moral behavior is

insincere.  This belief was not required by the Oedipus complex: Freud was out of the

theoretical woods once he was able to label the stories of his patients "fantasies." 

Freud's moral theory was not, like his Oedipal theory, improvised to solve a problem

that was threatening to end his career; it came out of the heart of his personal

darkness.  We see in a flash of terrible illumination the proud, self-righteous, resentful

profile of the elder brother in the parable of the prodigal son.  Freud was a man who

valued nothing except the merit that accrued to him through his work.  The character in

the parable, you will remember, wished that the fatted calf had been killed in his honor,

not because he loved to eat, but because he craved just such recognition, and knew

only one way to deserve it.  More than once, Freud was plunged into perdurable fits of

gloom when the Nobel Prize failed to materialize.

Today, with adherents backpedaling away from the Oedipus complex at the

speed of light, Freud is being touted for precisely his contribution to moral philosophy. 

He is the prophet, we hear again and again, of the "divided self," of "the civil war within

the psyche," of the grim ineluctable truths about human nature.  It is here that we find
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the aptness of Gross's verdict that Freudianism is the magnification of the founder's

biography into a universal psychology.  Freud thought that every unselfish act hurts like

hell.  Beyond a shadow of a doubt, this is a self-portrait.

If my profile of Freud is correct, it explains why he equated sexual pleasure with bodily

convulsion, and at the same time wrote so naively about love; and this in turn shines a

bright light upon his obtuseness about women and about what he called the sexual

"perversions."  The profile explains why his concept of the superego has no room for

any intrinsic drive toward cooperation and kindness.  Finally, it explains why he

dreamed up a death drive and insisted that civilization, because it curbs our appetite

for rape and murder and impinges upon our slothfulness, can only be built at the

expense of our happiness.

Then we understand other connections between his life and his thought.  Since

he was a workaholic, he thought his emotionally incapacitated neurotic patients were

"disgusting."  Since he was manically driven by the pursuit of fame, and cared little

about other people, he accepted the social, economic, and political inequities of his era

with an indifferent shrug.  Since he had the lowest possible opinion of humanity, he was

mordantly happy to demonstrate that many adult personality traits originate in the

smellier incidents of infantile toilet-training.  You have to understand that Freud took

immense satisfaction in delivering such messages.

It is a well-known logical fallacy to believe that a proposition can be refuted

merely by pointing to its origin in some unsavory personal quality or mode of conduct.  I
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have insisted that Freud is wrong because his science is deficient, not because he is

unpalatable as a human being.  Freud's account of the human predicament is not

automatically discredited by demonstrating that he was a pessimistic person: his

defenders might even say that only someone with his cast of mind would be likely to

face up to the truth, if the truth be as cold and joyless as he said it is.

On the other hand, if we can show that some of his most famous ideas were

already in place as part of his familial, social, and cultural inheritance, before he

collected any data – before, in fact, he had even entered the field of psychology – and

that he never showed any signs of self-criticism about these ideas, we can certainly

raise a doubt as to whether his "discoveries" are trustworthy.  So let us do some

archaeological digging beneath the surface of the Freudian edifice.  I would like to

devote a chapter apiece to three ideas found in Freud's personal letters:

In my inmost depth, I am really convinced that my dear fellow humans –
with a few exceptions – are rabble.  [July 28, 1929 to Lou Andreas-
Salomé, translated by Peter Gay]

A thinking man is his own legislator, confessor, absolver.  But a woman,
let alone a girl, has no inherent ethical standard; she can act correctly
only if she keeps within the bounds of convention, observing what society
deems to be proper.  [February 27, 1875 to Eduard Silberstein]

When I ask myself why I have always aspired to behave honorably, to
spare others and to be kind wherever possible, and why I didn't cease
doing so when I realized that in this way one comes to harm, and
becomes an anvil because other people are brutal and unreliable, then
indeed I have no answer.  Sensible this certainly was not.  [July 8, 1915 to
James J. Putnam]

These statements appear to be off-the-cuff expressions of personal feelings.  Surely,
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you may be thinking, Freud did not allow his science to be infected by his opinions that

humans are rabble, that women are ethically impaired and must accordingly conform to

the social role prescribed by the 19th century, and that moral behavior is not sensible. 

Indeed, you will not find these ideas directly and exactly reproduced in his published

writings.  But they are the private axioms that conditioned the public theories.

These beliefs functioned as hidden unacknowledged premises during the

gathering of the data.  The "research" was skewed in the direction of these premises,

and naturally "verified" them.  The premises then reemerged as conclusions. 

"Findings" that supposedly embodied the results of years of accumulated

psychoanalytical experience actually originated as prejudices that predated the

founding of psychoanalysis.



Freud on love

On August 29, 1883, Freud wrote to his fiancée:

I remember something that occurred to me while watching a performance
of Carmen: the mob gives vent to its appetites, and we deprive ourselves. 
We deprive ourselves in order to maintain our integrity, we economize in
our health, our capacity for enjoyment, our emotions; we save ourselves
for something, not knowing for what.  And the habit of constant
suppression of natural instincts gives us the quality of refinement.  We
also feel more deeply . . . .

These few sentences uncannily anticipate the argument of Civilization and Its

Discontents, which Freud would write 46 years later.  Isn't it interesting that the

accumulated insights of a lifetime of psychoanalysis merely confirmed a prejudice that

Freud acquired at his father's knee?

This point – that renunciation of instinct is the key to civilization, or, as it says

here, to "the quality of refinement" – appears in both Freud's private letters and

published writings.  What does not appear in the published writings is the decisive

division of humanity into higher and lower types.  Yet Freud's assumption about "the

masses" – that they are creatures of id who are incapable of deeper feeling – tacitly

conditioned much of his thinking about human nature.  His arguments of the 1920s –

that the masses are lazy, and that a strong governing authority is required to keep them

in check – yield the secret of their true origin in this letter.
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Concomitant with Freud's disdain for the mob is his idealization of the middle

and upper classes.  He imagines that love among refined people is quite a different

phenomenon from love among the hoi polloi.  This is obvious in the continuation of the

letter; but notice also a motif that is quite unexpected:

Our whole conduct of life presupposes that we are protected from the
direst poverty and that the possibility exists of being able to free
ourselves increasingly from social ills.  The poor people, the masses,
could not survive without their thick skins and their easygoing ways.  Why
should they take their relationships seriously when all the misfortune
nature and society have in store threatens those they love?  Why should
they scorn the pleasure of the moment when no other awaits them?  The
poor are too helpless, too exposed, to behave like us.  When I see the
people indulging themselves, disregarding all sense of moderation, I
invariably think that this is their compensation for being a helpless target
of all the taxes, epidemics, sicknesses, and evils of social institutions.  I
am not going to pursue this thought any further, but it would be easy to
demonstrate how "the people" judge, think, hope and work in a manner
utterly different from ourselves.  There is a psychology of the common
man which differs considerably from ours.

In all of Freud's published writings, I know of no statement about the plight of politically,

socially and economically disenfranchised peoples that is more heartfelt and

discerning.  This letter proves that Freud did notice, at one time in his life, the despair

of the lower classes: he simply lost interest.  For two reasons, as I see it: first, he did

not believe that any reform could truly ameliorate the conditions of exploited people

without sacrificing the highest and hardest-won fruits of civilization; second, he came to

see the Oedipus complex and its vicissitudes as the salient factor in every individual's

psychology – the "psychology of the common man" no less than the psychology of the

elite.  As he veered farther and farther away from crediting any sort of social
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psychology, he relinquished the Marxist insight he had at the age of 27, that the

psychology of the common man does differ, but only because of differing social

conditions – "taxes, epidemics, sicknesses, and evils of social institutions."

It is sadly fitting that Freud closes this topic by saying, "I am not going to pursue

this thought any further."  He was as good as his word.  So conspicuous a note of

social conscience is never sounded again in the later writings of Freud.  This is not, in

itself, a matter for reproach: the world needs dispassionate analysts as much as it

needs fire-breathing reformers and tender-hearted nurturers.  We can probably all

agree that Freud, by temperament, would have made a poor social worker.  The

problem is that Freud lost an appreciation for important facts that are relevant to the

depth psychology he was trying to create.  We are social creatures, and we respond

differently to different social environments.  His depth psychology is finally shallow,

precisely because of its omission of the insights contained in this early letter.

Even within the passage quoted, the unexpected compassion of Freud for the

victims of political and economic injustice is at war with his snobbishness.  His is a

cold-blooded appraisal.  It is interesting to note the terms he uses to dichotomize the

human race.  He speaks of the common man, the poor, the mob, the masses, "the

people" – they have thick skins and easygoing ways.  To designate the elite, he uses

only the pronouns we and us.  (His confidence in designating himself such a superior

specimen of humanity does not offend his disciples – gnosticism is all about the

formation of an elite cadre of the few who can be trusted to understand the esoteric

truths.  It is to the credit of Freudians that, with all their other faults, they rarely pretend
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to be "just like everyone else.")

Who, moreover, are the oppressors of the poor?  Who are the authors of the

wars, taxes, and evil social institutions?  The letter does not say – we need to supply

the answer out of our own experience.  The oppressors are those very people who

have the "quality of refinement" – Freud's brothers and sisters of the privileged classes.

Again, it is unimportant that Freud, in the privacy of a letter to his fiancée,

generalized frankly, if a bit carelessly, about the genteel classes and the great

unwashed.  We have all been indiscreet.  But we must be alert to the possibility that his

psychology errs on account of these deep-seated prejudices that percolate just under

the surface of his theories.

In fact, Freud in his life and medical practice had scant contact with the lumpen

proletariat.  Knowing very little about such people, he reduced them to a few crass

generalizations and did his theorizing elsewhere.  His psychology is, whether he knew

it or not, a psychology of the Viennese middle class.  But even here, among the

bourgeoisie where he conducted his research, he was seriously hampered by the

obverse of his contempt for the masses: he idealized these cultured folk and attributed

to them a refinement of feeling and renunciation of instinct that they did not truly

possess.

Let us examine a single area wherein Freud's critical thinking was derailed by

his social prejudices: let us turn to the topic of romantic love.

Freud spoke often of love, but he never put it under the analytic microscope – he
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seemed to assume that we all know what it is.  He defined it rather conventionally as a

union of the sensual and the tender.

Freud noted that many men of the middle class end up feeling desire only for

women they do not respect, and respect only for women they do not desire.  In short,

love does not last, and the tender and the sensual may part company.  But instead of

questioning the social construction of eroticism or the public propaganda about love-

and-marriage, he treated each private breakdown of monogamy as a separate problem

to be solved by psychoanalysis.  This indicates that he had great confidence in his

definition of normal love: he did not hesitate to allow it to dictate the direction of the

cure.  Indeed, his confidence in his definition was so great that he never bothered to

argue for it.

Freud's observations on love are scattered haphazardly among dozens of his

papers.  We can glean his opinion from any of several sources.  A particularly good

place to look is his 1915 essay, "Observations on Transference-Love," because, in the

course of illuminating his specialized subject, he distinguishes neurotic love from

normal love.

As we canvass his opinions, keep a weather eye out for the subtle impact of his

preconceptions about the two classes.  Note especially the way these preconceptions

affect his view of the therapist and the patient, who are caught up in the drama of

transference-love: remember that both are likely to be people of "refinement."

Transference
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Given the high incidence of sexual abuse in therapy throughout the 20th century, Freud

grows in stature for his level-headed recommendations about therapeutic abstinence. 

But his moral rectitude was undermined by its practical ineffectuality.  In the face of

abundant evidence that his own protegés could not live up to his standards, he

persisted in giving advice that could not be taken.  And where his adolescent notion of

love interfered with his judgment, he could make almost touching mistakes.

In his ground-breaking paper, Freud daringly treats the transference-love of the

patient for her doctor as genuine love.  Because the patient is neurotic, her love, both

in and out of therapy, is always a transference of her original Oedipal love for her father

onto some substitute personage.  The therapist is just the latest in a long line of father-

figures.  The patient's love for the therapist, then, is a repetition compulsion.

Between a patient and an ordinary physician, Freud says, such love would

normally take one of three courses: courtship ending in marriage; an illicit affair; or the

stormy termination of the professional relationship owing to the doctor's refusal to give

in to the patient.  Freud urges the psychoanalyst to adopt a fourth course: the

transference itself is to be analyzed in the safety of an atmosphere of "renunciation."

Freud shrewdly reminds the analyst that the transference is sure to become an

aspect of the patient's resistance.  The patient is luxuriating in the symptom rather than

addressing it.  Therefore it would be counterproductive for the therapist to play along

with the patient's love while steering clear of a sexual involvement:

In the further course of the love-relationship all the inhibitions and
pathological reactions of her love-development would come out, yet there
would be no possibility of correcting them, and the painful episode would
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end in remorse and a strengthening of her tendency to repression.  The
love-relationship actually destroys the influence of the analytic treatment
on the patient; a combination of the two would be an inconceivable thing.

Freud is admirably stern in his insistence that the analyst must master his

countertransference toward the patient.  This is the analyst's tendency to repeat, in his

feelings toward the patient, aspects of his own difficult past relationships.  Or put

another way, it is the possibility that he will be drawn in by the patient's transference

and relate to it as if the clinical setting did not exist.  Freud forbids any such monkey

business – he says flatly that a romantic interlude is prohibited by "middle class

morality and medical dignity."  (I have adopted Peter Gay's blunter translation here

instead of the blander formulations of Joan Riviere and James Strachey, in order to

stress a particular point – that in Freud's mouth the phrase "middle class morality" is

sincerely approving.)  Indeed, Freud finds it altogether unlikely that any respectable

man would flout middle class morality: he assumes ingenuously that the analyst who is

tempted to bed his patient is probably motivated by an honest desire to speed the cure:

What would happen if the physician were to behave differently, and avail
himself of a freedom perhaps available to them both to return the love of
the patient and to appease her longing for tenderness from him?

If he had been guided in his decision by the argument that
compliance on his part would strengthen his power over the patient so
that he could influence her to perform the tasks required by the treatment,
that is, could achieve a permanent cure of her neurosis by this means,
experience would teach him that he had miscalculated.  The patient would
achieve her aim, but he would never achieve his.

Then in a feeble attempt to pass for a man of the world, Freud does address a few

words to the wolf who may be dressed in an analyst's clothing:
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He must recognize that the patient's falling in love is induced by the
analytic situation and is not to be ascribed to the charms of his person,
that he has no reason whatever therefore to be proud of such a
"conquest," as it would be called outside analysis.

The existence of a whole class of men who would brazenly take what they could get

and laugh all the way to the bedpost, there to carve another notch, seems to be beyond

his ken.  Could there be such fellows in the middle class?

Freud here is spectacularly betrayed by his allegiance to the elitist division of

humanity into two classes – the natural aristocrats who are cultured and reasonable,

and the rabble who cannot be persuaded to renounce their instincts for the good of

civilization.  In the early days of psychoanalysis, analysts, needless to say, came from

that better class – and so, for that matter, did most of their patients.  Freud therefore

has a lofty notion of both transference and countertransference:

Again, when a woman sues for love, to reject and refuse is a painful part
for a man to play; and in spite of neurosis and resistance there is an
incomparable fascination about a noble woman who confesses her
passion.

My goodness, how elevated it all is!  Freud appears never to have noticed that the men

and women of his acquaintance wreaked just as much havoc with their sexual

misconduct as ever did the members of the working class.  He could not have known

ahead of time what we know today – that an appalling number of psychoanalysts would

cross the line with their patients and that some would cheerfully devote their whole

careers to sexual predation.  But he should have sensed a problem when his closest
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disciples – Jung and Ferenczi, to name just two – kept writing to him to confess their

affairs with their patients.  He seems always to have treated such escapades as sincere

romantic entanglements – unfortunate love triangles.  His elitism decommissioned his

power of observation, and he did just what any prejudiced person always does: he

treated all these sordid episodes as exceptions.

A Freudian slip

I have already suggested that the confl ict between two parts of our conscious mind is

often a more obvious source of human behavior than Freud's more "interesting" conflict

between conscious and unconscious.  At the forefront of Freud's consciousness is his

claim about the universality of his categories: love is the same in all people.  In the

back of his mind – we have the letter to Martha to prove that it was the back of his

conscious mind – Freud thinks that "there is a psychology of the common man which

differs considerably from ours."  Just as his own theory would predict, this conflict

causes Freud to make a slip – he equivocates on the genuineness of the transference-

love.  I have already noted approvingly his bold and iconoclastic insight:

One has no right to dispute the "genuine" nature of the love which makes
its appearance in the course of analytic treatment.

But he could not quite stay with it.  In his heart, he was convinced that his love for

Martha Bernays – and more especially, perhaps, her love for him – was of a higher

order.  Later in the same paper, Freud does dispute the genuine nature of the
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transference-love – and notice the grounds for his doubt:

Genuine love would make the patient docile and intensify her readiness to
solve the problems of her case, simply because the man she loved
expected it.  A woman who was really in love would gladly choose the
road to completion of the cure, in order to give herself a value in the
physician's eyes and to prepare herself for real life where her feelings of
love could find their proper outlet.  Instead of this, she is showing a
stubborn and rebellious spirit, has thrown up all interest in her treatment,
and clearly too all respect for the physician's well-founded judgment.  She
is bringing out a resistance, therefore, under the guise of being in love;
and in addition to this, she has no compunction about trying to lead him
into a cleft stick.

Docility, then, is a positive quality in a well-bred woman.  A "stubborn and rebellious

spirit" (such as Dora showed) is a sign of neurosis.  And pity the poor male therapist,

who is being led into a cleft stick.  The Malleus Maleficarum peeps out at us again: lust

is, in women, insatiable; the vixens are only too eager to lure innocent, upright men to

their doom.

Freud insisted that normality and neurosis exist on a continuum, and are much closer to

each other than people want to believe; he considered all adult love to be, to some

degree, a recapitulation of infantile love; he thought that the experience of love, even in

the most well-adjusted person, is akin to a pathological state – a kind of temporary

insanity.  But for all this, he looked favorably upon it:

The love between the sexes is undoubtedly one of the first things in life,
and the combination of mental and bodily satisfaction attained in the
enjoyment of love is literally one of life's culminations.  Apart from a few
perverse fanatics, all the world knows this and conducts life accordingly;
only science is too refined to confess it.



Freud on love - 423

I am not going to disagree.  But how lasting is this experience?  Beethoven's mother

said, "What is marriage?  At first a little joy, then a chain of sorrows."  Within patriarchy,

the role prescribed for the woman ends with depressing frequency in disenchantment:

yet under the spell of the romantic myth, a mother will cry for joy on the day of her

daughter's wedding, even knowing what is in store for her.  This is surely a

phenomenon worthy of a psychologist's attention.

Freud, who sniffed out the coprophilic implications of verbs and penetrated to

the secret of migraine headaches concealed in the literal meaning of the German word

for the labia, might have expended some of his linguistic sagacity upon the term

"uxorious."  An uxorious husband is a man who is pathetically in love with his wife. 

(The refined middle class says "hen-pecked"; the vulgar working class says "pussy-

whipped.")  Why is there no equivalent term of contempt for a wife who dotes too much

on her husband?  Because patriarchy does not believe that there can be any such

woman.  You can't love a man too much.  An uxorious husband is an ass; an adoring

wife is "a good woman."

In a similar fashion, Freud's sentimental conception of love prevented him from

seeing through the most transparent pop-song propaganda.  One of his quaintest

notions is that romantic love provides a rare respite from our customary human

selfishness and self-preoccupation:

We know that love puts a check upon narcissism . . . . [Chapter X, Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego]
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Innocence is blind.  It is hardly surprising that Freud failed to notice his own narcissism

in the progress of his possessive love of Martha; but that he failed to notice the

narcissism of other men-in-love is almost poignant.  For most of us, especially when we

are young, love is a depth plunge into self-absorption.  Freud's letters to Martha are a

case in point: what he loves is baring his own soul to her.  How delicious to listen to

yourself telling everything about yourself to the one who adores you.  "Well, that's

enough about me.  Let's talk about how you feel about me."

The patriarchal male-in-love inflates his capacious ego until it engulfs his woman

in it.  True, he may be obsessed with her, and perhaps at the height of his obsession

he even neglects certain personal affairs: but it requires monumental obtuseness to

see this as a lessening of egoism.  The obsession is more likely to take the form of

stalking and killing the woman if she violates his image of her.

We cannot excuse Freud here.  He was astute enough to see that religion

redirects, and converts to ritual, our infantile fears and wishes.  Well, love in most

young men is a sophisticated masquerade that sublimates and ritualizes a glandular

imperative.  If infatuation ripens later into a settled intimacy, it is an accident and a

blessing: sometimes tenderness does follow from, and even to some extent combines

with, sensuality.  But Freud sees the sensual as growing out of the tender:

It is well known how easily erotic wishes develop out of emotional
relations of a friendly character, based upon appreciation and admiration .
. . [for example] between a master and a pupil . . . . [Chapter XII, Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego]

Yes, a master and a pupil.  (Or do you think Freud is picturing a young man in love with
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his female professor?)  No doubt many a Viennese gentleman in his 30s – like Herr K –

"fell in love" with a pupil, a schoolgirl – that is to say, a nubile young minx who, like

Dora, was 13, or 15.  No doubt Herr K's attentions were "of a friendly character, based

upon appreciation and admiration," until one day he found himself, much to his own

surprise, smitten by the Freudian fusion of the tender and the sensual.  And this state,

says Freud, put a check upon his narcissism: a cad, a common laborer, might have

grabbed her and kissed her at the top of the stairs, or brazenly propositioned her

during an outing by a lake; but a gentleman like Herr K must have stayed awake at

night contemplating his beloved in terms of utmost refinement.

Freud in love

Freud could talk the talk, but he certainly did not walk the walk.  The cavalier to his

lady, August 29, 1883:

My dearest girl, if you dislike this kind of talk, just tell me to stop.  You
don't realize the extent of your influence over me and you must not
conclude from the harsh way I deal with certain things connected with the
basic conditions and experiences of our relationship that I am generally
intolerant.  I am quite prepared to be completely ruled by my princess. 
One willingly lets oneself be dominated by the person one loves . . . .

Yes?  When Martha tried to light the Sabbath candles, Freud peremptorily put an end

to all religious observance in his house for the remainder of the marriage.  He was not

in the least prepared to be ruled by his princess.  He dominated her totally – as was

only right, in his mind, because it was a law of nature, a custom of Teutonic civilization,
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and a tradition within the cultural Judaism that he embraced all his life.  The tears of his

princess availed her nought.

We need to understand that the statements in his letters are lies; they are no

less so because he is "sincere," or because everyone else lies about the same things

in the same way, or because he truly believes in the Weltanschauung of patriarchy. 

Here he is on July 5, 1885:

Look here, I really don't understand you at all. . . . I am not prudish and
respect you all the more for not being so, either; but how you, after all that
has happened in connection with Elise, and above all after the last
incident, could think of honoring her with your visit – this is beyond me. . .
. A girl doesn't intentionally lower herself to irresponsible behavior such
as your friend has always suggested and finally quite openly displayed.  I
am not worrying about the question of decency, which doesn't seem to
worry Elise, but about the utter weakness and lack of principle.  Let her by
all means be the poor girl who looks for a man, no matter where, and let
us be glad she has found one.  But don't put yourself on the same level by
keeping up friendly relations.  Don't say I'm too hard; you are far too soft,
and this is something I have got to correct, for what one of us does will
also be charged to the other's account.  You have given me a bad day,
Marty; please let me know soon that you feel a bit sorry about it. . . .

I just couldn't let all this pass without reproaching you, and I don't
think I shall regret it. . . . Just you wait, when I come you will soon get
used to having a master again.  And a severe one, too, but you couldn't
have one who loves you more or who could be so deeply concerned
about you.

We do not need the critical apparatus of late 20th century feminism to detect how

thoroughly Freud embodied the most resolute patriarchal attitudes.  Freud's

contemporary John Stuart Mill would have picked this letter apart, and exposed its

explicit assumptions of male dominion and female submission.

Peter Gay summarizes Freud the lover, as revealed in the letters:
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He was fond and confidential, by turns impulsive, exigent, exalted,
depressed, didactic, gossipy, dictatorial, and at rare moments repentant. .
. . Hectoring, inconsiderate in his frankness, unsparing with her feelings
and even more with his own. . . . often aggressive and void of flattery. . . .
At times, seeking to mold Martha Bernays, Freud turned pedagogue. . . .
His intermittent bouts of jealousy at times bordered on the pathological in
their intensity, their sheer irrational anger. . . . Above all, she must forsake
all others.  But these intrusive others included her mother and her brother
Eli. . . . He acknowledged ruefully, "I certainly have a disposition to
tyranny."  But this flash of self-recognition did not make him less
tyrannical . . . .

Gay has driven up to the gate of a great insight: that Freud's love was nothing but the

distilled essence of the social ideal.  Freud felt about Martha, whom he hardly knew

when he proposed to her, exactly what every man of his class in the late 19th century

was trained to feel.  He was her chivalrous knight and her confident master, her

groaning idolater and her stern teacher.  She was, the letters tell us, his "sweet

darling," his "darling girl," his "beloved girl," his "sweet girl," his "sweet treasure," his

"sweet little bride," his "sweet little woman," and most telling of all, his "sweet child."

Freud was eminently a man of his own time, as in some sense any man is; but

he was, in matters of love, a most unreflecting, conformist and bourgeois man of his

time.

As Erich Fromm says, the correspondence gives us only "the narcissistic image

of the great lover so typical of nineteenth-century love letters."  What we can fairly

glean from the letters is that Freud played the role to the hilt and truly believed in his

own performance.  None of this, incidentally, rules out the possibility that the marriage

later grew into an exemplary love-relationship.  But I believe the evidence supports
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Fromm's contention that, after he married Martha, Freud showed "a marked lack of

interest in her erotically, intellectually and affectively."  At best, it can be said that he

did seem to value her contribution to the comfortable domestic life they shared.

So we see, and Gay should see, that there is almost nothing interesting about

Freud's love for Martha.  It is completely absorbed into the social stereotype.  Nothing

needs to be explained – neither Freud's disproportionate jealousy nor his cloying

sentimentality.  It is all exactly as it should be, and exactly like everyone else.  But Gay

fails to make the connection.  Just when you think the next word out of his mouth will

have to be "boring," Gay psychoanalyzes Freud:

Freud's effort to monopolize the young woman he loved attests less to
realistic perils than to a wavering self-esteem.  The unresolved repressed
conflicts of his childhood, where love and hate had been confusingly
intertwined, now came back to haunt him as he wondered whether he was
really worthy of his Martha.

Gay thus shows himself to be as besotted by love-song love as Freud.  What Gay

really means – if he means anything – is that Freud may have doubted whether he was

"man enough" to fend off all possible rivals.  But as to whether Freud ever seriously

questioned whether he was intellectually and morally superior to Martha, don't even

ask.



Freud on women

Freud's statements about women, which (properly) aroused the wrath of feminists both

early and late, have been subjected to a great deal of scrutiny.  His critics have had no

difficulty demonstrating that his positions are manifestly unsubstantiated and

preposterous.  I am only sorry that other components of his theory have not attracted

equal attention.  I cannot add to the work of destruction that has been carried out by a

multitude of writers.  I can only affirm their work, and note that, in spite of it, committed

Freudians, including women, continue to come forward to justify it.  Janet Malcolm,

whatever her attitude toward contemporary psychoanalysis in practice, remains deeply

enamored of Freud himself; Lucy Freeman has devoted many pages to Freud's

infallibility about women; and Nancy Chodorow imagines herself to be a feminist

psychoanalyst.

I would like to use Freud's view of women to continue the analysis of Freud's

hidden, prejudicial axioms.  He clung to many of his ideas with extraordinary tenacity,

but especially those that he adopted earliest in life.  In this, he is not unusual – but

such a quality would stand him in better stead if he were an artist rather than a

scientist.  (Indeed, as we have already noted, one of the sloppier defenses of Freud is

to say that he was an artist rather than a scientist.)

The passages about women that I will quote are all quite familiar to students of
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this topic, but concentrate for the moment on the progression of his ideas.

In 1883, when he was still in his 20s, Freud wrote to his fiancée about his admiration

for the English philosopher John Stuart Mill.  But in one area he thought Mill's ideas

were "absurd" and "not quite human":

He finds an analogy for the oppression of women in that of the Negro. 
Any girl, even without a vote and legal rights, whose hand is kissed by a
man willing to risk his all for her love, could have put him right on this.

Freud actually translated works of Mill into German.  He revered Mill as a man of

profound intellect.  But he is confident that this wise man is an utter fool on the subject

of women.  Why? – because of an axiom, which is self-evident and known to every

person with two eyes and two ears, although strangely, bafflingly, unknown to Mill.  (A

real psychologist might have been curious about that – what can explain Mill's

craziness?)  Erich Fromm glosses the passage thus:

A society in which women were truly equal to men, in which men did not
rule because of their alleged physiological and psychical superiority, was
simply unthinkable for Freud. . . . That the equality of women was
unthinkable to Freud led him to his psychology of women.  I believe that
his concept that half of mankind is biologically, anatomically and
psychically inferior to the other half is the only idea in his thinking which
seems to be without the slightest redeeming feature, except as a portrayal
of a male-chauvinistic attitude.

Freud's summation in his letter to Martha is one of his most notorious pronouncements:

The position of woman cannot be other than what it is: to be an adored
sweetheart in youth, and a beloved wife in maturity.
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Freud drove the woman's status home with a nail in "The Taboo of Virginity":

We regard it as the normal reaction to coitus for a woman to hold the man
closely in her arms and press him to her at the climax of gratification, and
this seems to us an expression of her gratitude and an assurance of
lasting thralldom to him.

During the early 1890s, as we have noted in some detail, Freud uncovered the

horrors to which some of his female patients had been subjected in the best bourgeois

homes.  In 1897, however, he began to think that their most hair-raising stories were

figments of their hysterical imaginations.  By the time he analyzed Dora, he had begun

to appreciate the wisdom of the ages in seeing women as vain, silly, and amoral.  Here

is just one tiny turn toward the nasty, taken from his account of Dora's analysis:

The pride taken by women in the appearance of their genitals is quite a
special feature of their vanity . . . .

A statement out of the blue.  Did he read this in a medical journal?  Which one?  Did he

deduce it from his practice?  But his practice consisted almost entirely of a few wealthy

Viennese women suffering from hysteria.  We need some quotes here.  Now what,

exactly, did these women say to him about the appearance of their genitals?

Like thousands of other psychoanalytical pearls, this one is unsupported by

anything Dora actually said or did, and unsubstantiated by anything Freud cites from

the literature.  And as always, Freud does not say, "some women," or "neurotic

women."  He says "women."  If you have read Freud long enough, you know this is not
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due to a slip of the pen.  All women, everywhere, in all historical and pre-historical

periods, are vain about the appearance of their genitals.

Let us jump another decade, to the 1914 essay "On Narcissism: an Introduction." 

Here Freud reluctantly concludes that women are especially susceptible to narcissism. 

For consider: a man falls wildly in love with a woman and absurdly overvalues her; a

woman, on the other hand, loves only herself, and with an intensity comparable to the

man's love for her.  A self-adoring woman is, indeed, "the purest and truest feminine

type."

Now just in case you are a woman, and this unhappy news has raised your

hackles, Freud hastens to set your mind at ease:

Perhaps it is not out of place here to give an assurance that this
description of the feminine form of erotic life is not due to any tendentious
desire on my part to depreciate women.  Apart from the fact that
tendentiousness is quite alien to me, I know that these different lines of
development correspond to the differentiation of functions in a highly
complicated biological whole . . . . 

Perhaps it is not out of place here to give an assurance that Freud was one of the most

tendentious men who ever lived.  He carried his quarrels with former associates to

whichever grave intervened first, and he continued for decades to defend his most

unpopular ideas.  Indeed, the very idea expressed here, in 1914, met with disdain in

feminist circles, which caused him, as usual, to return to the same ground again and

again, not to mitigate the harshness of his view but to intensify it.

So we might say that the pride taken by an intellectual in his ideas is quite a

special feature of his vanity.  Freud was always notoriously thin-skinned.  Given that his
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ideas about women are extraordinarily offensive, you might think that he would have

anticipated objections to them.  In fact, he was cut to the quick by the failure of his

ideas to win universal assent, and his war with the feminists became personalized, as

always happens with exceptionally narcissistic individuals.  Quoting from "The Taboo of

Virginity" in 1918:

Behind this envy for the penis, there comes to light the woman's hostile
bitterness toward the man, which never completely disappears in the
relations between the sexes, and which is clearly indicated in the strivings
and in the literary productions of "emancipated" women.

Note his use of quote marks to indicate a sneer – Freud is always an effective stylist. 

Now skip ahead to 1925.  Armed with his new theory of superego formation, Freud has

his idea of hard evidence of feminine inferiority:

I cannot evade the notion (though I hesitate to give it expression) that for
women the level of what is ethically normal is different from what it is in
men.  Their superego is never so inexorable, so impersonal, so
independent of its emotional origins as we require it to be in men. 
Character-traits which critics of every epoch have brought up against
women – that they show less sense of justice than men, that they are less
ready to submit to the great exigencies of life, that they are more often
influenced in their judgments by feelings of affection or hostility – all these
would be amply accounted for by the modification in the formation of their
superego which we have inferred above.  We must not allow ourselves to
be deflected from such conclusions by the denials of the feminists, who
are anxious to force us to regard the two sexes as completely equal in
position and worth; but we shall, of course, willingly agree that the
majority of men are also far behind the masculine ideal . . . . ["Some
Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the
Sexes"]  

I cannot too much admire the audacity of Freud's presentation.  He hesitates to give the
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offensive idea expression . . . but he does give it expression; and he ridicules the

feminists, who would presumably be the only people for the sake of whose feelings he

was tempted to hesitate in the first place.

Recall, here, the letter to Eduard Silberstein.  When he was 18 years old, Freud

could insist confidently that a woman "has no inherent ethical standard."  A half-century

later, his stupid and noxious adolescent prejudice is restated as a scientific finding –

something that the author discovered in the course of analyzing the workings of the

Oedipus complex.  This is not a coincidence; this is a methodology.  This is

Freudianism in a nutshell.

Peter Gay is completely taken in.  If Freud says he isn't being tendentious when

he tars women with the brush of narcissism, Gay quotes him approvingly, as if to add,

"See?  He isn't being tendentious."  If Freud says his sketch of the feminine Oedipus

complex is "certainly incomplete and fragmentary," Gay swallows the bait:

These public disclaimers were not just rhetorical devices; as we know,
Freud punctuated his private correspondence with similar declarations of
ignorance.

But naturally Freud posed as a sober researcher to his disciples as well as to the

public.  Gay, like so many Freudians, proves to be an adept at rummaging through the

contents of the unconscious while remaining a sucker for the most obvious conscious

manipulation.

Gay also fails to follow up on Freud's protestations of caution and ignorance:

shortly after making a parade of his modesty and tentativeness, Freud set forth his
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thesis about women with unmistakable conviction; and when challenged, he defended it

with fierce tenacity.  Gay has to admit that "neither the arguments of Jones and of

Horney, nor three long, carefully reasoned, and thoroughly documented papers by the

brilliant young analyst Otto Fenichel, made any impression on Freud."  Still Gay

remains cheerfully blind to Freud's misogyny.  He concedes "that the feminist

movement would never win a recruit in him," and then adds, "despite all he was doing

for it in his own profession."  Freud did not do anything for the feminist movement; but I

suppose I should forgive Gay for believing that he did, since so many scholarly women

are under the same delusion.  Yet surely it should count against Gay that Freud himself

went out of his way to mock "the feminists" and the "emancipated women," in a manner

that is markedly at variance with the tone he cultivated elsewhere.

Here he is in 1933, in the chapter on "Femininity" in the New Introductory

Lectures on Psychoanalysis:

In the absence of fear of castration the chief motive is lacking which leads
boys to surmount the Oedipus complex.  Girls remain in it for an
indeterminate length of time; they demolish it late and, even so,
incompletely.  In these circumstances the formation of the superego must
suffer; it cannot attain the strength and independence which give it its
cultural significance, and feminists are not pleased when we point out to
them the effects of this factor upon the average feminine character.

The references to feminists have become ever more slighting, and he has restated his

earlier argument in language calculated to offend further.  Even Elisabeth Young-

Bruehl, a Freud idolater, admits that the Master's tone has now become "contentious,

abrupt, and sometimes annoyed."  This she attributes to Freud's growing awareness of
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"divisions among his followers outside Vienna" on precisely this topic of female

sexuality.  Let me translate Young-Bruehl's bland language into plain English: some

psychoanalysts disagreed with Freud, and it made him mad as a wet hen.

At the age of 77, Freud is still monitoring the vanity of women about their

genitals:

Thus, we attribute a larger amount of narcissism to femininity, which also
affects women's choice of object, so that to be loved is a stronger need for
them than to love.  The effect of penis-envy has a share, further, in the
physical vanity of women, since they are bound to value their charms
more highly as a late compensation for their original sexual inferiority. 
Shame, which is considered to be a feminine characteristic par excellence
but is far more a matter of convention than might be supposed, has as its
purpose, we believe, concealment of genital deficiency.  We are not
forgetting that at a later time shame takes on other functions.  It seems
that women have made few contributions to the discoveries and
inventions in the history of civilization; there is, however, one technique
which they may have invented – that of plaiting and weaving.  If that is so,
we should be tempted to guess the unconscious motive for the
achievement.  Nature herself would seem to have given the model which
this achievement imitates by causing the growth at maturity of the pubic
hair that conceals the genitals.  The step that remained to be taken lay in
making the threads adhere to one another, while on the body they stick
into the skin and are only matted together.

My original intention in providing you with this excerpt was to convict Freud of the

tendentiousness of which he acquits himself – to show that he went on defending his

view of female inferiority for 20 years, with increasing rancor; and that he renewed his

view of women's vanity about their genitals after a lapse of 30 years.  But this passage

also demands comment as a revelation of almost clinical derangement.  Let me quote a

first-person account of madness from a book by Otto Friedrich: "Going crazy is a

symbolic experience.  Reality is still there, but you keep interpreting it.  Everything
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becomes symbolic.  The symbols chase each other."

Freud's argument may have left you open-mouthed, so let me, at the risk of

insulting your intelligence, translate it.  Women are more narcissistic, more envious,

and less just than men.  Vanity is quite a special feature of their makeup, especially in

regard to the appearance of their genitals.  And shame is a feminine characteristic par

excellence.  Given all this, women are mortified on an everyday basis by the sight of

their own genitals, which are so markedly inferior to the penises of men.  Nature,

however, comes to the rescue, hiding the sad shamelips with pubic hair.  And just in the

nick of time – think how humiliating adolescence would be without it.  Unconsciously,

then, what a girl wants is more, and ever more, of this wonderful stuff, to cover more

and ever more of her shame.  So: prehistoric woman, noting the usefulness of matted

pubic hair in assuaging her sense of inferiority, had an epiphany: it is possible to

improve upon nature by plaiting and weaving.

I suppose it would be too prosaic to say that clothing might have been valued by

our forest-dwelling ancestors because it kept them warm.  I might also add that there is

no proof at all that the female sex invented plaiting and weaving.  (As with the "band of

brothers" – is this one woman? a committee of women?  I'm just being perverse, aren't

I?  It is Woman, Mythic Woman, Emblematic Woman, Freudian Woman.)

Freud's view of women is out of favor now.  Even his most avid supporters tend to be

embarrassed by it and try to downplay its significance.  Some have honestly

reconsidered; others are cowed by the prevailing winds of political correctness while
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continuing to agree with him in their secret hearts.  But even his critics sometimes

trivialize his take on women, treating him as benignly mistaken in a tangential matter. 

Ardent Freudian Philip Rieff sees more clearly than Freud's enemies that Freud's

misogyny has "a vital intellectual function in his system."

By way of summation, let us return to the thoughts of Erich Fromm.  Notice the

attention he gives to social and cultural factors to explain, not only the phenomena that

Freud saw, but Freud himself:

It goes without saying that Freud's grotesque picture of women as
essentially narcissistic, unable to love and sexually cool is male
propaganda.  The middle-class woman was as a rule sexually cold.  The
proprietary character of bourgeois marriage conditioned them to be cold. 
Since they were property, they were expected to be "inanimate" in
marriage. . . . Once the conquest was assured by the first intercourse, the
woman was relegated to the task of producing children and to being an
efficient housekeeper; she had changed from an object of chase to a no-
person.  All this is clearly demonstrated in Freud's own marriage . . . .

.     .     .

Freud postulates: "Loving in itself, insofar as it is longing and deprivation,
lowers self-regard, whereas being loved, having one's love returned and
possessing the loved object raises it once more". . . . Loving makes you
weak; what makes you happy is being loved.  And what is being loved? 
Possessing the loved object!  This is a classic definition of bourgeois
love: owning and controlling makes for happiness, be it a material
property or be it a woman who, being owned, owes the owner love. . . .

To sum up: the main factors in the patriarchal male's attitude are
dependence on the female and its denial by controlling her.  Freud, as so
often, has transformed a specific phenomenon, that of patriarchal male
love, into a universal human one.

It remains only to note that the last passage quoted by Fromm (from Freud's 1914

paper on narcissism) also demonstrates Freud's tacit assumption that ethical egoism
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rules the world: we would all rather take than give.  Freud acknowledged that some

people do adhere to a higher standard, but he did not know why; and more to the point,

he could not see why they should.  To this subject we turn next.



Freud on morality

E. Fuller Torrey has devoted an entire book, Freudian Fraud, to the delicious irony that,

in America, the most enthusiastic followers of Freud have also been political left-

wingers.  Freud was socially and politically conservative, and in his personal habits he

was the perfect bourgeois – so much so that he wore a suit and tie even when lounging

at home.  He snorted at the Bolshevik presumption to create a classless society.  He

supported the Austro-Hungarian Empire during the Great War.  He applauded the

fascist suppression of the Social Democrats in the Austrian civil war of 1934.

Such ironies abound throughout the history of Freudianism.  To an outsider

looking in, another source of amusement and amazement has been the effort by

Christian psychoanalysts to reconcile Freud with God.  The attempt is quixotic, not

merely because Freud was an atheist in private, but because he made a point of

characterizing religion in his public writings as an infantile wish-fulfillment daydream

and a universal obsessional neurosis.  His book on religion, boldly titled The Future of

an Illusion, is every bit as trenchant and as cogently argued as any other work he

wrote, including The Interpretation of Dreams or Three Essays on the Theory of

Sexuality.

In spite of this, an early American admirer, James J. Putnam, urged Freud to

reexamine his theory and make a place in it for the religious impulse.  Given Freud's
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feelings about religion, and about Americans, it is difficult to understand why he did not

consign Putnam to the ninth circle of Hell.  Instead, on July 8, 1915, Freud, almost 60

years old, penned a remarkable letter.  Even he sensed that it was remarkable, noting

that he had never before expressed himself to anybody else in this fashion:

I think I ought to tell you that I have always been dissatisfied with my
intellectual endowment and that I know precisely in what respects, but
that I consider myself a very moral human being who can subscribe to Th.
Vischer's excellent maxim: "What is moral is self-evident."  I believe that
when it comes to a sense of justice and consideration for others, to the
dislike of making others suffer or taking advantage of them, I can measure
myself with the best people I have known.  I have never done anything
mean or malicious, nor have I felt any temptation to do so, with the result
that I am not in the least proud of it.  I am taking the notion of morality in
its social, not its sexual, sense.  Sexual morality as defined by society, in
its most extreme form that of America, strikes me as very contemptible.  I
stand for an infinitely freer sexual life, although I myself have made very
little use of such freedom.  Only so far as I considered myself entitled to.

Touching upon Freud's high opinion of himself, and his putative freedom from

meanness or malice, I will mention only two things: his letter to Karl Abraham traducing

Fliess and Fliess's wife; and his palpable joy upon hearing of the death of Adler.  It is

interesting that the man who discovered, or thought he had discovered, the

unconscious, could imagine himself capable of speaking so securely about his own

motives.

I am reminded of a self-justifying letter Beethoven wrote to a friend in 1818,

when he was relentlessly persecuting his sister-in-law.  "I never practice vengeance; in

cases where I act against the interest of other people, I never do more against them

than is necessary to protect myself against them or to prevent them from doing further
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harm."  Hitler and Stalin would have said the same.  The "harm" Johanna van

Beethoven was doing, incidentally, consisted in her attempting to retain joint custody of

her only child; Beethoven, the boy's uncle, wanted, and got, sole custody so that he

could forbid any contact whatsoever between the boy and his mother.

Lest there be any misunderstanding, from all I can determine from their

biographies, both Freud and Beethoven were men of high moral standards who, even

where they fell short, aspired to do the right thing.  What my examples of their moral

fallibility prove is that when we are passionately engaged in our own cause, we are

blinded by psychological factors.  Freud, of all people, might have been expected to

know this.  I am taken aback by his blindness to the possibility of his blindness.

The letter continues:

When I ask myself why I have always aspired to behave honorably, to
spare others and to be kind wherever possible, and why I didn't cease
doing so when I realized that in this way one comes to harm, and
becomes an anvil because other people are brutal and unreliable, then
indeed I have no answer.  Sensible this certainly was not.  In my youth I
didn't feel any special ethical aspirations, nor does the conclusion that I
am better than others give me any recognizable satisfaction!  You are
perhaps the first person to whom I have boasted in this fashion.  So one
could cite just my case as a proof of your assertion that such an urge
toward the ideal forms a considerable part of our inheritance.  If only more
of this precious inheritance could be found in other human beings!  I
secretly believe that if one had the means of studying the sublimation of
instincts as thoroughly as their repression, one might find quite natural
psychological explanations which would render your humanitarian
assumption unnecessary.  But as I have said before, I know nothing about
this.  Why I – and incidentally my six adult children as well – have to be
thoroughly decent human beings is quite incomprehensible to me.

(No mention of his wife here, who raised his six children and fetched his galoshes as
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well.)

The eventual solution to Freud's problem is prefigured in the modest proposition

that "if one had the means of studying the sublimation of instincts as thoroughly as their

repression, one might find quite natural psychological explanations."  In other words,

Freud already had the inspiration, but had not yet expended the perspiration.  This

would occur during the next decade.

The problem is restated in the final chapter of Civilization and Its Discontents:

The commandment, "Love thy neighbor as thyself," is the strongest
defense against human aggressiveness and an excellent example of the
unpsychological proceedings of the cultural superego.  The
commandment is impossible to fulfill; such an enormous inflation of love
can only lower its value, not get rid of the difficulty.  Civilization pays no
attention to all this; it merely admonishes us that the harder it is to obey
the precept the more meritorious it is to do so.  But anyone who follows
such a precept in present-day civilization only puts himself at a
disadvantage vis-à-vis the person who disregards it.  What a potent
obstacle to civilization aggressiveness must be, if the defense against it
can cause as much unhappiness as aggressiveness itself!  "Natural"
ethics, as it is called, has nothing to offer here except the narcissistic
satisfaction of being able to think oneself better than others.  At this point
the ethics based on religion introduces its promises of a better after-life. 
But so long as virtue is not rewarded here on earth, ethics will, I fancy,
preach in vain.

Freud is here rewording his contention to Putnam that a moral person cannot thrive in a

world populated by brutal and unreliable people.  Since it makes so little sense to put

oneself at a disadvantage, Freud goes so far as to call the ethical impulse

"unpsychological" – an even stronger imputation of irrationality than if he had called it

illogical.
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Against the piety that "Virtue is its own reward," Freud asserts that virtue "has

nothing to offer here except the narcissistic satisfaction of being able to think oneself

better than others."  In citing this narcissistic self-satisfaction, however, Freud is giving

us the answer: the "cultural superego" persuades us to act against our own interests;

others (who benefit from our self-abnegation) applaud us, and we applaud ourselves.

What we call ethics can only come into existence at a higher level of social

organization; and it is experienced as a restraint upon our drives.  These drives, if left

unrepressed, would murder Culture in its cradle.  Repression, far from being the

disaster that modern-day Freudians portray, is the only means by which we ever could

have evolved out of savagery, and the only bulwark we have against sinking back into

a morass of bestiality.

This repression is nothing we would "naturally" choose for ourselves.  We would

be happier engaging in all the behaviors that we repress.  I use the term "ethical

egoism" to characterize what I believe Freud's position to be: since no innate ethical

impulse exists in us, what we want to do is only coincidentally, and never primarily,

ethical.  Freud's own formulation will do: an ethical impulse is downright

"unpsychological."  

Why, then, would we ever "do the right thing"?  The answer can only be that we

are conned into doing it.  If we could consult our primary motivation, our heart's true

desire, we would throw morality to the four winds.  But Culture sets up a "cultural

superego," which urges the individual to do the morally right thing as a duty, and

rewards him with the praise of his fellow citizens.  The drives of lust and thanatos are
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sublimated and redirected: a man takes the socially acceptable power trip; he gets off

on praise.

It is not a pretty picture; but for some readers, it may seem to have the virtue of

frankness.  Predictably, however, Freud granted himself an exemption: like a

behaviorist who writes about everyone else's susceptibility to conditioning, Freud writes

about everyone else's ethical egoism.  When he speaks of himself in his letter to

Putnam, he passes up the opportunity to confess the monsters of his own id and

instead paints another of his amazing self-portraits – this one of a man who, in his

ethical conduct, is the best of the best.  (By saying coyly that he does not know why he

is so upstanding, he intensifies, rather than mitigates, the self-congratulation.  I don't

know whether to laugh or cry when Philip Rieff comes across this letter and calls it

"splendid with modesty.")

In his later writings, notably Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud implicitly

answers the question about why he and his six children have to be "thoroughly decent

human beings": as superior creatures, they recognize that Culture is the greatest

achievement of the species; in its behalf, they are willing to sacrifice their personal

pleasures.  But Freud's tentative answer in 1930 to his own hesitant questioning of

1915 shows that the child is father to the man.  In the letter to Martha of August 29,

1883, Freud had already hit upon the solution:

The mob gives vent to its appetites, and we deprive ourselves.  We
deprive ourselves in order to maintain our integrity, we economize in our
health, our capacity for enjoyment, our emotions; we save ourselves for
something, not knowing for what.  And the habit of constant suppression
of natural instincts gives us the quality of refinement.
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A lifetime of psychological investigation taught Freud nothing that he did not already

think he knew.  Everything is here in 1883 except Culture with the capital "C"; in its

place is "the quality of refinement."  During an intellectual odyssey lasting 55 years,

Freud merely converted the bourgeois complacency and romantic skepticism of his

youth into gigantic absolutes.

My passing reference to the behaviorists opens the door to another irony.  Freud

believed that behavior is rooted in biology and originates in intrapsychic drama; the

behaviorists reduce it all to learning and habit.  Freud thought the behaviorists give too

much scope to nurture; he wanted them to face up to the recalcitrance of nature. 

"What about libido?" he might have asked.  "What about aggression?  Just try to

condition these."  The drives are within us; Culture cannot altogether tame them;

conditioning cannot eliminate them.  Yet in his approach to conscience, Freud

resembles a Pavlovian.  In his system, morality is just a set of conditioned responses.

How does the social construction of morality happen?  Freud addressed this

question in Chapter IX of Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego:

[The eldest child would like to put the younger siblings aside, but finds he
cannot do so without damage to himself; therefore] he is forced into
identifying 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, for
equal treatment for all. . . . If one cannot be the favorite oneself, at all
events nobody else shall be the favorite. . . .

What appears later on in society in the shape of Gemeingeist,
esprit de corps, "group spirit," etc., does not belie its derivation from what
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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 the root of social conscience and the sense of
duty.

Please savor the full implication of Freud's position.  The child has no social impulse:

he is forced into identifying with other children.  Group spirit originates in envy.  Justice,

social conscience, and duty originate in the spiteful desire to bring others down to our

own level of deprivation and misery.

In Chapter II, Freud is even clearer about the bogus nature of conscience.  In his

discussion of the vicissitudes of mob behavior, Freud asks why mobs degenerate

morally.  Many thinkers have answered that we become swept away by the emotions of

others and therefore act out of character; but Freud avers that in a mob, the possibility

of anonymity  bestows upon each individual the rare opportunity to be entirely himself:

In a group the individual is brought under conditions which allow him to
throw off the repressions of his unconscious instinctual impulses.  The
apparently new characteristics which he then displays are in fact the
manifestations of this unconscious, in which all that is evil in the human
mind is contained as a predisposition.  We can find no difficulty in
understanding the disappearance of conscience or of a sense of
responsibility in these circumstances.  It has long been our contention
that "social anxiety" is the essence of what is called conscience.

The mob allows the natural man to emerge.  Under these circumstances, we can

observe clearly what he would be like without the constraint of the superego: he would

be pure id, wherein we find "all that is evil in the human mind."

Conscience, then, is an epiphenomenon of human nature.  It disappears under

certain conditions – not just conditions of privation and fear, but any condition wherein
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we can revert, safely and anonymously, to our true natures.

It follows that a Freudian treats the goodness of conventionally upright people as

a queer little defense mechanism called "reaction-formation."  This is one of Freud's

most radical ideas, and one of his most pleasing.  How satisfying to learn that,

underneath it all, the fundamentalist Christian is the most malignant sinner of all – his

very piety the dead giveaway of his devouring lust:

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.  ["Thoughts
for the Times on War and Death," written in 1915]

Ironically, then, in spite of its founder's militant atheism, Freudianism shares with

Christianity the belief in original sin: both assume that the innate moral stance of a

human being is ethical egoism.  Calvin's felicitous term for our inborn nature (the id as

unimproved by God's grace) is "total depravity."  Freud agrees perfectly with Calvin and

substitutes for God's grace the operations of the ego and the superego.  According to

psychoanalysis, we can be deflected from total depravity either by the ego's rational

assessment of our chances according to the reality principle, or by the internalized

commandments of the superego, which are experienced as the voice of conscience. 

But Freudianism no more recognizes the possibility of a genuine conscious liberation

from ethical egoism than Christianity does: neither doctrine allows that a human being

might opt for empathic connection simply because it is experienced as a personal good

that gives more pleasure than aggression, murder, and rape.  Christianity recognizes a
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good deed as occurring solely through the agency of Christ working through us and in

spite of us; Freudianism posits that some individuals can fake an altruistic deed

strategically or do one reflexively as a result of cultural brainwashing.  But even when

Freudian man consciously embraces his sublimations and reaction-formations as the

better portion in this life, perhaps as one result of a successful psychoanalysis, he does

so, in Freud's own words, only out of "narcissistic satisfaction."

Perhaps I can no more prove the existence of an intrinsic principle of spirituality

in people than Freud can prove the existence of a death drive.  But taking the theory on

its own terms, his account is marred by a serious deficiency: by locating all our

monsters in the id, Freud gravely underestimated the superego's capacity to instigate

and collaborate in evil.

Freud understands the superego to be the repository of conscience in both its

forms: as the voice of self-evident ethical commands, such as those to which he and his

six children were obedient; but also as the locus of the prudish conventions of strait-

laced society.  Therefore he wants the ego to be able to stand up to the superego – if

only to promote mental health.  He wants to free us from the misery of sexual

repression and unnecessary guilt – to get us out from under our own robotic obedience

to senseless little rules and restraints.  In the best tradition of 19th century European

liberalism, he deplores the superego's muzzling of individuality.

In all its other manifestations, the superego is viewed as a positive force – in

fact, according to Freud, it is the agency that made the invention of civilization possible. 

It is only that it gives us too much of a good thing.  If it would lengthen the leash,
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especially in sexual matters, we could all be a little happier without causing Culture to

come crashing down.  Meanwhile, in Freud's structural theory, "all that is evil in the

human mind" reposes in the id.

He appears not to have noticed that most of the world's evil originates, not in

Bacchanalian orgies presided over by sworn disciples of the pleasure principle, but in

the calm procedures of bureaucratic functionaries who are actuated by the highest

ideals.  In the personalities of Heinrich Himmler and Adolf Eichmann, obedience to the

superego is almost the salient feature.  The only way we can ever comprehend the

iconically evil event of our time, the Holocaust, is to understand this simple fact about it:

that the men who perpetrated it thought they were doing their duty.

As relaxed a thinker as Mark Twain saw clearly that "the moral sense" is itself

implicated as a causative factor of evil.  Without "the knowledge of good and evil," we

would be animals; and in spite of our slanders about "beastliness," we can all see, first,

that it makes no sense to apply moral categories to animal behavior, and second, that if

we do, we find animals occupying a far higher ethical plane than humans.

If we are researching evil, we need not send a bathysphere into the depths of

the unconscious.  We need only open the door and look up and down the street at the

way we raise our children; or we can read a daily newspaper in the clear light of day,

and consider the palpable evils that are openly espoused – always gussied up as "the

greater good."  The workings of the conscious mind will keep us busy for a lifetime.

As for Freud's explanation that all goodness is a reaction-formation, we have yet

another example of how his perpetual overreaching vitiates his intermittent acuteness. 
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Granted, there are people whose conventional displays of goodness are suspect, who

can barely keep the lid on their envy and hostility.  Freud was one such person; but he

did not know he was, so this time he did not get his theory from his self-analysis. 

However he acquired it, he generalized from a syndrome that afflicts only a few

individuals who receive a particular type of upbringing.  Nor should we even allow

ourselves to be entranced by Freud's casual pronouncement that little sadists grow up

to be anti-vivisectionists, for as usual he cites no longitudinal studies from the social

sciences that might verify this remarkable surmise.  If he did not simply pull this colorful

factoid out of his imagination, he probably extrapolated it from "analytical experience,"

which in turn might mean nothing more than that one of his patients had worked for the

Humane Society.



Freud and Luther

Perhaps my analysis of Freud has appeared to vindicate Philip Rieff's thesis that Freud

invented "psychological man."  After all, I have sometimes used Freudian categories to

make my case against Freud.  I have rummaged through Freud's letters and quoted the

young correspondent against the aging theoretician to prove that, intellectually at least,

the child is father to the man; I have explained Freud's queer notion of morality as itself

a reaction-formation and the result of his obedience to an overly strict superego; I have

accused him of the defense mechanisms he is said to have discovered.

But I am not abashed.  I am content with having asserted Nietzsche's priority in

many of these matters.  I have no desire to revoke Freud's legitimate claim to historical

significance.  He reaps the lion's share of the credit because he investigated

Nietzsche's territory far more thoroughly and systematically than Nietzsche himself. 

Most notably, he developed a set of precise terms for the psychological feints and ploys

that Nietzsche described haphazardly and impressionistically.  Freud has given us

repression, reaction-formation, transference, projection, sublimation, and a number of

other concepts that succinctly capture important psychological processes.  Nothing that

I can foresee is likely to invalidate the best of his contributions to intellectual history.

Freud has a genuine purchase on greatness: this distinguishes him from

unworthy claimants such as Aristotle and John Milton.  As Bacon noted, Aristotle
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epitomized the scientist who succumbs to the fallacy of "fashioning the world out of

categories."  And Milton's greatness is owing to political correctness – the 18th century

kind.  From his own day until ours, his reputation has been a function of his reputation

– a self-renewing phenomenon.

Freud is more like Martin Luther: at the historically perfect moment, he

articulated a new, potentially liberating conception of the individual.  In both cases, the

vision was radical and sensational and the conservative authorities called the agitator

on the carpet; but there was no stopping an idea whose time had come.  Had Luther

been born 50 years earlier, he would have dropped like a stone in the ocean of late

Medieval heretics; had Freud been born 100 years earlier, he would have been

regarded much the way that the Marquis de Sade was regarded.

Like Freud, Luther could have died at the age of 40 – that per ilous age for

intellectuals – and still been assured of his place in history; indeed, the world would

have been spared his call for the violent suppression of the Peasants' Rebellion in

Germany, his insistence upon the Real Presence in the Communion bread and wine,

and his malignant, almost psychotic diatribe against the Jews of Germany (which

resonated down through the centuries to find an echo in some of the vilest passages of

Mein Kampf).

Freud would have done well to have died at 40, before he hatched the theory of

the Oedipus complex.  Even many Freudians might agree that had he died at the age of

50, after the publication of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, the 20th

century would still have turned out to be the century of psychological man, with Freud
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as its prophet; and Freud's reputation would have stood the higher for the absence of

Totem and Taboo and the late papers on anxiety and female sexuality.  Both Freud and

Luther had the misfortune, shared by other Theorists of Everything, to long outlive their

historical moment.

Both men were ambitious, dogmatic, cocksure, and combative – and born

writers.  Freud was a master of the modern German language that Luther almost

conjured into existence in his translation of the Bible.  These men relished the battles of

their declining years: both threw themselves into every fray with unabated ferocity and

unbated venom; both contributed more and more verbiage of less and less value. 

Luther pronounced the gospel of James to be "straw"; Freud insisted that Moses was

an Egyptian.

Each started as a heretic and went on to found a great movement.  Freud

revolted against the medical profession and showed us that physical symptoms could

originate in mental events.  Luther revolted against the hegemony of Rome and

reinstated the authority of scripture.  Within a few years, the best and brightest people

around them, giddy with freedom, took these insights far beyond the ken of the

founders: Adler and many others suggested that the root cause of a neurosis might lie,

not only in one's personal history, but in the social construction of one's consciousness;

Luther's disciples took him at his word and read the scriptures for themselves, there to

find no warrant for the baptism of infants or even the Trinity.  Each man then proceeded

to wage wars of great energy and hostility against all subsequent heretics to his truth. 

With deep-seated narcissism and will to power, they devoted much of their remaining
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lives to reactionary struggles against still-newer ideas.  They pummeled the dissenters

in polemical writings that are difficult to understand today, since they are often

vituperatively directed against obscure and insignificant opponents.  The

impenetrability of some of Freud's later books – so striking since he is otherwise a lucid

writer – is owing to his use of them to refute Jung, Adler, and Rank.  Luther – more

violent and, if possible, even less self-aware than Freud – piled contempt and hatred

upon the heads of those who dared to find anything in the Bible contrary to

Lutheranism.

The resemblances run deeper still.  Each man told the world that darkness alone

is to be found in the heart of man.  Each perhaps knew whereof he spoke, for projection

tells us more about the individual who engages in it than about the persons toward

whom it is directed.  Both men projected innumerable evils upon their many real and

imagined enemies and then gave themselves permission to indulge in vicious attacks

on the miscreants: Luther's favorite word for his opponents was Schwärmerei –

fanatics; Freud had frequent recourse to the word Gesindel – rabble.

Luther was blinded and disturbed by the brilliant, worldly light of the

Renaissance.  He felt no joy as educated people all around him threw off superstition

and began to create a world of, by, and for human beings.  The world, he thought, is

not meant to be a theater of happiness, and the desire to better one's life is just another

snare and delusion.  In 1525, he urged the rebellious peasants to lay down their arms

and to think one thought only – "suffering, suffering, cross, cross."  Nietzsche, with

characteristic penetration and wit, saw that Lutheranism, like Freudianism, was the
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founder's personality writ large:

What happened?  A German monk, Luther, came to Rome.  This monk,
with all the vengeful instincts of a shipwrecked priest in his system, was
outraged in Rome – against the Renaissance.  Instead of understanding,
with the most profound gratitude, the tremendous event that had
happened here, the overcoming of Christianity in its very seat, his hatred
understood only how to derive its own nourishment from this spectacle.  A
religious person thinks only of himself.  [The Antichrist, Section 61,
emphasis in the original]

Luther had no use for "humanism": his heart rejoiced in the bad news that man is

unregenerate.  He turned the clock back a thousand years, to the Pauline message of

St. Augustine.  Calvin then rendered Luther's doctrine of justification by faith alone

explicit: the human being untouched by God's grace lives in a state of "total depravity."

Like Luther, Freud had hardly any conception of human happiness at all: the

goal of psychoanalysis is to convert neurotic misery into normal human suffering; his

later writings propound the doctrine that civilization depends upon the renunciation of

happiness.  This is a man who proposed that goodness is just a form of constipation. 

(To complete the circle, Erik H. Erikson actually conducted an exercise in applied

Freudianism and wrote a biography, Young Man Luther, that draws the

psychoanalytical moral from Luther's difficulties with his recalcitrant bowels.)

In each man we find, as a concomitant of his conviction that the heart of man is

evil, an exaggerated respect for civil order and crowd control.  When the peasants

revolted in 1525 – inspired in part by Luther's rhetoric of freedom – their avatar urged

the following steps against them:
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So let anyone who can, strike, kill, or stab, secretly or openly, recalling
that nothing can be more venomous, damaging, or demonic than a rebel.

In calmer times, he put the matter this way:

Therefore disobedience is a greater sin than murder, unchastity, theft,
deception, and whatever may be included in that.

Freud, too, had no interest in schemes of social amelioration.  He did, on several

occasions, indicate his awareness that the economic arrangements of humankind are

monstrously unfair; but he never showed the least sympathy with any attempt to alter

them.  He conceded that the rabble are exploited: but like aristocrats, elitists, and arch-

conservatives through all the ages, he thought that they are exploited because they are

rabble; he never saw that they are rabble because they are exploited.

Luther's great moment came when he defied emperor and pope in 1521.  We

read Luther's magnificent response as a profile in courage and a trumpet call for the

claims of conscience; but bear in mind that Luther thought he was bowing before a

power higher than that of Rome:

Unless I am convicted by scripture and by plain reason (I do not accept
the authority of popes and councils because they have contradicted each
other; my conscience is captive to the word of God), I cannot, and I will
not, recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. 
God help me.  Amen.

In gauging Luther's courage, we should remember that he meant every one of these

words literally.  When he said it would be "neither right nor safe" to flout his

conscience, he meant that he stood in jeopardy of eternal damnation if he dared to
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deny the plain truth of scripture; therefore, according to his own lights, he was acting

expediently.  Nor was his conscience that flexible modern instrument which is

(theoretically) at liberty to think whatever it wants: it was indeed captive to the word of

God.  Luther not only did not "think for himself" in the modern sense; he despised the

very notion of thinking for oneself: "Whoever wants to be a Christian should tear the

eyes out of his reason."  At family devotions one night, he was expounding the story of

Abraham and Isaac – that ne plus ultra of the moral degeneracy produced by religious

faith.  His wife commented as any psychologically healthy person would: "I do not

believe it.  God would not have treated his son like that."  Luther responded – with what

alacrity and vehemence we can only guess – "But, Katie, he did."

In the interest of fairness, let us quote Luther's opponent at the famous debate,

Johann von der Ecken:

Do not deceive yourself, Martin.  You are not the only one who knows the
scripture, not the only one who has struggled to convey the true meaning
of holy scripture – not after so many holy doctors have worked day and
night to explain holy writ!  Do not set your judgment over that of so many
famous men.  Do not imagine you know more than all of them.

But then, and later, Luther imagined that he did know more than all of them put

together, whether Catholic or Protestant.

Luther is rightly honored today for opposing Johann Tetzel's shameless selling

of indulgences.  With 20-20 hindsight, we praise Luther when he rises above his own

time to take a position with which we all agree; but we excuse him when he sinks into

superstition and violence – because, we say, after all, everyone of that time thought the
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same way.

This defense is always a lie.  In every era, voices of moderation, sanity, and

clear-headedness speak in favor of tolerance and against the injustice of human

institutions: these voices are merely drowned out by the fanatics and the demagogues

who command a majority.  Freud heard many of his contemporaries speak out against

the oppression of women, and he went out of his way to scorn them.  Luther's appraisal

of the Jews was in fact at variance with that of almost every other educated man in

Europe:

Their synagogues or churches should be set on fire. . . . Their homes
should likewise be broken down and destroyed.  They ought to be put
under one roof or in a stable, like Gypsies. . . . Traveling privileges should
be absolutely forbidden. . . . Their cash and valuables of silver and gold
ought to be taken from them . . . . [Concerning the Jews and Their Lies]

Luther was completely in the right against Tetzel, and completely in the right many

other times, as when he took a progressive attitude toward marriage among the clergy. 

But we need not make the leap of faith from his rightness in some things to his

greatness in all things.  Whatever he believed – that the selling of papal indulgences is

wrong, that healthy sexuality should be celebrated, that the Anabaptists should be

exterminated, that the rebellious peasants should be shot, hacked, and brained, that

the Jews should be burned out of their homes and set packing on the highways – he

believed for the same reason: that scripture supported the belief, and that it would be

neither right nor safe to believe anything else.
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No doubt Freudians find my comparison invidious: I seem to imply that Freud's calmly

rational atheism and Luther's malignant theism are incidental or irrelevant to their

characters.  But I am happy to respond that I am pursuing an analogy.  Unlike Freud, I

know the limits of analogy: Freud and Luther are alike in some things, not in all. 

Inasmuch as Freud honored the power of the human intellect, he was far the better

man of the two.  But the similarities are engrossing: each was a workaholic; each had a

caustic sense of humor; each was given to fits of moroseness.  As a renegade priest

with a price on his head, Luther even experienced, for a short time, the pariah status

that Freud endured his whole life as a Jew in rabidly anti-Semitic Vienna.  (Persecution

had the same effect on both men – it fueled their vindictiveness and intensified their

persecution of others.)  We cannot even say of Freud that, unlike Luther, he was free of

sectarian passion: psychoanalysis was his sect; he engaged in repeated intellectual

bloodlettings in his own fiefdom.

My analogy does not require perfect correspondence in all areas.  It is not my

purpose to set Freud's atheism opposite Luther's theism.  Since psychoanalysis was

Freud's religion, I am setting Freud's subjectively contaminated science, which issued

in a grimly deterministic psychology with little place and less chance for happiness,

against Luther's idiosyncratic theology, which issued in a dark religion of sin, suffering

and damnation flickeringly illuminated by a capricious unmerited grace.  Freud's

atheism, understood as a complete lack of interest in religion and spirituality, is the

counterpart, in my analogy, to Luther's total lack of interest in psychology.

Certainly Freud and Luther differed in the actual content of their beliefs.  Freud
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finally had faith in one thing only – the power of reason.  Luther called reason a whore. 

Where the two men resemble one another is in their supreme confidence in their

personal insights into metaphysical reality.  They were temperamentally similar.  It is

only a superficial difference that Luther put his faith in the authority of scripture and

Freud in the authority of science.  By science, Freud meant his science, his theory, just

as Luther meant his reading of scripture.  Luther quoted the Bible (rightly understood by

him); Freud quoted the dreams of his patients (suitably interpreted by him).  The

science of Freud, like the theology of Luther, is shot through with mystical, non-material

agencies.  How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?  But how much death

drive must accumulate in the cells of the organism before it gives way to violence?

Biographer Richard Marius notes that Luther affirmed infant baptism, in spite of

the total lack of biblical warrant for the practice, simply because he had always found

that particular sacrament comforting and inspiring during his days as a monk.  We can

take one of two attitudes toward this intellectual inconsistency: we can praise Luther for

showing a human side, for "being in touch with his feelings," and also, for once,

aligning himself with other people who also found the baptism of infants a consolation;

or we can damn him for bending the rule to accommodate his whim, especially since he

elsewhere insisted, often with tendentious exactitude and furious passion, upon the

absolute authority of the plain meaning of scripture.  But whichever attitude we adopt,

the moral is this: if he plays so fast and loose with his own principles, he cannot be a

light to guide us – especially when the principles themselves are so bleak and so

unsupported by the facts.
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Yet Luther, standing upon conscience and defying the authority of the Catholic

Church, did give us a new conception of the individual that fed the European ethos of

the next 400 years; and Freud did indeed, as Rieff wants to say, bring us

"psychological man" in the face of all the doctors of Europe who continued to insist

upon physiological man.  The problem is that Luther and Freud wrote millions of words,

and what they said was almost always wrong and often harmful.  We have an

intellectual duty to separate the tiny amount of grain from the immense amount of chaff

in their works.

"The greatness of the man is beyond question, complementing the greatness of his

mind."  The most surprising aspect of Philip Rieff's evaluation is that he, too, makes the

elementary mistake about Freud that Freud taught us never to make about anybody: he

accepts Freud's self-portrait at face value.  He values Freud's love of Martha Bernays

at the rate Freud himself set; he thinks Freud's coyly boastful letter about his own

perfect morality is "splendid with modesty"; he is taken in by Freud's attack on religion

and fails to see the religion in Freud.  Just as Freud exempted himself from the laws of

psychological nature he claimed to have discovered, so Rieff, after exposing Freud's

intellectually devious ways in a number of important matters, renews the exemption at

the critical moment of summing him up.

We need to get over our hero-worshiping ways.  It takes too many lies to keep

the game afoot.  There is no greater embarrassment in the world of letters than to read

the excuses made by apologists for Luther and Freud.  Women who call themselves
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feminists explain away the misogyny that is evident even to men who idolize Freud;

sober historians still palliate Luther's bigotry, violence, and indifference to social

injustice when the majority of Protestant ministers have long since spoken out against

these faults.  The apologists make the fundamental mistake condemned by Lord Acton:

they excuse any quality that does not sink below the average for its historical time.  In

his words, "The plea in extenuation of guilt . . . is perpetual.  At every step we are met

by arguments which go to excuse, to palliate, to confound right and wrong, and reduce

the just man to the level of the reprobate."  And what an injustice we thereby perpetuate

against the memories of the real heroes, those contemporary figures who opposed the

tide of darkness and irrationality and stood for truth and tolerance.  We should be

celebrating the qualities of Erasmus and Karl Kraus.

Peter Gay at least sees a few of Freud's faults, and calls them by their proper

names.  But he cannot seem to grasp that Freud's judgment, which could be so fallible

about Wilhelm Fliess's science, was similarly flawed as an instrument for creating his

own science.

Rieff too is right about almost everything he says concerning Freud – excepting

only the attribution of greatness.  Substitute the word "significance" for the word

"greatness."  Now call the roll of significant historical personages and notice how few of

them were truly great, even in their own time, and how few have anything of value to

offer our time.

I'll take Thoreau, Tolstoy, Abraham Maslow, and Martin Luther King, Jr. over

Luther and Freud.
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Throughout this work, I have had frequent occasion to call attention to Freud's mastery

of self-presentation – to a self-portraiture that inspires a reader's confidence in the

integrity of the writer.  This achievement was no easy feat: we readers are wary of an

author's attempt to impose upon us; we quickly come to attention at any hint of

boasting, hyperbole, defensiveness, or rhetorical overkill.  But Freud was a canny self-

dramatist, a brilliant poseur.

This verbal mastery often operated in tandem with his poor science and served

to reinforce it, especially to himself.  Just as his literary gift often led him astray when

he invented dazzling interpretations of dreams and slips, so his persuasive style of

writing bolstered not only the confidence of his readers, but also his confidence in

himself as he set down his thinly supported theories.

A consideration of Freud's style pays a double dividend: by exposing his

deftness at what today would be called "public relations," we remind ourselves to

handle Freud's literary productions with care; and we also shine a light on the gap

between what he was and what he thought himself to be.  The size of this gap is

startling in a man who is worshiped by his disciples for his supposed ability to examine

honestly and objectively the contents of his own mind.
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To clarify what I mean by Freud's self-presentation, let us begin with his empiricism

trope – his assurance to the reader that he has been compelled by a multitude of facts

to reach his unpalatable conclusions.  This claim of having followed a strictly scientific

procedure is reinforced by his profession that the evidence had to overcome his own

disinclination to trust it, a trope that I render colloquially as "I would never tell you

something so unpleasant unless I had no choice."  As we have seen, even the very few

facts that he observed were tainted by theory-blindness; furthermore, his conclusions

were entirely acceptable to his core constituency of paying Viennese customers, and

were wildly popular with self-styled avant-garde intellectuals and bohemians throughout

the Western world.  The only time he ever touted a universally unpalatable conclusion

was when he offered the seduction theory.  From the moment he publicly renounced it,

disciples flocked to his side and powerful vested interests supported him.  But his self-

portrayal invokes the image of a lonely truth-teller who is shunned for his unwillingness

to palliate his grim findings.

The empiricism trope is omnipresent in Freud's collected works.  I will merely

reprise some passages already quoted:

I aroused a universal inclination to dissent.  I must, however, observe that
I did not consider it either my right or my duty to simplify a psychological
process so as to make it more acceptable to my readers . . . . 

Only the most laborious and detailed investigations have converted me,
and that slowly enough, to the view I hold today [of the truth of the
seduction theory!] . . . . Prepared as I am to meet with contradiction and
disbelief, I should like to say one thing more in support of my position. 
Whatever you may think about the conclusions I have come to [about the
reality of childhood seductions!], I must ask you not to regard them as the
fruit of idle speculation.  They are based on a laborious individual
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examination of patients which has in most cases taken up a hundred or
more hours of work.

Since, however, my conviction of the general accuracy of my observations
and conclusions [this time about the unreality of childhood seductions!]
grew and grew, and as my confidence in my own judgment was by no
means slight, any more than my moral courage, there could be no doubt
about the outcome of the situation.

But we have not in the least forgotten that the confirmation of such an
important hypothesis can only follow upon the investigation of a large
number of instances . . . .

Variants of the empiricism trope might be labeled "You can trust me" and "Here I

fearlessly take the bull by the horns."  These have the effect of reassuring us that the

author is a scientist engaged in careful research.  There is another set of tropes

designed to stress his magnanimity and incorruptibility: these are permutations of "I'm a

humble fellow" and "I hate all this petty bickering."  Again, to draw only upon previously

cited passages: "nor am I revengeful in any active degree"; "tendentiousness is quite

alien to me"; "I have never done anything mean or malicious, nor have I felt any

temptation to do so, with the result that I am not in the least proud of it."  (This last is a

citation from his private letters rather than his published writings, but is invaluable as

an index to the mind of the man who could speak publicly of his own moral courage.)

Reading Freud brings home the message of the postmodernist critics: a work of

literature is made of words.  In Freud's pages, we encounter a candid, plain-spoken

researcher – one whose wit and wide-ranging erudition merely add relish to his reports

but in no way obscure their origins in careful scientific work.  Unfortunately, this genially

dispassionate man of science is a fictional character created for public consumption. 



The stylistic mask is the man - 467

We have ample evidence that the private Freud was paranoid, prickly, driven,

defensive, narcissistic – and a terrible scientist.  But Freud's self-portrait is rendered all

the more persuasive by the author's belief in his own creation.

In the following pages I will treat a few passages in Freud's writing in greater

depth.

The anticipation of objections

One of Freud's most effective techniques is his anticipation of objections and his

ostensibly frank way of addressing them.  Let me take an example from the second of

his Contributions to the Psychology of Love, in which he examines male impotence –

especially that form of it in which men are impotent with the women they love, but still

capable of arousal with prostitutes or women they perceive to be of easy virtue. 

"Where they love they do not desire and where they desire they cannot love."  I have

already had occasion to express my admiration of Freud's forthright statement of this

problem.  Here we have him at his most intellectually honest and socially subversive:

The man almost always feels his respect for the woman acting as a
restriction on his sexual activity, and only develops full potency when he
is with a debased sexual object; and this in turn is partly caused by the
entrance of perverse components into his sexual aims, which he does not
venture to satisfy with a woman he respects.  He is assured of complete
sexual pleasure only when he can devote himself unreservedly to
obtaining satisfaction, which with his well-brought-up wife, for instance, he
does not dare to do.  This is the source of his need for a debased sexual
object, a woman who is ethically inferior, to whom he need attribute no
aesthetic scruples, who does not know him in his other social relations
and cannot judge him in them.  It is to such a woman that he prefers to
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devote his sexual potency, even when the whole of his affection belongs
to a woman of a higher kind.  It is possible, too, that the tendency so often
observed in men of the highest classes of society to choose a woman of a
lower class as a permanent mistress or even as a wife is nothing but a
consequence of their need for a debased sexual object, to whom,
psychologically, the possibility of complete satisfaction is linked.

A trenchant exposition of familiar but unpleasant truths.  Unfortunately, you can write

the rest of the paper yourself:

The two factors at work in psychical impotence [are] . . . intense
incestuous fixation in childhood and the frustration by reality in
adolescence.

A mundane possibility that escapes Freud's notice is that men may become

impotent with their wives simply because of the law of diminishing returns.  An old piece

of folk wisdom has it that if husbands and wives put a penny in a jar every time they

make love during the first year of marriage, and remove a penny every time thereafter,

the jar will never be emptied.  But psychoanalysts congenitally gravitate to the fantastic

and the complex, even where simple common-sense explanations are readily available

and can dispose of all the facts thoroughly and economically.  If prior to Freud too

many of the world's philosophers seemed unaware that the unconscious mind exists at

all, after Freud too many seem unaware of the existence of the conscious mind.

Another possibility that Freud overlooks is the social construction of all the ideas

we carry around about love and sex.  His easy acceptance of the common 19th century

dichotomization of women into madonnas and whores – in this case, into the "higher

kind" and the "lower class" – deserves to be interrogated closely.  Were all the



The stylistic mask is the man - 469

respectable women of Freud's time prudish about sex?  This seems unlikely –

apparently Ida Fliess was randy enough with her husband to incur Freud's later

censure as a woman who engaged in "perversion."  But if most respectable women

were too strait-laced to satisfy their husbands in bed, that fact testifies to the mores of

the time rather than to enduring aspects of human nature.

Freud yokes "affection and sensuality" in his utterly conventional definition of

love.  He notices that men "almost universally" fail to achieve the requisite yoking, and

here writes a paper proving how unlikely the fusion is, without ever questioning his

definition.  But what if the romantic ideal itself – the fusion of passion and tenderness –

is a cultural impossibility?  In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, by Milan Kundera,

the protagonist thinks to himself that "attaching love to sex is one of the most bizarre

ideas the Creator ever had."  (Of course, the Creator didn't have this idea; we did.)

Notice that the two factors cited in psychical impotence – Oedipal fixation and

adolescent frustration – operate, according to Freudian orthodoxy, upon everybody

without exception.  If so, the question arises, not how some people wind up neurotic,

but how any person winds up normally adjusted.  The question is how any man

escapes impotence.  And Freud forthrightly anticipates just this difficulty:

There is one principal objection to the theory we advance; it does too
much.  It explains why certain people suffer from psychical impotence, but
it leaves us with the apparent mystery of how others have been able to
escape this disorder.  Since we must recognize that all the relevant
factors known to us – the strong childhood fixation, the incest-barrier and
the frustration in the years of development after puberty – are to be found
in practically all civilized human beings, we should be justified in
expecting psychical impotence to be a universal affliction under
civilization and not a disorder confined to some individuals.
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Indeed, Joan Riviere, the first translator, took this paragraph so to heart that she

rendered the title "On the universal tendency to debasement in the sphere of love." 

Peter Gay points out that the German is more correctly translated "On the most

common degradation in love life."

Well, how does Freud answer the objection that, on his interpretation, no one

would escape the disorder?  He first sets out to prove that very, very few do: he asserts

that "psychical impotence is much more widespread than is supposed"; and he

expands the concept of psychical impotence to include all those men who complete the

act but get no pleasure from it.  Therefore, he tells us, "there are only a very few

educated people in whom the two currents of affection and sensuality have become

properly fused."  Then – and here is the trick of it – he simply moves on, leaving

unexplained how those few educated people manage the feat.

This is a classic method of evasion.  Leonard Bernstein, writing about musical

aesthetics in The Unanswered Question, asks rhetorically how there can be so much

repetition in music.  He answers that a great deal of musical repetition proves to be, on

closer examination, variation rather than exact, literal reiteration.  He then abandons

the question, leaving unexplained how the few remaining passages that are literally

repetitious can exist, and also how we can tolerate so much variation that sounded like

repetition until we examined it more closely.

Similarly, Freud never does explain how anyone manages to escape psychical
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impotence.  And in evading the old question, he raises – without realizing it – a new

question: if almost everyone is sexually abnormal, or at least disabled, and only a few

are normal, we need to change our definition of "normal."  Freud has gotten himself into

the same ludicrous fix as the bygone sociologist who claimed that the Stanford-Binet

test proved that most Americans have "below-average intelligence," or as the present-

day psychologists who have argued that 96% of all families are "dysfunctional."

The best defense is a good offense

Here is Freud writing in the case history of Dora:

My expectations were by no means disappointed when this explanation of
mine [that Dora loves Herr K] was met by Dora with a most emphatic
negative.  The "No" uttered by a patient after a repressed thought has
been presented to his conscious perception for the first time does no
more than register the existence of a repression and its severity; it acts,
as it were, as a gauge of the repression's strength.  If this "No," instead of
being regarded as the expression of an impartial judgment (of which,
indeed, the patient is incapable), is ignored, and if work is continued, the
first evidence soon begins to appear that in such a case "No" signifies the
desired "Yes."

Peter Gay is driven to comment:

Freud here deals rather casually with a tricky issue: in what way is it
possible for anyone to disconfirm interpretations, or theoretical
assertions, by a psychoanalyst?  If Yes means Yes and No means Yes as
well, if a theoretical assertion in psychoanalysis is proved correct by any
sort of thought or response whatever, then the analyst is always right. 
And any theorist or clinician whose assertions cannot be falsified is
propagating, as the philosopher Sir Karl Popper has been insisting for
decades, not science but dogma.  If only for the sake of the public



The stylistic mask is the man - 472

reputation of psychoanalysis, whose assertions after all appear
extravagant and far-fetched to common sense, Freud should have
addressed this question more thoroughly, either here in the "Dora" case,
or later.

Freud could not address this question more thoroughly, because he is guilty as

charged.  Freud did in fact believe that the patient's resistance amounted to proof

positive of the correctness of the theory.  Gay once again allows himself to be imposed

upon:

In fact, Freud was aware, but perhaps insufficiently so, that there was a
problem here.  In one of his last papers, "Constructions in Analysis"
(1937), he characterized the analyst's problem of proof with the English
saying, "Heads I win, tails you lose."  And he claimed – quite correctly –
that this is not how the analyst proceeds.  Yes may mean No, and so may
No.  In fact, psychoanalytical propositions are falsifiable.

Gay says Freud was aware that there was a problem.  No.  Freud was aware that there

was a complaint; but he was blissfully unaware that there was a problem.  Put another

way, he thought the problem was the failure of his critics to understand him.

Let us turn to the paper Gay mentions.  Gay has referenced Freud accurately:

It is true that we do not accept the "No" of a person under analysis at its
face value; but neither do we allow his "Yes" to pass.  There is no
justification for accusing us of invariably twisting his remarks into an
assent.

Freud first argues that while the repressed material is inaccessible to the patient, the

analyst has three types of evidence to go upon: dreams, free associations, and

symptomatic behavior.  (This leads Freud into a runaway metaphor comparing
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psychoanalysis to archaeological reconstruction.  But at the end it is still not clear why

I, the patient, armed with a psychoanalytical training manual, could not do my own field

work and interrogate my own dreams, medical symptoms, and slips of the tongue.) 

Freud next mounts an ingenious answer to the charge: he says, in effect, that even if

the analyst botches an interpretation, or "construction," there will be no harm done

other than a waste of time, because the patient will proceed as if the analyst has said

nothing at all, and a little later the correct construction will present itself to the analyst

and the patient.  Indeed, the false interpretation may act as a goad and so actual ly

speed up the process.  Very convenient.

Apparently this is why Gay says that psychoanalytical propositions are falsifiable

– he agrees with Freud that the patient will ignore a false surmise.  How this vindicates

psychoanalysis as science, I do not see; nor would we be wise to credit every

practitioner of analysis with such a fund of probity as to preclude the possibility of his

browbeating the resistant patient into a weary agreement with an erroneous

construction.  In any case, when Gay asserts that "psychoanalytical propositions" are

falsifiable, we have an equivocation on the term.  Of course, an analyst's guess at the

patient's personal history can sometimes be tested for truth.  It is the theory of the

Oedipus complex itself that is worded in such a way that any fact can be taken as a

confirmation of it.

Freud is blind to the possibility that the patient may be overly credulous, passive,

or respectful of authority and therefore eager to agree too readily with the analyst's

false construction.  He fails to dispose of the problem; but by bringing it up he appears
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to be broad-minded and unruffled by criticism.  Then he takes the offensive:

The danger of our leading a patient astray by suggestion, by persuading
him to accept things which we ourselves believe but which he ought not
to, has certainly been enormously exaggerated.  An analyst would have
had to behave very incorrectly before such a misfortune could overtake
him. . . . I can assert without boasting that such an abuse of "suggestion"
has never occurred in my practice.

Sigmund!  Listen to yourself!  How would you know?

Observe the statement purely as rhetorical subterfuge.  "I can assert without

boasting" – but he is boasting.

This amazing passage from Constructions in Analysis brings to mind the Senate

hearings to confirm Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas, in which Thomas made

sheer indignation a debating strategy – and an effective one at that.  Freud's disclaimer

is superlatively ingenuous, or disingenuous – I don't know which.  It is true that his

followers have often exempted him from the laws of motivation and the perils of

fallibility that apply to all other persons under the Oedipal law: but who should know

better than Freud that no man can judge his own case?  A self-deluded man could

never know he was self-deluded.  And sure enough – the danger of psychoanalysis is

less from the charlatans and the seducers (whose names are nevertheless legion) than

from the perfectly sincere therapists who would never consciously lead patients astray

through suggestion, but who are themselves mistaken.  They, like their clients, are self-

interested and subject to error – in a word, human.

Freud can muster the requisite indignation, and carry it off even more

convincingly than Clarence Thomas, because he is telling the truth so far as he knows



The stylistic mask is the man - 475

it.  I leave it to the reader of the case study on Dora to decide whether or not Freud

tried to bully his patients into accepting his own interpretations.

Humility

Cheek by jowl with the boasting, there is also a great deal of ostensible humility –

admissions that he does not yet know the answer to certain questions, confessions of

mistakes that he made earlier that have now been corrected, gratitude to other toilers in

the psychoanalytic vineyard for their contributions.  Opening the Standard Edition

almost at random, I come across these sentences from Lecture XXVII on anxiety:

I fear, ladies and gentlemen, that you will find this exposition hard to
follow, and you will guess that I have not stated i t exhaustively. . . . But I
can set myself no other aim than to give you an impression of the nature
of our findings and of the difficulties involved in working them out. . . . A
number of simple formulas which to begin with seemed to meet our needs
have later turned out to be inadequate.  We do not tire of altering and
improving them. . . . And in the meantime we have made all sorts of new
discoveries.

A cheering picture of a band of scientific collaborators.

The humility is not exactly a pose: Freud is free of the hucksterism of the

conscious hypocrite and manipulator.  He is sincere in his self-portrait – there is no

doubt that he saw himself this way.  By labeling his humility a "trope," I do not mean to

accuse him of conscious deception.  I only wish to warn his readers: as literary

flourishes, as pure rhetoric, his statements of his own fallibility soothe and persuade;

but when we turn to the actual biographical record, we find that, throughout the 40
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years that followed his abandonment of the seduction theory, he never backed down . .

. about anything.

We need to pay the closest attention to such facts about his life, because his

style inspires confidence.  Our author is intelligent; and he appears to be, additionally,

open-minded and scientifically rigorous – animated purely by the search for truth,

unwilling to speak unless he is certain of his findings.  But as the Earl of Oxford wrote

in his pseudonymously published play, Measure for Measure: "Seeming, seeming! . . .

I'll tell the world aloud what man thou art."  The man of science resides nowhere other

than in the words Freud used to present himself to the reader.

It has been said that "the style is the man."  As long as we oppose this aphorism with

another – "the stylistic trick conceals the man" – I believe it will pass muster.  As a

further corollary, I would say that, for the reader who is ever on the alert, "the use of the

trick reveals the man": the identification of these tropes helps us to see what sort of

persona Freud wished to project and what sort of person he really was.  They enable

us to understand Freud's misunderstanding of himself.

I have often invited the reader to pick apart Freud's sentences in the minutest

detail.  If read closely, Freud's style does reveal the armchair intellectualizer, the wide-

ranging hypothesizer, the manic theorist, and the reckless perpetrator and self-blinded

victim of Bacon's idols.  If read skeptically, it yields up the narcissist who is easily

wounded by criticism, unscrupulous in counterattack, and astounded that anyone would

question his self-presentation.  In the end, we do find the man.



The personal is the theoretical

Here is a thought experiment.  You are given the personality profile of a cultured,

intelligent, educated Viennese Jewish male and told that he lived and worked at the

end of the 19th century.  He exhibits the following characteristics:

!  His interests are anthropological, philosophical, historical, and
classical

!  He is ravenously ambitious
!  He longs to solve some "riddle of the Sphinx"
!  He is a "workaholic"

!  Sexually, he has a strong drive but little interest in, and no time for,
women, erotic play, or drawn-out sensual pleasures

!  He salivates to his friend Wilhelm's stories about the dirty things a
man's wife will do with him, but at the same time he can hardly
imagine facing his own wife across the breakfast table if she were
to follow suit; this so addles him that in one letter he writes about
the need for an infinitely freer sexual life and in another about the
refinement bestowed upon the best individuals by a suppression of
natural instincts

!  He thinks that most people, and almost all poor people, are "rabble"
!  He mistakenly thinks that Darwin, the greatest intellectual hero of the

era, brought us the news that we are pretty much just animals
!  He thinks that women are naturally stupid, vain, spiteful, and unjust,

but that it is nonetheless a man's lot in life to marry one of them,
educate her according to his own tastes, dominate her for her own
good, sire children by her, and publicly honor her

!  He adores his mother and feels ambivalent toward his father
!  He reproduces his mother's narcissism – she calls him her "golden

child," and he thinks himself a brilliant fellow
!  He reproduces his father's imperious superego, but not his father's
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belief in conscience as an imperative of religion; he is saddled with
a load of middle-class morality that he hates but cannot evade; he
is conventionally decent but resents having to be so; he is proud of
his goodness but envious of the slackers and the cheaters, who,
like the men who get it on with dirty girls, seem to have the better
portion in life

!  From neither parent does he acquire any ability to understand or
empathize with others

!  Temperamentally, he is infected with leanings toward gnosticism; he
succumbs repeatedly to the fascinations of numerology, he
believes in telepathy, he participates in a séance; he is taken in by
the pseudoscience of wild speculators like Ernst Haeckel and near-
charlatans like Wilhelm Fliess; he believes in biorhythms, inherited
memories, and the "nasal reflex"

!  Like a California New Age convert, he believes that everything in life
has meaning, that the world can be entirely explained, that there
are no accidents

!  He is too intellectually sophisticated to embrace theistic Judaism or
Christianity, but otherwise his makeup is that of the religious
enthusiast

!  Professionally, he winds up in neurology and gravitates to the
treatment of hysterical women, where inevitably he starts to hear a
great deal about sex, and especially about sex gone wrong

!  Socially, he is unimaginative, bourgeois, conservative; he is proud to
speak and write the German language and to live in a bastion of
Teutonic culture

!  He is combatively aware of anti-Semitism and, unlike his father, even
willing to duke it out with Christian bigots, but this does not make
him more liberal and sensitive to the plight of other oppressed
minorities: it only makes him more paranoid and contemptuous,
and he continues to look down on Eastern European Jews along
with most of the rest of humanity

!  He accepts uncritically the middle-class platitudes of the 19th century –
that love, for instance, is a fusion of affection and sensuality
between a masterful, tender man and a passively adoring (albeit
spoiled) woman

!  At the same time, as a man of the world, he cannot help noticing that
this fusion is almost nowhere to be found, least of all in his own
marriage, and he sees that most men of his class are impotent with
their wives and capable of arousal only with mistresses and
prostitutes
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You are told that this individual attempted to create a psychological Theory of

Everything.  Your assignment is to try to imagine the TOE that he concocted, given two

conditions: the premises need not comport with any known facts; but every premise of

the theory must fit with the personality profile.  For in spite of his scientific training, our

subject resembles Mary Baker Eddy rather than Einstein – his theory will be his heart's

desire, the thing he would like, and he will publish what he invents, not what he

discovers.

Your task is to think up the purely theoretical construct that would satisfy our

hypothetical individual.

Off the top of your head, you might come up with some of the following: our true

selves are unconscious and evil; our conscious, socially acceptable selves are shams;

we are bereft of genuinely ethical impulses; only fear of terrible consequences could

make us behave well; even so, women turn out so badly that their development must

follow a radically different course from men's.  You might also predict an emphasis on

sex and a tendency to read too much into things.

In other words, much of Freudianism would naturally come to you as the best or

only possible way to meet the conditions of the assignment.  But not, I admit, all of it: I

do not think that you would necessarily come up with infant polymorphous perversity;

with a child's seductive and aggressive behavior toward his parents; and with the

castration complex as the way to explain the origin of our little bit of conscience and

why women have even less of it than men.  These hard-to-predict features fall into
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place only as the logical outcome of the impasse of 1897.

Freud's first Theory of Everything – that adults are polymorphously perverse;

that parents and other household members abuse their children emotionally, physically,

and sexually; that grown men and women become morally insensate because the

world's brutality makes conscience a liability – was already a perfect fit with his

mordant personality, and had the added advantage of fi tting the facts.  But that theory

didn't fly.

In order to have a chance of hypothesizing our subject's final TOE, then, we

would need to be aware of the historical vicissitudes of the middle 1890s, which led

Freud to abandon the theory we might have predicted.

Once we know that he painted himself into that particular corner, we might still

lack the boldness of a conquistador that would enable us to guess his final theory – for

let us not be afraid to generously credit Freud with such remarkable qualities of

imagination as he really did possess.  But we can see in retrospect how perfect a

solution to his problem the Oedipus complex proved to be.  It preserved all the

nastiness he had uncovered thus far, while giving scope to additional possibilities. 

Upon discovering infantile sexuality, for instance, he could add his beloved cloacal

elements to his previous genital postulates.  Another advantage was that his locating of

all our fundamental drives in infantile neuroses placed them conveniently beyond the

reach of empirical investigation.  Best of all, the Problem of Woman was solved: penis-

envy accounted for female malice, spite, injustice, the total absence of even that

superficial social conscience engendered in men by fear of castration . . . ah, but
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women don't feel the fear . . . because they are already castrated . . .

It is only remarkable that it took Freud 40 years to hammer all the nails into his

edifice.  Had he been more conscious of the psychological necessity of aligning his

premises with his personality, he might have worked faster.



V

WHY WE BELIEVED FREUD



Prologue to a spiritual biography of Sigmund Freud 

I have already indicated the outlines of a moral biography of Freud, by proposing that

he was an entrenched narcissistic personality and an aspiring ethical egoist who was

nonetheless afflicted by a powerful superego.  Therefore he felt perpetually slighted,

wounded, envious, and aggrieved – traits starkly visible to his associates – but hid

these qualities from himself by adhering to the moral duties prescribed by the

respectable middle class.  He is blazingly sincere when he calls himself "a very moral

human being" who has "never done anything mean or malicious"; and he is poignantly

truthful when he says that he has no idea why he is a decent fellow, since rationally he

ought to have defended himself more vigorously against his many persecutors.  This

poignancy, or absurdity, is pushed to the breaking point by his assertion that he has

never even been tempted to do anything mean or malicious.  Such a claim would be

untenable in any person who ever lived, and is laughable in a man described by

Theodore Reik as "a good hater."  But just as Freud could inventory his emotions and

find no hint of a desire to dominate his wife, he could examine his conscience and find

no particle of ill will against his fellow humans.  Freud himself gave a name to this

wonderful species of psychological blindness: he called it reaction-formation, to

designate a mental strategy whereby we deny our feelings of rage and resentment by

acting in a way so opposite to them that we will be convinced by the self-deception. 
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The efficacy of this defense mechanism is then furthered by the operation of another –

the projection of one's own ill will onto others.  Thus Freud fancied himself the

perpetual victim of nefarious associates.

But what is the key to Freud's spiritual biography?  We might begin by stating

that he would not have recognized spirituality as an independent drive: when James

Putnam suggested that an urge toward the ideal is a constituent of our psychic

economy, Freud countered that a complete understanding of how the drives are

sublimated would surely provide a psychological explanation.  Freud later took pains to

answer Romain Rolland, who acted as an advocate for the autonomous spiritual realm

in a letter to Freud written on December 5, 1927: Rolland praised The Future of an

Illusion, but added that he wished there had been some acknowledgment of what he

called an "oceanic" feeling of eternity – a purely subjective sensation, he conceded, but

one that he thought was perhaps the psychological source of all formal religions.  In the

opening chapter of Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud responded with his customary

firmness.  He begins by saying frankly that he has never experienced this sensation. 

He then goes on to diagnose it in a predictable way: "An infant at the breast does not

as yet distinguish his ego from the external world as the source of the sensations

flowing in upon him."  The oceanic feeling, in other words, is even more infantile than

the belief in a Big Daddy – it is a regression to the mental state of a four-day-old.

This brings up Freud's characteristic contempt for anything he did not

understand.  Eastern religions have developed, over several millennia, certain

regimens that help to produce something akin to the oceanic feeling in their
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practitioners.  We need not accept the idea that this feeling produces any sort of

knowledge of metaphysical truth; but neither is there a good reason to believe that it is

a reversion to infantile contentment at the mother's breast.

Briefly consider what happens during a breathing exercise – one as simple as

facing a wall and counting your breaths.  Slowly you relinquish any idea of who you are

and what your life is.  You become the inhalations and exhalations.  Eventually you

develop the uncanny sense, not that you breathe, but that you are being breathed – by

the universe itself, or the Tao.  If this breathing stopped, you would stop – in about five

minutes.  Your life is nothing but this breathing.  As an almost inevitable concomitant of

this realization, you also grasp the arbitrariness of all human identifications.  All the

distractions and assumptions that make up your mental life are add-ons.

There is a short-cut to satori for those who are primed and ready and have only

a weekend to spare.  The aspirants sit on top of a mountain, and from Friday night until

Monday morning, they pair off and ask each other over and over again, "Who are you?" 

Each interrogator listens to each respondent with full attention.  After every answer, the

interrogator says, "Yes, but who are you?"  By the dawn of the third day, most of us will

have run out of bogus answers; and when we have run out of bogus answers, we

realize that we have also run out of all answers.  We are none of the names that we

have been called.  We are vessels through which the universe is trying to express

itself.  The names we give ourselves merely impede that process.

If any man ever lived who would still be talking on the third day and still believing

his own talk, it was Freud.  His science, his career, his fame, his wife's subordination,
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the importance of High German civilization – these were solid facts to him, never to be

dissipated by the breath of the Spirit.  This is why, for instance, he never got over

wanting to win the Nobel Prize, even though a man of his rationality ought to have seen

it for the political party-favor that it is, and known how to value a literary award that was

denied to Tolstoy but granted to Pearl Buck.

What I have said here about meditation does not depend upon the ver ifiability of

certain transcendental "truths" that the meditant may assume he has encountered.  A

Zen Buddhist may report with great confidence that the universe is a unity, that all time

is eternally present, that evil is an illusion.  Tibetan Buddhists describe with great

confidence the progress of the soul after death.  We need no more credit these

assertions than we credit the assertions of the monotheists about the nature of the One

God.  I agree with Freud that we must not fall into the error of believing that the oceanic

feeling can give us what science cannot – namely, objective propositional truths about

metaphysical reality.

But Freud was religious in a peculiarly primitive and superstitious way.  After his

own fashion, he subscribed to the belief, not merely that every effect has a cause, but

that every effect in his life has a cause related to him.  Thus he thought that the

telephone number randomly assigned to him contained particular information for him. 

He thought every slip of his own tongue had a special meaning.  He thought every

dream and every physical symptom during illness carried a coded message from his

unconscious.  He thought every accident of his childhood conditioned his adulthood

directly and specifically.  To render these superstitions intelligible, he filled the air with
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a proliferation of angels and devils called drives, complexes, and structures.

The religious temperament is characterized, not necessarily by theistic

supernaturalism, but by magical thinking.  For instance, most of us believe that history

is a singular narrative that can be interpreted in many different ways: we know that the

meanings are read into the historical record, not read out of it, and that the attempt to

discern a pattern and message in history is fraught with intellectual peril.  But a Marxist

believes that history is a rational process ruled by an invisible force called dialectical

materialism.  This force, like thanatos, is immaterial and undetectable by the

instruments of science, but it is a real factor, indeed the controlling factor, in every

historical event.  Once adopted as a tenet, i t is unconsciously projected on to any given

occurrence by the mind of the adherent, and then consciously read out of the data as if

it were merely being observed.  The religious temperament latches on to these invisible

forces, not out of mere credulity and stupidity, but because the world cannot be

explained without them, and as Nietzsche said, we need to explain the world.

Consider the phenomenon of gravity.  We cannot see it (and theorists have not

found the particle that carries it), but we cannot explain the world without it.  It is

evident that gravity operates in our sphere of activity.  If religionists postulate the

existence of moral gravitons, it is because they believe it to be equally evident that

moral gravity operates in the domain of human agency.  They believe further that the

world will be unintelligible unless we can affirm that morality has been bestowed upon

us from outside us.  These true believers are no more dissuaded from believing in god-

given moral cause-and-effect because of its invisibility than scientists are dissuaded
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from believing in gravity because it too cannot be seen with a microscope.

The physicist cannot get the physical world to make sense without gravity, and

the religionist cannot get the world of human psychological and moral agency to make

sense without gods and demons – or, in the 20th century, the libido, the unconscious,

and the return of the repressed.  Atheists often jeer at theists for needing a crutch, then

adopt their own forms of mysticism – dialectical materialism and historical inevitability,

eros and thanatos.  But courage is not at issue in the great debate between theists and

atheists.  It is all a matter of seeing.  The religionist cannot relinquish his search for

agencies that turn out to be supernatural, because he sees the world's fatedness as an

obvious and evident fact about it – yet cannot explain this fatedness in natural terms.

Most religious reformers claim the authority of a divine revelation, whereby they

label the old belief a superstition and announce a new dispensation.  Freud is a most

peculiar case, because he laughed at superstition, and said that he had come to

abolish revelation.  But, like Mohammed, he received the Truth in an experience

without human precedent, and handed down statements about it that are thought to be

immutable.  And not even Mohammed dispensed a system that gives more definite

answers to more ultimate questions about the fate of the world.  To say positively that

the universe is nothing but molecules indeterminately impelled by four fundamental

forces, that life on earth evolved solely by means of natural selection, and that any

belief in god-given morality is a delusion that can be entirely explained in terms of a

psychological defense mechanisms, is to dispose of religious questions as thoroughly

as any religion ever does.



A bare nothing

In his book Does God Exist? Hans Kung writes as follows:

But what if God really did not exist and never had existed? . . .  What
would it mean for mankind if all signs of religion, from the graves of the
Stone Age, the cave drawings of Altamira and the pyramids of Egypt, up
to present-day grave tokens of death and eternal life, had really been set
up for a nothing?  If all the wonderful churches and temples from
Salamanca to Agra – the finest works of art ever produced by mankind –
had really been built for a nothing?  If all the great thinkers from the
ancient Hindus and Greeks up to the moderns had really been thinking
about a pure nothing?  Would the world, would our situation not be
different if in place of God there were a bare nothing?

No one is more prepared to refute this argument, even to laugh at it, than a committed

Freudian.  The Master himself treated religion as a universal obsessional neurosis.  In

Civilization and Its Discontents he set down these thoughts on the subject:

The whole thing is so patently infantile, so foreign to reality, that to
anyone with a friendly attitude to humanity it is painful to think that the
great majority of mortals will never be able to rise above this view of life. 
It is still more humiliating to discover how large a number of people living
today, who cannot but see that this religion is untenable, nevertheless try
to defend it piece by piece in a series of pitiful rearguard actions.

Had he specifically addressed the argument made by Hans Kung, Freud might have

said that, precisely because religion meets our psychological needs, it is stronger than

truth.  Here is what he said about religious beliefs in The Future of an Illusion:
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These, which are given out as teachings, are not precipitates of
experience or end-results of thinking: they are illusions, fulfillments of the
oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind.  The secret of their
strength lies in the strength of those wishes.

But might not Freud and his followers also be believing in a bare nothing?  With

incomparable naivete, the Freudian asks with a straight face, "How can you doubt the

validity of psychoanalysis, when so many intelligent people believe in it, and so many

patients have been cured?"  A slightly altered form of the same question has been put

to me by committed Christians – how can I doubt the Resurrection when so many have

believed it and seen their lives fructified as a result?  The short answer is that

"Believing is seeing."  In the matter of faith healing, faith produces healing.

The whole point about a placebo is that it works.

Mary, the Mother of Jesus

Can the religious adherent, or the Freudian contemplating the Oedipus complex, really

be thinking strenuously about a pure nothing?  After my research into the 50 volumes

of pure nothing by Hegel, I went on to study Marx.  Immediately after Marx in the

encyclopedia comes Mary, the mother of Jesus.

Now it is sadly true that the articles in the Encyclopædia Britannica tend to be

written by enthusiasts.  So, for instance, the article on Aquinas fails to mention his

deathbed repudiation of all that he had written.  The article on Hegel is twice as long as

the article on Einstein, because its author believes Hegel is twice as important as
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Einstein, and the editors of the Britannica did not say him nay.  The first article on

psychoanalysis to appear in the Britannica was written by Freud himself; later, Ernest

Jones contributed.  And so forth.

The article on Mary neglects to mention the consensus of most objective

scholars that the infancy narratives in Matthew and Luke are late legendary additions to

the facts as we have them in Mark's gospel, and that the gospel of John is the

theological fantasia of a man who knew nothing of Jesus and nothing of anyone who

knew Jesus.  Therefore the only historically reliable references to Mary in all of

literature are found in the gospel of Mark, to wit:

Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary, the brother of James, and
Joses, and of Juda, and Simon?  (Mark 6:3)

There came then his brothers and his mother, and standing without, sent
to him, calling him.  (Mark 3:31)

Seven words.  And the inference might be that Jesus and his family did not see eye to

eye, because he refused to come out when they called him, and took this occasion to

say that his real family consisted of his friends and followers.

From the time when Mark mentioned the mother of Jesus in passing, to the

present day, billions of words have been written about Mary, portraying her character

and fleshing out her life.  The intellectual effort expended upon Mary dwarfs the

imagination.  Within a generation of Mark's gospel, Mary became "the virgin Mary." 

Four centuries later she became "ever virgin."  In 1854, after further Herculean labor,

she was pronounced "immaculate."  And in 1950, Pope Pius XII proclaimed that "the
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Immaculate Mother of God, the ever Virgin Mary, when the course of her earthly life

was run, was assumed in body and soul to heavenly glory."  (That is, she took off like a

rocket into the sky.  So much for the grave site in Jerusalem where pilgrims throughout

the ages had paid their respects.)  The bibliographical note in the Encyclopædia

Britannica concludes as follows: "Technical problems are presented in the annual

Marian Studies and in the proceedings of national and international Mariological

congresses."

Technical problems?

Well, for instance, the problem of "the dormition of Mary."  If she was assumed

into heaven body and soul, did she die first, or merely fall into a deep sleep?  The Pope

did not address this issue explicitly and pronounce upon it infallibly, so theologians are

at liberty to speculate about the matter.

You may say, "This is religion."  But the solving of theological problems is a task,

not for a religious devotee, but for an armchair intellectual.  For example, the "ever

virgin" status of Mary created a doctrinal problem in relation to that reference to the

brothers of Jesus.  One solution – you really don't need to leave your chair – is to treat

the word "brothers" as metaphorical and symbolic.  Perhaps the brothers were really

cousins who were "like a brother to him"; perhaps they were his "spiritual brothers." 

Another solution is to invoke yet another miracle – still virgin after all those births.

Or consider the way Jesus said, several times, that his listeners need to prepare

for the coming of the Son of Man.  This indicates rather clearly that he did not claim to

be the Son of Man himself, which throws the entire religion of Christianity into question. 
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The solution is to argue that he was referring to himself in the third person – like a

patient in a psychiatric hospital or a professional basketball player.

What drives the analyses and the solutions are axioms that must under no

circumstances be abandoned.  Mary is already known to have been ever virgin.  And

Jesus is the Son of Man.

Can we have been thinking all this time about a bare nothing?  About innumerable bare

nothings?  We do not even begin to understand our own natures until we grasp that

this is the likeliest fact about us – almost the distinguishing fact about homo sapiens. 

Freud borrowed a phrase from one of his patients that applies here – "the omnipotence

of thoughts" – but he gave it too narrow a meaning.  What the anthropologist E. E.

Evans-Pritchard said about an African tribesman can be said about all of us:

In this web of belief every strand depends upon every other strand, and a
Zande cannot get out its meshes because this is the only world he knows. 
The web is not an external structure in which he is enclosed.  It is the
texture of his thought and he cannot think that his thought is wrong.

Put simply, our thoughts seem true to us.

A century before Freud, Franz Joseph Gall "discovered" the "science" of

phrenology, a subject that occupies seven dense pages of the 1911 edi tion of the

Encyclopædia Britannica.  It is a salutary experience to look over these thousands upon

thousands of words, supported by diagrams, tables, and anatomical drawings of the

brain, in the most respected reference work in the English language.  Phrenology was

not a single false assertion taken on faith by deluded simpletons: it was a highly
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elaborated system embodied in thousands of statements that were fleshed out in

thousands of studies written by men of science.  Just about all of it a bare nothing, as it

turned out – phrenology receives exactly five sentences in the 1978 edition of the

Encyclopædia Britannica.

Human consciousness, through its technological instrument, language, has not

only given us the ability to believe in the reality of the "no things" that we are merely

thinking about: we find it hard to imagine that what we are thinking about might not be

real.

Psychologist Julian Jaynes posits the ability to "narratize" as the touchstone of

consciousness.  We, alone among the animals, can picture alternatives, and after we

have chosen from among them, we can continue to picture the road not taken.  This

ability of a particular language-bearing animal to see "with the mind's eye" not only the

present but also the past and the future, and not only what is here but what may be

elsewhere, having quickened in that animal's consciousness one momentous day, was

followed the next day by his acquisition of the ability to lie – to picture what never did

and never could happen, and to report that picture in words that are just as vivid and

evocative as those used to report what did occur.  And perhaps on the very next day

after that, the language-using animal lost his ability to tell the difference between the

lies that he told to others for material advantage and the lies that he told to himself . . .

for psychological advantage.  And the breach opened wide between that animal and all

the other animals – a breach as great as the breach between non-life and life.  From

the power of the lie – that is, from the power of our imagination – flows all our invention,
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our art, our religion, and almost all the activities that entertain our leisure hours and so

seem to give us our best and most salient experiences.  In fact, we demand to be

judged as a species by the beauty of our fictions, which we call Culture.



The search for meaning

We are wired to seek meaning.  We seek the meaning of life itself; most of us seek a

Theory of Everything.  Religion is merely the crudest expression of this seeking: it

offers the most amount of theoretical completeness for the least amount of work.

This activity really does feel like a search, even though we ought to be jolted into

skepticism by the suspicious fact of our almost always finding what we are looking for. 

This is bound to happen, because meaning is something that we impose on the data.

Put another way, we call the data effects; then we search for, and inevitably find,

causes.  Although many of our greatest philosophers have tried to show us that

phenomenology gives us only effects – no causes at all – the lesson never sticks.  We

note the effects; we ascribe causes.

Because meaning is the result of an activity of our minds, it must answer to the

requirements of our minds.  We want satisfying cause-and-effect relationships.  We

want causes that match the effects, that are commensurate with the effects.

Let me begin with the example of John F. Kennedy's assassination.  This event

traumatized the entire nation for an extended period of time.  Some historians point to

the impact of the televised news coverage, which was watched in nearly every

household in America, as a watershed event in the creation of a new national culture
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and identity based upon the shared experience of mass media.

At the funeral, eulogies were delivered by three of our government's highest-

ranking officials – the Majority Leader of the Senate, the Chief Justice of the Supreme

Court, and the Speaker of the House of Representatives.  Mike Mansfield condemned

"the bigotry, the hatred, prejudice, and the arrogance which converged in that moment

of horror to strike him down," clearly pointing to an infection in the body politic rather

than solely the attributes of the assassin.  Chief Justice Earl Warren was more

sweeping in assigning guilt for the crime to the nation itself: "such acts are commonly

stimulated by forces of hatred and malevolence, such as today are eating their way into

the bloodstream of American life."  Speaker John McCormack refrained from echoing

these sentiments but allowed that "Now that our great leader has been taken from us in

a cruel death, we are bound to feel shattered and helpless in the face of our loss." 

Already, a version of the mystical idea that each and every one of us was complicit in

Kennedy's death – that the entire country had failed the young, slain president – was

on offer; and the eulogies emphasized the devastation that we were collectively

experiencing.

A shrewd forecaster might have predicted, after those speeches, that conspiracy

theories about the assassination would inevitably arise and flourish.  It simply cannot

give the requisite satisfaction to say that a trauma of this size can be caused by a

single sociopathic individual with a rifle.  Such a cause is incommensurate with the

effect.
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Fact and interpretation

Man is the rational animal.  But let us be clear about what this means.  By "rational" we

do not mean "scientific."  As Freud seemed to understand about other people, "rational"

may simply mean that we observe the niceties of logic while we arrange and rearrange

our propositions.  Unfortunately, the arranging tends to end, not when we get at the

truth, but when we arrive at a view of the world that feels right.

But surely the propositions of science are facts?  This is the naive faith of the

scientific neophyte.  Nietzsche answers this way:

Against positivism, which halts at phenomena – "There are only facts" – I
would say: No, facts is precisely what there is not, only interpretations. 
We cannot establish any fact "in itself"; perhaps it is folly to want to do
such a thing. . . . It is our needs that interpret the world . . . .

As a result, not even science is guaranteed to be scientific.  It is true that we sift the

empirical data.  But which data?  We theorize and hypothesize.  But based upon what?

We use logic as a technology: we know how to test for consistency; we know

how to avoid non sequiturs.  But what were our starting premises?  One false move at

the beginning will invalidate the entire chain of subsequently valid syllogisms: the logic

will hold up at every step, yet every word will be wrong.

There is one step in the scientific method that inspires a limited degree of

confidence: the testing of the hypothesis.  Unfortunately, the history of science can be

written from beginning to end as a history of "false positives."  Many mistakes have

been inadvertent, but the definition of "inadvertence" must encompass the errors of all



The search for meaning - 499

the scientists who ever suffered from any of Bacon's idols.  Researchers are partial to

their own pet projects; and psychologically, the hard labor of research is unlikely to be

undertaken by anyone who lacks a strong component of enthusiasm.  It is difficult for

even the most honest scientist to avoid selective blindness; and in the modern era, with

huge government grants at stake, we have also learned that some scientists are willing

to fake the evidence.  The only ground for confidence lies in the scientific requirement

that conclusions must be able to stand up when the tests are repeated.  The scoundrels

are eventually caught out when other researchers are unable to duplicate their results. 

But when meretricious conclusions are wildly popular and seem to be immediately

fruitful, they are not so easily dislodged.  From the admission of phrenology into the

halls of science to the eager acceptance of the Piltdown man, we have seen that,

especially in the psychological and social sciences, seemingly impeccable conclusions

have been reached by men and women of apparent and often genuine integrity; and it

has typically taken several generations, rather than a year or two of further tests, to

expose the fallacies.

In our own time, we are bombarded by the "scientific" evidence that everything

from obesity to depression is determined by our genetic endowment and our brain

chemistry.  "Evolutionary psychologists" are "discovering" that all our behavior is

hardwired – anorexia, voting habits, aesthetic responses, and religious faith.  We are

thus living through another outbreak of the purest pseudoscience: as with Freudianism,

correlations are taken for causes; any fact whatsoever is taken as proof; and

disconfirmations are not so much ignored as unnoticed.  It is seriously proposed, for



The search for meaning - 500

instance, that the reading of imaginative literature such as Jane Austen's Pride and

Prejudice is motivated by a search for more effective ways to fight, forage, and

reproduce.  Such a statement is not backed up by studies – it is taken to be self-

evident, it has to be true, because the psychologists start with the conclusion that the

Darwinian drive for greater reproductive efficacy is at the root of every human behavior,

and then work back to the premises.  Their credulity outstrips that of religious

fundamentalists: whereas Christians believe that all truth is contained in 66 books

(helpfully anthologized under one cover), the Darwinian fundamentalists believe that all

truth is contained in one book.   Evolutionary psychology, which seems at first glance to

provide a salutary corrective to Freudianism, in fact promises to be the 21st century's

biggest intellectual pratfall.  It is so alluringly reductive and comprehensive that some

former Freudians have done the seemingly impossible – they have switched sides

directly and taken up evolutionary psychology without even spending time in the

demilitarized zone.

In the realm of applied science, most of us are unaware of how much of the

"research" is bought and paid for by pharmaceutical companies pushing prescription

drugs, and how susceptible we are as consumers to any finding that our problems can

be solved by a "magic bullet."  If this new science is right, we need not rectify the

monstrous injustices and absurdities of our social arrangements (which in my opinion

could not possibly fail to produce eating disorders, self-mutilation, and depression in

adolescent girls) and we are excused from the onerous task of examining the

pathologies of our individual families of origin.  The mutual interests of pill-pushers and
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pill-poppers have engendered a rush to scientific judgment that will one day be

analyzed as a boondoggle of epic proportions.

While the scientific enterprise is no less susceptible than philosophy, religion,

journalism, or art to the warping action of our predilections, at least it does contain

within itself a mechanism of self-correction.  I predict that eventually the biological

correlations that have been mistaken recently for causes will be exposed as bad

science, and we will return humbly to the task of constructing a scientific social

psychology.  But in the meantime, unless we have shrewd noses for the pretensions of

pseudoscience, for the manner in which scientific research can be bought and sold,

and for our own eagerness to embrace the most comfortable dogmas, those of us who

put too much faith in science may end up almost as disillusioned as refugees from

religious cults.

Explanation

The belief that scientists engage in a purely dispassionate search for objective truth,

and that science alone is free of sectarianism and partisanship, is itself one of the 20th

century's crudest popular superstitions.

The smartest theoretical scientists and mathematicians attempt to moderate their

own susceptibility to such criteria as elegance and economy.  The characteristics

ascribed by Paul Feyerabend to scientific theories have a pronounced leaning toward

aesthetic qualities: simplicity, generality, comprehensiveness; harmony, symmetry,
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elegance; consistency, coherence; emotional satisfaction, political correctness.  I have

grouped the qualities within semicolons in order to categorize them.  We want our

theories to be powerful, beautiful, airtight, and above all else, comforting.

These criteria also govern our choice of philosophies, religions, and conspiracy

theories, only more dangerously so: whereas the true scientist is wary of the criterion of

emotional satisfaction, and places this requirement in the basement of the scientific

hierarchy of values, the theist, the pseudoscientist, and the conspiracy theorist

unconsciously accord it the highest rank.

As we veer away from empiricism (the better to bestow emotional satisfaction and

political correctness on our theories), we may have to ignore a number of unassimilable

facts, but we need not sacrifice explanatory power and logical consistency.  Quite the

opposite – since the purveyor of a pseudoscience is spared the inconvenience of the

scientific method, it is possible, and even easy, to give a pseudoscientific theory much

greater explanatory power than a rigorously scientific theory.  Indeed, most scientific

theories come with a few loose ends, some of which, in the course of time, may unravel

so completely that they point toward a replacement theory.  By throwing empiricism to

the four winds, pseudoscience can tie up those loose ends.

Here are some tell-tale signs of pseudoscientific theories, then: they will be even

more powerful, more logical, and more comforting than true scientific theories.  And

because they have a tendency to err in the direction of greater emotional satisfaction,

they may also gravitate toward "interestingness" – that is, toward complexity and
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fascination – at the expense of simplicity and coherence.  Finally, they may "just

happen" to fit perfectly with our prejudices.

O. J. Simpson

While I was first mulling over the problem of this chapter, the country was suddenly

transfixed by the media coverage of the O. J. Simpson case.  After Simpson wrote what

appeared to be a suicide note, fled from the police, and held a gun to his head during a

phantasmagorical chase along the freeways of Los Angeles, most Americans

understood that he had certainly murdered his ex-wife Nicole and the young man

whose body was found next to hers.  The likelihood of guilt was further suggested by

Simpson's long history of spousal abuse and the preponderance of physical and

circumstantial evidence linking Simpson to the scene of the crime.

But as Simpson languished in jail, and his team of attorneys began to contest

the evidence in the preliminary hearing, a great shift in public attitude began to take

place.  I was surprised a week later when two women called a Washington radio talk-

show.  The first caller said she believed O. J. Simpson did not commit the murders,

because, if he had, "he would have broken down and confessed."  She said that "things

are not always what they seem."  A second caller said that Simpson definitely did not

commit the crime: he was set up.  As the case dragged on, more and more people

joined a groundswell of public opinion: O. J. is innocent.

In the weeks following the crime, a number of scenarios surfaced over the
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airways, each more convoluted or implausible than the last.  For instance, proponents

of Simpson's innocence had to explain why Simpson was morose and depressed,

rather than roused to vengeance, upon hearing of the brutal murder of his ex-wife.  This

led to several proposals that Simpson knew who the murderer was, but had cogent

reasons for withholding his name.  Inevitably, then, one theory that briefly made the

rounds was that Simpson's son by his first marriage had committed the crime.

For the callers to radio talk-shows, the overwhelming preponderance of the

physical evidence against Simpson almost guaranteed his innocence.  Having watched

innumerable television murder mysteries, they saw the trail of blood leading to Simpson

as an obvious frame-up.  (These opinions were formed long before any of the callers

learned that some of the policemen who conducted the investigation were of less than

sterling character.)

What we have here is a tabloid reader's version of the Theory of Everything. 

The radio caller's mechanism of belief-formation is an uncanny parody of the higher-

functioning intellectual's.  Like Freud pondering the symptom of a neurosis or the

symbolism of a dream, the caller starts with the conclusion.  Why?  Because the

opposite procedure cannot give satisfaction.

We may deride the acumen of the caller who does not realize that the

psychology of a murderer is different from her own.  And we may snort at the theory

that Simpson knew the identity of the killer but could not reveal it, because the premise

is so preposterous – but how could it be otherwise?  In the O. J. Simpson case, the

evidence was so straightforward and compelling that any theory of his innocence had
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to be extraordinarily complex and fragile.  But complexity and fragility do not by

themselves guarantee that theories are wrong.  That would be another fallacy.

Remember that the fundamentalist knows that God created the heavens and the

earth in six days.  The member of a survivalist militia knows that the United Nations is

about to take over the country.  Freud knows that women are inferior to men.  And the

talk-show caller knows – from looking at his pleasant face and remembering his

breathtaking football exploits and his charming Hertz Rent-a-Car commercials – that O.

J. Simpson is innocent.  A theory will be no more complicated than it has to be; but if

the known truth contradicts all the apparent facts, what choice does the theorist have

but to concoct extraordinarily far-fetched premises?  The seeming improbability of the

premises does not by itself convict the theorist of lack of intelligence: if there is no way

to reach the known truth by a simple set of premises, he is intellectually obligated to

hypothesize a complex set of premises.

Furthermore, the tabloid theorizer can point to the science of modern physics,

assuming he is conversant with it, as proof that the truth is sometimes stranger than

fiction.  Einstein distinguished himself by taking seriously the conclusion of earlier

experimenters that the speed of light is absolute.  This conclusion forced upon him the

astounding premise that time is relative.  At the time he propounded it, his idea seemed

no less incredible than O. J. Simpson's innocence.

How does a creationist, who believes in the Biblical age of the earth, account for

dinosaur skeletons?  I was told by a fundamentalist that archaeologists in Texas have

discovered dinosaur footprints side-by-side with human artifacts.  My informant further
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told me that a section of the Smithsonian Institution has been closed to the public,

because it contains information that the evolutionists do not wish us to know.  For the

fundamentalist, for the talk-show caller, as no less for Freud, the conclusion is already

set in stone.  The premises will be no more outlandish than necessary.

Interesting explanations

Scanning the list of aesthetic factors dictating theory-formation, we should not

underestimate the simple requirement that it please us.

In the case of O. J. Simpson, the facts – however brutal, and notwithstanding the

involvement of rich and famous people – were dismayingly mundane.  The public

wanted to make something interesting of the case, but the case really would not allow

it.  The crime and the motive were commonplace.  The state's evidence was

overwhelming.  There were no unusual wrinkles.  It was open and shut – and that's no

fun.  So conspiracy theorists busied themselves concocting fantastic scenarios. 

Similarly, the deaths of John F. Kennedy and Elvis Presley – the one so public, the

other so banal – yielded fodder for the elaboration of ingenious theories that these men

were still alive.

Another conspiracy theory clearly driven by aesthetic criteria is the widespread

belief in the existence of Satanic cult rituals complete with child sacrifice.  Discounting

the tabloid audience, this belief is virtually confined to emotionally disturbed individuals

and their over-involved therapists.  No concrete empirical or legal evidence exists.  Law
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enforcement agencies have no corpses, no open cases, no witnesses, no affidavits, no

facts.  (Believers account for this by insisting that police chiefs and judges are

members of the cults.)

Notice how much more colorful this evil is than the evil that we actually meet with

in everyday life – how much more entertaining it is than, for example, our government's

policy in Latin America.  Unlike our foreign policy, Satanic ritual abuse is an evil that we

can all oppose without any personal risk, inconvenience, or financial sacrifice.

Another instance: following the fall of communism and the rise of democracy and

capitalism in Poland, highly placed persons in the church and government began to

mutter darkly about "Jewish influence" in matters of state.  We may be inclined to

question their sanity, inasmuch as the Holocaust was so, shall we say, efficient, that

only 4,000 Jews remained in a country of 40 million people – one Jew per ten thousand

Roman Catholics.  But the charge is a recrudescence of a traditional slander against

the Jews, in its familiar smutty form.  No one should have imagined that European anti-

Semitism was, or could be, gone for good.  But what accounts for the anti-Semitism of

the military dictators of Myanmar, who banned the motion picture Schindler's List? 

What accounts for the sudden appearance of the notorious anti-Semitic slander, The

Protocols of the Elders of Zion, on the best-seller list of Guatemala?

I submit that some people in the backwaters of the planet – having heard

vaguely about "the Jews" all their lives, and having now studied the subject after their

fashion, thus to discover the ancient and durable Christian myth about a specially

damned race of tribal, amoral, parasitic, rootless cosmopolitans who operate behind
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the scenes at the highest levels of international finance in order to manipulate, for their

own ends, the course of all human history – some people find all this just . . . plain . . .

fascinating.  Thus the oldest and best conspiracy theory of them all has finally spread

to every corner of the globe, and people who have never seen a Jew in their lives and

would not know one to see one encounter the colorful libel for the first time . . . and

think, "This makes a lot of sense."

Therefore, it is hard to imagine how anti-Semitism can ever disappear.  As long

as humans remain credulous, anti-Semitism will appeal to them as a Theory of

Everything.  No matter how assiduously we try to inoculate against the virus, some fool

without a trace of prior anti-Semitic feeling will come upon the Theory and think, "Boy,

that explains a lot of stuff."  The economic meltdown of 2008, for instance.

This is what happened to Adolf Hitler.  He grew up disdaining anti-Semitism as

the benighted prejudice of religious yokels.  Then, in Vienna, he encountered the more

sophisticated theories of pseudoscientific racial biologists, who put anti-Semitism on a

whole different footing.  Suddenly, young Adolf understood Everything: the corruption

of capitalist Wall Street, the evil of Bolshevism, the decadence of Europe, and later the

scandal of how Germany lost the war – obviously not in the trenches where he and his

fellow soldiers served bravely, but in the palaces and boardrooms where the

bloodsucking Jews engineered the betrayal of the German people for their own profit.

Michael Made Wise
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Let us examine one last theory, written on a single sheet of photocopied paper found

lying on the ground, illustrated with a drawing of a cross and an open Bible, and titled

"God's Connection."  (Under the circumstances, I have considered this work to be in

the public domain.)  I have reproduced it verbatim.  In the original manuscript, the

margins coincide with the edge of the sheet.  I have reproduced the line breaks even

though the text is laid out as prose, because it is unclear whether the top line is a

subtitle or part of the first sentence, and whether the right margin is intended to function

as punctuation:

Human Crime, Against Spiritualness
God's creation! isn't of mankind's making
Becuase Technology is not of may Gods work
You see Scientist Industry of technology is
massing with life after death.  By taking life
particles from out of the dead people.  And are
causing Fiction of a dead preson to be miss
use with wire frequency.  And that why I hear
Jesus Christ, began to say to the chruch, in me
that we need to pray.  That the work of Industry
of technoloy will slow down their works.  In the air
and underground so there will be a rapture.  Amen.

by Michael Made Wise
 A son of God

Snobbish intellectuals who make much over spelling and grammar will disdain this

example as if it could not have anything to do with them.  Some will assume that only

uneducated people have recourse to conspiracy theories and belief in the supernatural. 

But theorizing about Everything is pandemic among intellectuals, and it is just as likely

to turn into a life-of-the-mind-threatening disease in the ivory tower as among ordinary
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folk in the fields.  Theologians, not lay people, argue deep into the night about the

dormition of Mary.  Scientists who laugh at conspiracy theories will turn around and

publish papers "proving" that all mental and emotional disorders have a physiological

basis, failing to notice that they are doing the heavy lifting for a genuine conspiracy

organized by the manufacturers of mood-altering drugs.  What my examples show is

that even the "man in the street" will succumb to the siren song of the TOE, whether in

the form of a conviction that extra-terrestrials have infiltrated the earth or in a popular

superstition about the book of Revelation.

The search for meaning is not confined to intellectuals at the apex of the cultural

pyramid, nor does it only afflict the readers of tabloids.  It cuts across all boundaries. 

Everyone human is in danger of infection.

Richard Dawkins

Everyone human is in danger of infection.  My examples have all demonstrated that

ideas are contagious.  The Ontological complex is universal, I believe – every one of us

is susceptible to the mistake of reading meanings into data that go beyond what the

data warrant.  Those who remain healthy have built up antibodies of rationality and

skepticism, and learned to distrust even themselves.

We may say here that the various theories of Everything are not better explained

when they are called "memes" by Richard Dawkins and the evolutionary psychologists

who have followed him.  This is the name game at its most audacious, where a
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perfectly ordinary and satisfactory word, "idea," is replaced by a pretentious, jargonized

word in order to convince the unwary reader that many additional layers of scientific

understanding have been superimposed upon the concept.  The denotations of "meme"

and "idea" are in fact identical.  All the hard work is done by the connotations of

"meme," which are borrowed from the analogy between memes and genes that gave

rise to the coinage.  Just as the selfish gene strategizes to maximize its reproductive

advantage and so preserve itself in the struggle of biological life, so the selfish meme

ranges hither and yon to attach itself to a willing host, overcome the intellectual immune

system, and survive the fierce competition of mental life.  The individual is propelled, he

knows not how, in the direction of augmenting the chances of his genes – in other

words, his genes have volition and he does not; similarly, he is taken up by the memes,

which care only about their own survival – his ideas have volition and he does not.  The

virus of anti-Semitism, seeing that religious tolerance was growing throughout Europe

and threatening it with extinction, adapted to this unfavorable environment by mutating

into a strain characterized by pseudoscientific racial biology.  In this newly virulent

form, resistant to the antibodies of liberalism that could only detect and do battle with

religious bigotry, it invaded Hitler, overwhelmed his intellectual defenses, and used him

to perpetuate itself when he infected an entire nation with it.  Freud would have been

pleased by the determinism of this – by the implied contempt for human consciousness

and the picture of human beings blown here and there by invisible forces.  The

Freudian view of anatomy as destiny and libido as the prime mover of human behavior

morphs smoothly into sociobiology in a popularizing book by Bryan Sykes about the
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exploits of the Y-chromosome:

Is the Khan chromosome's achievement [owing to] the sexual exploits and
military conquests of the Mongol emperor?  Or was the Great Khan
himself driven to success in war, and in bed, by the ambition of his Y-
chromosome?

The determinism or, to use philosopher Mary Midgley's better word, the fatalism of this

conception is quasi-mystical and perhaps even more fantastical than religious

teleology.  Not even Freud himself ever disregarded empiricism so cavalierly.  He had

some data in the symptoms, dreams, and slips that he collected.  In evolutionary

psychology, there is nothing new to observe: the trick of it is merely to reframe, in terms

of a single principle even more reductive than libido, everything that has already been

observed, and to vindicate the truth of the "findings" by simple assertion.  Similarly, the

"literary Darwinists" suavely tell me that when I read novels, I am engaging in search

behavior for information that will make me more effective as an economic and

reproductive unit.  Porquoi?  Because it is axiomatic that all human behavior is thus

motivated.  They did not need to ask me, and my own demur counts for nothing: where

Freud would have said that I was unconscious of my real motivation, the literary

Darwinists can say that I am only able to account for the "proximate cause" of my

reading behavior, whereas they are revealing its "ultimate cause."  We encounter the

tautological method of proof by circularity once more: since cave-paintings, which all

depict large animals in motion, are motivated by primitive efforts to become more

capable hunters by means of a kind of magic, modern art too must be an attempt to

gain a symbolic purchase on the basic skills that make us better adapted than the
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competition.  But how do we know that ancient painters were creating a kind of magical

religion when they painted?  Because a purely aesthetic impulse cannot be given a

Darwinian explanation.  The modern artist is explained in terms of the ancient artist,

whose work in turn is explained in terms of the Darwinian imperatives that stand out

clearly once we agree to interpret them as Darwinian adaptations.

That Dawkins, of all people, could wander off into the metaphysical fog of meme

theory and the reductive absolutes of evolutionary psychology should give us all pause,

because he is perhaps the most famously aggressive public atheist since Freud

himself.  A commitment to rationalism and skepticism is not enough to vaccinate us

against the search for meaning.

It is marvelous what the name game can accomplish.  I hope, in light of all our

earlier discussions of Freudian theories, that it will suffice for me to point out that such

sociobiological axioms cannot be tested, much less proven, and that they involve more

metaphysics than a belief in rebel angels.  To borrow an insult from physicist Wolfgang

Pauli, evolutionary psychologists, like most Freudians, are "not even wrong."

Ideas are contagious.  Stay with that.  It is not necessary to argue that they are

literal viruses, only that we are social animals.  Freud went wrong at the very start,

positing an intra-psychic model and completely rejecting any theory of social

determinants.  Therefore his system cannot do justice to one of the most astounding

psychological phenomena of the 20th century – the spread, at intellectual warp-speed,

of his own ideas throughout High Western Civilization.  It is not an explanation of that

phenomenon to call his ideas "memes" and subsume their "selection" under the
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umbrella of evolutionary biology.  We need instead to consider the values of the

societies that embraced Freud and the attendant fal libilities of the intellectuals who

maintained those values.  All psychology must be social psychology, or it is not human

psychology at all.



The psychological benefits of religion

Religion, as I have already suggested, provides us with a complete and comprehensive

set of answers about the world and allows us to stop right there.  It gives us the most

meaning of life for the least intellectual effort, and kills two vexing birds of mental life

with one big stone.

First, consciousness liberates us from the tyranny of our animal instincts.  But

we pay a terrible price in palpable stress for this freedom and have never given up

envying the state of captivity we left behind.  The cat responds reflexively, whereas we

have to weigh alternatives and choose among them.  We are proud of the dominion

over nature that we have attained by means of this ability, but the cat has greater

psychological security: when she finds herself surrounded by dogs, she does not say to

herself, "I wish I'd gone the other way back at the fence"; she says, "Dogs to the right,

run left."  If this ends in death, her last thought is, "I died as a cat."  No regret, no

bitterness.  Nor does she experience neurotic paralysis every time she comes to a fork

in the road.  When her instinct compels a decision, she knows that she is right.  We

long to re-achieve the security that animals take from trusting their instincts.  Religion

replaces the instincts with binding commandments and so puts us back on automatic

pilot in the complicated and stressful realm of social and moral action.

Second, while consciousness has bestowed upon us the ability to interpret our
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experiences – and again, we have achieved great things by means of the conceptions

that augment our perceptions – we do not know when and how to turn off the

interpretation machine.  The gift turns into a burden when we go on interpreting every

sign and symbol of the environment and find causes for every effect.  The best general

description of mental illness that I have ever read comes from the patient whose

account of his own condition I have already cited:

Going crazy is a symbolic experience.  Reality is still there, but you keep
interpreting it.  Everything becomes symbolic.  The symbols chase each
other.

No other definition so clearly establishes the fluidity of the line between sanity and

insanity, between truth and delusion.  We have all gone a little crazy at times, over-

interpreting the clues to the meanings of things; and even the most delusional paranoid

schizophrenic will conduct part of his life in a normal fashion, because, after all, "reality

is still there."  We cannot pull the plug on the interpretation machine, because we

cannot bear to live without answers; and we cannot fine-tune the machine to separate

the grains of truth from the chaff of falsity and then set its engine on idle, because new

configurations of reality will constantly overtax our settings.  More to the point, we

cannot get all the answers we want without making some of them up.  Author John Lahr

puts it this way:

Life's terrifying randomness is a mystery that compels mankind to impose
order.  Chaos is psychologically intolerable; man's need for coherence is
greater than his need for truth.
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The animals are unbothered by the randomness and chaos of the world, and

untempted by "truth."  Their confidence is in themselves: order and coherence are built

into their biology.  It is their response to the environment that is stable, whereas we,

lacking confidence in our perceptions, want the environment itself to be stable.

Judged by human standards, animals are stupid: they stick with the program

even when the environment changes, and as a result, not only individuals but

sometimes entire species perish.  Substituting a religious program for the instincts

might therefore seem to ape this stupidity.  But let us bring some rigor to our

examination of this phenomenon.

James F. Welles, a self-published academician from Orient, New York, set about

one day to write a "light and jocular" book about stupidity, based largely on his own

mis-steps.  But as he began to delve into his material, he realized that much of it was

serious and tragic.  His inelegant treatment of the subject is a salutary attempt to give

an important problem its due.  Two of his chapter headings point us in the right

direction: "The Schema as Adaptive"; "The Schema as Maladaptive."

The biological advantage of a schema, or program, is psychic economy.  Most of

the time, it behooves us to respond without thinking: we trust that the schema, which

incorporates the wisdom of the tribe and the lessons of our experience, will be

adequate to the situation.  Stop on the red and go on the green.  But creating a

program for ourselves that will, like the instincts of animals, meet every contingency, is

no easy task.  If we are being pursued by terrorists, we need to run the red light.

Of course, the animal instincts do not meet every contingency successfully. 
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What we find so enviable about the animals is that they do not know this.  They are

care-free.

Even if we are tempted to define stupidity as blind obedience to the program, it

does not follow that intelligence is the replacement of the program with perpetual

openness.  This would propel us back into the "blooming, buzzing confusion" of a

chaotic sentience without categories and conceptions.  A truer definition of stupidity is

blind obedience to the program when it no longer serves; and the definition of

intelligence then becomes the executive ability to evaluate incoming data and make a

sensible decision to stick with the program when the situation is familiar and reevaluate

it when the situation is new.  Since even this amount of watchfulness is burdensome to

the mind, we are constantly tempted to be stupid.  So we might better define human

stupidity as a conscious decision to always stick with the program and take our

chances.  It is the willful closing down of any attempt to be intelligent.  This stance is

beautifully captured in the satirical motto, "Don't bother me with the facts."

To sum up: we would like to recapture our prelapsarian state of innocence in the

Garden of Eden, when we were perfectly programmed like the animals we were.  But

one bite of the forbidden fruit bestowed the curse of consciousness – immediately we

began to talk.  Language inserted the worm of doubt into the apple of certainty; it

insinuated the inner voice that proposes alternatives and questions our choices after

we make them.  We long to arm ourselves against this corrosive self-criticism.  We

seek a program so binding and definitive that it will provide the comfort of the instincts.

But any program that we invent and give ourselves will be subject to our own
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second-guessing.

Religion is the fiction that our program has been handed down to us, not by

ourselves, but by a great power outside ourselves.  Therefore it is absolutely binding,

immutable, unquestionable.  This fiction is absolutely necessary.  We cannot admit that

we made up our programs, or that we accepted them from other people who are no

better than we are: that would open up the anguished possibility that we might be wiser

to reevaluate our programs from time to time, with all the enormous mental expenditure

that would entail, and with the outcome in doubt.  Our skepticism cannot be quieted by

any power less authoritative than divine sanction.  Where we can no longer believe in

gods, we believe in "laws" that are just as absolute: in the "truths" of Marxism and

Freudianism that are as immutable as the Ten Commandments.  Today, some

conservatives believe in "market forces" and "the law of supply and demand" with a

religious fervor, as if any interference with the unfettered workings of a free economy

by people acting in concert through their government would be a violation of divine

principle and fit subject for an Aeschylean tragedy.

Religion impoverishes our mental life, and that is its object and its achievement. 

We are made stupid by religion, but stupidity is an evolutionary strategy with

impeccable credentials.  While the hare of intelligence stops to think about it, the

tortoise of stupidity forges ahead and – except in the rare instance where the

environment has undergone a sudden cataclysmic change since the last race –

reaches the finish line first.  The tortoise is hundreds of millions of years old.  The

almost perfect stupidity of the animal instincts has had a very long run in terms of
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geological time.

As a collateral benefit, religion, being a shared, consensual program, solidifies

the social unit and concentrates its energy outward against its myriad enemies.

Religion is therefore extraordinarily efficient in terms of the moral economy. 

Since genuine ethics is always situational, whereas codified morality explicitly denies

the individual case, religion liberates the adherent from the inconvenience of needing

to have a conscience.  The mental energy that might go into the making of

discriminating moral judgments is instead conserved, and placed at the disposal of the

social imperative.  The valuable resource of empathy is hoarded – to be lavished upon

our own, and denied to "the others."

Religion cannot be coherently and consistently defined in terms of such features

as ritual, worship, observance, prayer, belief in gods, or belief in immortality.  It is

instead the adoption of a theory that answers the riddle of the world and of a program

that directs our actions in a world so answered.

Religious apologists agree that, to a believer, the theory, called theology or

dogma, is unquestioned and unquestionable – "taken on faith" – and the morality

binding.  Those members of congregations who begin to doubt do not engage for very

long in arguments over church doctrine: instead, they switch denominations or found

new ones; they start over as persons who, once again, have all the answers.

The usual method of "deprogramming" the member of a religious cult is not a

crash course in rationality, skeptical thinking, and intellectual freedom: it is rather a

point-by-point refutation of the creed of the cult, using scriptural orthodoxy to discredit
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the heretical and self-serving interpretations of the cult leader.  One of the Branch

Davidian survivors of the Waco, Texas conflagration found his way back to the

mainstream by reading C. S. Lewis.  This is like curing a devotion to Mao Zedong by

taking up Stalin.

So religion allows us to adopt a program without admitting that we made it up.  The

psychological comfort of having an answer, however fictional, is worth any price that we

have to pay for it.  This comfort is then augmented when an entire community joins us

in the fiction, and the believer, subliminally guided by "what everybody knows," begins

to experience the requisite confirmations.

How this can happen is hardly mysterious to a psychologist – even a self-taught

psychologist like Krishnamurti:

Through experience you hope to touch the truth of your belief, to prove it
to yourself, but this belief conditions your experience.  It isn't that the
experience comes to prove the belief, but rather that the belief begets the
experience.  Your belief in God will give you the experience of what you
call God.  You will always experience what you believe and nothing else. 
And this invalidates your experience.

To conclude, the first benefit of religion is its stupidity – but because we adopt it

in common with others, it is a form of stupidity that maximally bestows a sense of

security and alleviates the stress and neurosis that would afflict us if we allowed

ourselves moments of genuine choice.  The second benefit of religion is its craziness –

but it gives us a controlled respectable craziness that holds us back from the bad

craziness of clinical dementia.
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The pursuit of meaning will end in a psychotic break of the type described by the

patient quoted above – "Everything becomes symbolic" – unless we short-circuit the

interpretation machine and cede some portion of our brain to a belief system shared by

others.  What distinguishes the population of persons we judge to be mentally ill is not,

or should not be, the strangeness of so many of their ideas, but their inability to make

even a provisional accommodation with our ideas.  There is a real psychic value in

being able to sign on to consensual reality, even if some of that value is purchased at

the expense of the truth.

If, in addition, we are afflicted with the religious mentality (not every member of a

church congregation is), we will demand that the belief system leave nothing

unexplained, in order to satisfy our peculiar neurosis that everything in the world is

meaningful.  Everything.  (A Harris poll conducted in the middle 1990s showed that

70% of Americans "believe their financial situation is 'at least somewhat' reflective of

'God's regard' for them."  I knew a fundamentalist once who, when he missed the nail

with the hammer, said, "Good morning, Satan.")

Religion, then, is a system of thought that provides a comprehensive explanation

of all the phenomena of life, with no loose ends.

A friend once asked me how people can believe in the preposterous idea that a

single inchoate book – the Bible – is the repository of perfect truth.  I replied that the

alternative is to believe that no such book exists.  The Bible and the Qur'an owe their

prestige and influence precisely to the grandeur, and indeed the preposterousness, of

their claims.  Had they promised less, they would have delivered less, and so taken
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their place on the shelf next to ordinary, but far more persuasive and edifying, books.

As a byproduct of total explanation, we expect and get a code of conduct – and

the more rigid, the better, as we would rather not be morally at sea.

In brief, we demand an answer to all our questions about how we are situated in

the universe and how we should act in our situation.  Religion thus has a totalizing

impact on the lives of its adherents.  When I listen to Christian radio shows, I am struck

by the mind-numbing repetition of ideas – not even a dozen or so, but really just three

or four: we are sinful and unable to do anything about it by our own efforts; Christ died

for our sins and loves us; if we believe in His saving power, we will be born again in this

life and live eternally in our bodies after death.  Prayer is touted as the answer to every

conceivable crisis – economic stresses on two-income families, marital infidelity,

alcohol abuse.  One day I hit the button on the radio and heard a preacher's scornful

indictment of corrupt politicians.  He advised his audience to pray about this, so I tried

to imagine the possible effect of my prayers on members of Congress.  The preacher

went on next to address the frightening topic of violence against children, and

immediately invoked the faith of Abraham as an antidote.  I was left to contemplate the

example that is set for anxious parents by a man who tried to kill his own son.  Such

absurdities are possible, not only because Abraham is a Christian icon of faith, but also

because references to Abraham among Evangelical Christians are, like a dozen "Hail

Marys" in the mouth of a penitent Catholic, just a verbal tic.  We might define Tourette's

Syndrome as spasmodic irrelevant verbal repetition outside a church – inside it, the

term we use is liturgy.
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We can only conclude that listeners to such radio shows want to hear the same

ideas reiterated thousands of times, and prefer not to encounter new ideas.  The world

is contracted into a nutshell; the great panorama is reduced to a single one-

dimensional view.  This is satisfying.  Ignorance really is bliss.

So much for the essentials.  As auxiliary factors, we require our religions to

interest us and to make as few demands on us as possible.  These aesthetic elements

will be familiar to us from our discussion of conspiracy theories.  We are able to impose

them on our religions because, needless to say, we do make up the religions to suit

ourselves.

I wish to mention again two aesthetic preferences in particular.  First, we love

deep explanations.  We prefer that the explanation be recondite, involuted, strange,

and mysterious – perhaps even scandalous.  We prefer the Cabala and the Tibetan

Book of the Dead to the simple advice of Lao-Tzu.  Spiritual life is in fact easy to

understand but hard to implement, because it requires constant attention to the tricks of

our conditioned minds.  Instead, we gravitate to the opposite pole – to the religion that

is difficult to understand but easy to do.  We are most attracted to gnosticism – the

doctrine that special knowledge is available to initiates.  If we are gnostics, we do not

need to transform our lives, which can be a strenuous undertaking; we only need to get

hold of the esoteric scripture.  The more encoded and indecipherable it is, the more

flattering to our narcissism.  From all this follows jargonization, interpretation by high

priests, secret ceremonies and rites of initiation, and all the other means by which true

believers make sects of themselves.
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Ramana Maharshi, quoted in Stephen Mitchell's The Gospel of Jesus,

penetrates to the essence of this aesthetic criterion:

All religions have come into existence because people want something
elaborate and attractive and puzzling.

.     .     .

There is no greater mystery than this, that we keep seeking reality though
in fact we are reality.  We think that there is something hiding reality and
that this must be destroyed before reality is gained.  How ridiculous!

Second, we want religion to be easy.  Well, of course!  We have, after all,

created religion for ourselves – every brick of the edifice has been laid by us.  There is

no more amusing conceit in the world than the conviction of earnest Christians that

secular humanists stand aloof from Christianity because they shrink from its demands. 

Nothing is easier than organized religion, which may almost be said to have been

invented on the behalf of the morally lazy.  Easiest of all is Protestant Christianity, with

everything concentrated on the inward understanding of grace and little required in the

way of ritual, obedience, or even ordinary kindness.  Evangelical and fundamentalist

Christians mistake the time they devote to church services and bible-study groups for

evidence of a hard commitment.  They overlook the satisfaction and enjoyment they

feel in these endeavors.  They are putting in good minutes cementing their grasp, in the

pleasant company of other devoted acolytes, of the Theory of Every Moral and

Cosmological Thing.  Life doesn't get much better than that, as can be confirmed by

talking to physicists, marathoners, musicians, and any other folk who give themselves

over to a consuming quest for physical, intellectual, or moral transcendence.  
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Nor should we be taken in by the supposed inconveniences of the rites and

observances required by religions: all religious duties can be performed mechanically

and thoughtlessly.  Whether the adherent visits a temple, a mosque, a synagogue, or a

church, he is assured that his brain can be put to sleep for the duration.  The Western

New Age seeker falls prey to exoticism if he thinks that puja offers a more sophisticated

religious experience than antiphonal prayer.

In the less popular type of spiritual regimen, the truth – that we are consumed by

thoughts of the past and the future, whereas we need to live in the present – is obvious,

but the practice of living in accordance with the truth is difficult.  In the opposite type of

religion that predominates worldwide, truth is esoteric and hidden from the unbelievers,

but practice is easy.  This feeds our vanity – "Only I, and the other members of my sect,

have the truth" – as well as our complacency.  Most major religions, then, contain some

element of gnosticism – all truth is contained in a special book, whose secrets yield

themselves up only to the initiates.  And within these sects, ever more gnostic cults

materialize, to feed the ever-greater narcissism of those who prefer to be in very select

company.

Freudianism is a textbook gnosticism.  It is thought by its high priests to be inaccessible

to anyone who has not devoted a decade or more to his own analysis.  The esoteric

benefits are thereby partially extended to the analysands, who are then tempted to view

other people's presumed sublimations and reactions formations with a knowing smirk.

Freudianism is the perfect religion for scientists, materialists, and determinists. 
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At the moment when theistic religion was revealed to be scientifically bankrupt, Freud

offered a dogma that was compatible with Darwinism.  He tackled all the age-old

religious questions – the existence of God, the problem of evil, the fate of man – and

gave complete answers.  He not only told us that there is no God, he also explained

why we had always thought there was.  He accounted for evil with his updated version

of the death drive as original sin.  He gave us no hope of escaping it: but this jibed with

the fashionably disillusioned view.  He prescribed an ethic of ostensible self-honesty as

a way of living in this fallen world.

Freudianism, like Christianity on the radio, reduces the myriad phenomena of

our psychic and social lives to a very few tropes.  Underlying everything is eros and

thanatos, our misnamed "animal" drives.  Our personal destinies and the fate of the

human world are determined by the track laid out for us by infantile sexuality and the

Oedipus complex.  The repression of our incestuous wishes has made us miserable but

also created human culture: we must either lapse back into rape and murder or

continue down the path of discontent.  Given such a choice of evils, it follows that we

cannot end war among nations any more than we can find personal happiness – as

Philip Rieff puts it, "by their very existence, the instincts serve notice of the

inadequacies of all social arrangements" – but we can attain a kind of tragic dignity by

continuing to repress our drives and, out of vanity, persevering with civilization.

Such was Freud's "very grave philosophy" that few, he thought, "are capable of

understanding."  As I have already suggested, it is actually a modernist updating of an

ancient and jejune philosophy, easily grasped by most people and often independently
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discovered and avowed by 13-year-olds in their first disenchantment with the world

when they encounter some of its ranker injustices.  It is the pose of all the self-

appointed "realists," whose subsequent torpor and defeatism in the face of the world's

manifestly unjust social arrangements guarantee the triumph of evil, thus fulfilling their

own prophecies.

Just as the experienced listener to the radio knows the answers ahead of time

when Christians call their questions in, so the reader well versed in Freudianism knows

the psychoanalytic solution to every problem.  Unhappy with your boss at work?  It isn't

his narcissistic personality, it isn't your inadequate salary.  It is your unresolved

Oedipal rivalry with your father; it is your natural laziness and spite.  Such ritualistic,

formulaic, guaranteed results are exactly what Freudians want.  Religion kills our

responsiveness and even our curiosity, and we are grateful.

Freudianism is taxonomically a religious cult because the adherent believes in

the Oedipus complex with the same faith and fixity that a Christian believes in the

Redemption, and for the same reasons: because it has been revealed to be the truth by

an infallible lawgiver; because it provides a comprehensive solution to the problem of

life's meaning; because it is psychologically satisfying.  And like the faith-besotted

religious fundamentalist, the Freudian then sees confirmation of his belief everywhere

in his everyday life.  Just as the Christian experiences the beneficence of the Savior,

the Freudian sees the manifestations of the Oedipus complex.

As Krishnamurti says:

The Christian will see virgins, angels and Christ, and the Hindu will see
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similar deities in extravagant plurality. . . . Belief conditions its own
supposed proof.

We might add that the Freudian will see infantile sexual fantasies, monsters of the id,

and Oedipal transferences dancing on the head of a pin.  In the same data, the

Adlerian will see the drive to overcome organ inferiority; the Jungian, a confirmation of

the archetypes.

Belief in the Master creates the Master, and experience is shaped by
belief.  Belief in a particular pattern of action, or in an ideology, does
produce what is longed for . . . . 

The Freudian believes in the Master.  And this belief creates the Master.

Throughout this work, we have had many occasions to remark Freud's complete

dismissal of social conditioning as a determinant of human personality.  At this point in

the discussion, we are better able to say why, apart from his scientific prejudices in

favor of biology, he had to take this position.

It is the premise of every religion that human nature does not change – for only if

this is so will it make sense to believe that the dispensation that was handed down,

which suited the people who received it in its particular historical era, is still adequate

to our own times and will forever remain so.

All religion is based upon revelation.  The revelation is historically conditioned

but must pretend that it is not; it must give us what we want while claiming that our

wants cannot touch it.
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If human nature is shaped, even in part, by social and historical conditions, then

the propositional truths of religion will be automatically invalidated over time, for no one

denies that the conditions themselves do change.  For this reason, all religious

believers including Freud dismiss the impact of society upon personality and character.

Yet one evening spent reading the Iliad, with its men who are in psychological

thrall to the code of the warrior, demonstrates that human nature has altered almost as

much as civilization itself.  In general, humans today have much more psychological

mobility than the humans who lived three millennia ago.  Consciousness itself has

evolved, and has become more supple, more self-conscious.  Yet the 613 Laws of

Judaism, concocted at roughly the time of Homer, remain unchanged, and modern

Jews are called upon to fall into line with the values of Leviticus.

The establishment of laws to govern human behavior for all future generations is

the boldest lie, or insanity, of religion.  We can set against it the recommendation of

Thomas Jefferson that every piece of legislation be allowed to lapse after 20 years – so

potent are the changes that can occur in a single generation, which will render even the

wisest statutes obsolete.

But here is a curiosity.  Where religion presumes to establish immutable laws,

science succeeds.  Science does what religion aspires to do.  The laws of physics

remain valid now and in the worlds to come: here, there, and everywhere; past,

present, and future.  The speed of light does not evolve; the law of gravity is not

affected by local conditions.  Science alone is able to propound universal truths.

What a temptation this proved to be for those 19th century atheists who were
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afflicted by the religious temperament!  Freudianism and Marxism were the first

attempts, in the wake of scientific triumphalism, to create absolutes that combined the

prestige of scientific rigor with the old religious subject matter of human fate and

morality.

Freudianism would never have gained such a hold on its adherents if it had been

merely a theory of personality and not a gnostic religion.  And in pretending to be also a

science, it actually pretended to no more than Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and

Buddhism had originally pretended: it is only that standards of scientific proof had

changed in the meantime.

Why did Freudianism take hold?  I have discounted the possibility that it caught on

because it is true; but I might additionally say of it, as could be said of the bodily

resurrection of Jesus, that even if it were true, we still would not know why it was

believed to be true.

Shulamith Firestone argues, in The Dialectic of Sex, that Freudianism somehow

co-opted feminism: it addressed the same issues – the marital oppression of women,

the sexual repression of children, in short, the tyranny of the family – but redirected

analysis along patriarchal lines.  I find her reading too clever to be convincing, and

prefer to say merely that it is no accident that Freudianism is socially conservative. 

Like most of the world's great institutionalized religions, psychoanalysis is so

reactionary that it need never ruffle the feathers of any of the secular powers that be,

whether patriarchal, oligarchical, capitalistic, nationalistic, or ethnocentric.  Freudianism
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leaves the social, economic, and political arrangements of the world undisturbed.  The

authorities can allow psychoanalysis to spread unchecked, because if anything, it

diverts the energies of its adherents away from political opposition and social reform,

and focuses nascent revolutionaries on a self-absorbed contemplation of an

intrapsychic drama instead.  Had Marx lived to see it, he would certainly have called it,

not the opium of the masses, but the anesthesia of the intelligentsia.

 Freudianism caught on because, in the wake of the Enlightenment and the

Darwinian earthquake, it satisfied the quest for a contemporary gnosticism and a

religiously colored Theory of Everything.  As an authentically new 19th century religion,

it had to be scientific and atheistic in order to situate itself in the emerging Zeitgeist; but

as a religion nonetheless, it could not do without metaphysics.  It succeeded, not in

spite of its lack of empiricism, but almost because of it: by so far as it soared above of

the constraints of empiricism, it was able to turn its propositions into timeless universal

principles.  Freudianism, to an inveterate seeker after spiritual first causes and final

truths, is convincing by virtue of its recklessness and grandeur.

Because we share with Freud a passion for explanation, a drive for meaning,

both he and we are beguiled by these theories that are comprehensive, reductionistic,

and cabalistic.  To say the same thing in fewer syllables: they are total, simple, and

mystical.  We want a theory of everything; we want it to boil down to a few all-powerful

forces; and we prefer that the forces themselves be colorful and arcane – forces that

initiates into esoterica can best understand, that seem counter-intuitive to lesser

mortals.
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Freudianism is rife with invisible, metaphysical drives; with complexes made of

inherited memories, memories of the womb, infantile fantasies; with unconscious lusts

and rages that emerge only in dreams, accidents, and slips of the tongue.  These

energies and agencies are the very stuff of the unseen world, which in medieval times

was inhabited by devils, angels, and witches.  They give a gnostic plenty to do.

I cannot do better, by way of summarizing, than quote extensively from the

concluding chapter of Julian Jaynes's remarkable book, The Origin of Consciousness in

the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind:

These scientisms, as I shall call them, are clusters of scientific ideas
which come together and almost surprise themselves into creeds of belief,
scientific mythologies which fill the very felt void left by the divorce of
science and religion in our time.  They differ from classical science and its
common debates in the way they evoke the same response as did the
religions which they seek to supplant.  And they share with religions many
of their most obvious characteristics: a rational splendor that explains
everything, a charismatic leader or succession of leaders who are highly
visible and beyond criticism, a series of canonical texts which are
somehow outside the usual arena of scientific criticism, certain gestures
of idea and rituals of interpretation, and a requirement of total
commitment.  In return the adherent receives what the religions had once
given him more universally: a world view, a hierarchy of importances, and
an auguring place where he may find out what to do and think, in short, a
total explanation of man.  And this totality is obtained not by actually
explaining everything, but by an encasement of its activity, a severe and
absolute restriction of attention, such that everything that is not explained
is not in view.

.     .     .

In the medical sciences, the most prominent scientism, I think, has been
psychoanalysis.  Its central superstition is repressed childhood sexuality. .
. . And it too, like Marxism, demands total commitment, initiation
procedures, a worshipful relation to its canonical texts, and gives in return
that same assistance in decision and direction in life which a few
centuries ago was the province of religion.
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It remains only to situate Freudianism definitively within the taxonomy of religion.  But

before doing so, we must, once and for all, dispose of the rival views of Freudianism as

a genuine science, or a pseudoscience, or a philosophy of life, or a secular humanist

myth, or a postmodern "text."



Is psychoanalysis merely a pseudoscience?

In recent years, there has been a groundswell of informed opinion that Freudianism is

an exemplary case of pseudoscience.  While casual thinkers continue to believe that

Freud was a genius, a majority of educated persons now understand that

psychoanalytical propositions cannot bear strict scientific scrutiny.  Psychoanalysis

continues to fall into disrepute, and today the number of true believers may be smaller

than the number of confirmed skeptics.  (The current status of Freudianism in the

therapeutic profession may be gathered from a brief conversation I had with a therapist

who indicated his continued commitment to long-term psychotherapy with a

"psychodynamic" theoretical underpinning.  I questioned him further, and he said his

approach could be viewed as "Freudian without the emphasis on sex and aggression." 

Freudianism without sex and aggression is like Christianity without the crucifixion and

the resurrection.)

Given this state of affairs, many readers may be confused or even annoyed by

my insistence that Freudianism should be treated as a religion rather than a

pseudoscience.  The distinction is crucial, and not merely a matter of semantics –

although, as S. I. Hayakawa pointed out more than 60 years ago, "semantic

differences" are more important than most people think.

At the outset, let me admit that if Freudianism is a religion, it is certainly also a



Is psychoanalysis merely a pseudoscience? - 536

pseudoscience.  Karl Popper famously suggested that "falsifiability" is the hallmark of

scientific propositions: therefore "unfalsifiability" is the touchstone of pseudoscience. 

Frank Cioffi puts the matter this way:

It is characteristic of a pseudo-science that the hypotheses which
comprise it stand in an asymmetrical relation to the expectations they
generate, being permitted to guide them and be vindicated by their
fulfillment but not to be discredited by their disappointment.

Frederick Crews has devoted a great deal of attention to this subject and is worth

quoting at length from the introduction to his literary study The Critics Bear It Away:

As I painfully came to realize . . . psychoanalysis amounts to a classic
pseudoscience – that is, an allegedly scientific doctrine that fends off
counterexamples, and thus shields its postulates from falsification, in
indefensible ways.  In its normal practice, psychoanalysis gratuitously
proliferates constructs and hypotheses; it seizes upon "deep" causal
factors without first weighing simpler ones; it turns its back on the
scientific requirement that a given explanatory framework be tested
against others instead of just being employed and elaborated; it relies on
anecdotal and self-servingly edited instantiations; it uses tainted data
(anything-but-"free" associations) as supporting evidence; it encourages
extraordinary hermeneutic liberties that allow the interpreter to see
confirmations of his hunches everywhere; it wildly overstates its
therapeutic successes and then cites them as demonstrations of the
theory; and it declares that the only people qualified to criticize that theory
are those who have been indoctrinated in the lengthy regimen of thought
reform accompanying it.  These are telltale signs of a cultlike indifference
to the risks of error.

At the time I wrote [The Sins of the Fathers in 1966], I was already
dimly aware of these liabilities, but they struck me as the institutional and
behavioral lapses of epigones who had fallen away from Freud's scientific
rigor.  It gradually sank in on me, however, that Freud had initiated every
psychoanalytic malpractice, from chronically lying about his cures to
accusing his critics of mental illness to plugging leaks in the theory with
such improvisations as "the constitutional factor," the repetition
compulsion, the death instinct, and Lamarckian memory traces of a primal
crime.  When I could finally bring myself to ask what objective grounds he
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had produced to warrant acceptance of his system, all I could find was a
cloudy tale about a heroic self-analysis; a series of artfully composed
case histories about patients who, one could make out, had been
browbeaten by the therapist without experiencing lasting relief from their
symptoms; and many suave assurances about imminently forthcoming or
previously supplied proofs that are nowhere to be found in the record.  It
is logically possible, or course, that a theorist could commit all these
offenses against the empirical ethos and still be justified in his substantive
claims.  But someone would be ill-advised, I finally saw, to take the
prospect very seriously.

Since Freudianism apes, however badly and dishonestly, the protocols of science and

since the propositions set forth by Freud are notoriously unfalsifiable, psychoanalysis

certainly meets the criteria of pseudoscience.  But if we use the passage from Crews to

construct a definition of pseudoscience, we will find that most of his statements

describe the propositional assertions of religion just as well.  In fact, there are

resemblances even between legitimate science and religion.  Religion, too, originates

in observation, whether of the wind that blows and the lightning that strikes, or of the

appearance of design in the world and the universe.  Religion, too, offers explanatory

hypotheses.  And it tests them by its own means: every believer will tell you that the

dogma has been confirmed by his experiences.  He has prayed and his prayers have

been answered; Christ has come into his heart and effected a change of heart; God

has performed a miracle in his life.

Furthermore, serious theologians arrange and rearrange their propositions in a

manner not dissimilar to that of scientists, and often proceed with a formidable

intellectual rigor.  Their syllogisms are likely to be logically impregnable: If A, then B. 

The secular humanist dissents from the axioms at the beginning, but will often be at a
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loss to find any mistake in the logic thereafter.

Julian Jaynes goes so far as to make a direct comparison between science and

religion:

We sometimes think, and even like to think, that the two greatest
exertions that have influenced mankind, religion and science, have
always been historical enemies, intriguing us in opposite directions.  But
this effort at special identity is loudly false.  It is not religion but the church
and science that were hostile to each other.  And it was rivalry, not
contravention. . . . They were two giants fuming at each other over the
same ground.

His point is that scientists too are seeking after the constitution of the world, in hopes of

providing answers to the pressing questions of life.  The impulse that propels a young

scientist into the laboratory may be almost religious.

What, then, is the difference between religion and pseudoscience on the one

hand and science on the other?  It is simply that both the religionist and the

pseudoscientist permit themselves, in the formulation of the axioms that will drive the

entire conceptual system, a latitude that the scientist must, in all conscience, forsake. 

Meta-physical propositions, which are rejected by the scientist for lack of grounding in

the materiality of the world, will be acceptable to both the religionist and the

pseudoscientist.  All religion and all pseudoscience will at some point smuggle in

assertions of super-natural or para-normal agency.  Some force will be proposed that

cannot be found by scientific instruments.

To put the matter in a single sentence: all religions are pseudoscientific; but

pseudosciences are not necessarily religions.  Put another way: pseudoscience, like
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science itself, does not necessarily impinge upon those concerns we label religious; but

religion always impinges upon the domain of science, because all religions claim to

give true knowledge about the world – reliable information about what is.

The trope of the two cultures was a reflection of the times: it went hand-in-hand

with the complacent liberal view that, in the educated 20th century mind, religious

propositions are "fictions" (as defined by philosopher Hans Vaihinger) and are

understood to be such by believers.  Sadly, physicists are much likelier to believe that

the picture of an atom as a miniature solar system is a fiction than Christians are to

believe that the Incarnation is a fiction.  Today, science still does battle with religion

over ultimate control of the one and only culture.  Fundamentalists have trotted out first

"Creation Science" and now "Intelligent Design" under their standard, and succeeded,

if not in taking over biology departments nationwide, at least in dumbing down the

presentation of evolution in almost every high school textbook in America.  (It is not

necessarily an easy assignment for the teacher to explain to students that, scientifically

speaking, evolution is a theory but Intelligent Design is not even a theory; or that it is

good science to admit that the origin of life or the origin of the universe is a mystery,

and good science to hypothesize about these origins in terms of the properties of

matter, but bad science to hypothesize about these origins in terms of a supernatural

agency.)  To fundamentalists, the book of Genesis has always been a scientific book: it

makes definite statements about topics considered by the rest of us to be the province

of science.  It tells us how the universe was created, how homo sapiens originated, and

how the separate races of humankind came into existence.  Genuine fundamentalists
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have always believed these statements and disbelieved the contrary statements of

physicists, geologists, and biologists.  Many scientists like to say – naively and falsely, I

think – that scientific knowledge need not disturb religious faith.  That is as it may be. 

But fundamentalists have never promised – and know better than to promise – that they

will leave science alone.  It would be intellectually incoherent to do so.  If I knew,

beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the earth cannot be more than 6,000 years old, then I

would have no choice but to theorize into existence a "scientific" explanation for this

piece of absolute truth – just as Einstein abandoned the effort to disprove the

astounding and inconvenient truth that the speed of l ight remains constant in all frames

of reference, and instead proposed something altogether incredible that would fit with

this amazing datum.

Biologist Stephen Jay Gould's magnanimous offer of a truce between science

and religion is thus destined to be rejected by fundamentalists even if unwisely

embraced by scientists.  Gould was reckless and short-sighted when he proposed that

scientists leave the moralizing to the theologians, because human morality has to fall

into line with human possibility, and the churchmen – setting aside for the moment their

record of susceptibility to every human evil – have shown themselves to be resolutely

ignorant of what sort of creature they and their parishioners are.  We need our social

scientists to continue the scientific investigation into human nature and to try to

acquaint moralists with their findings.  But Gould was completely pie-eyed to imagine

that religionists would or could reciprocate and keep their hands off science.  Religion

by definition establishes not only eternal truth but a limit to truth, and imposes a duty on
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its adherents to resist, as forcefully as circumstances require, any incursion into its

precincts – and its precincts extend to the edge of the visible and invisible universe.

To compound the confusion between the two cultures, vast numbers of the very

thinkers who dismissed theistic religion at mid-century were Marxists and Freudians

who were themselves hopelessly stupefied by propositions that were just as

metaphysical as those of fundamentalist Christianity.  They thought science had

overcome religion, whereas they were really taking part in a much more familiar

scenario – a battle among competing religions.  And this leads us to the point that

"secular religion" is not an oxymoron: devout communists all over the world throughout

the 20th century organized their entire lives around their commitment to the infallible

propositions of orthodox Marxism.  We can find no analogue for their behavior among

the disciples of pseudosciences.  We must adjust our nomenclature to allow us to

categorize the dogmatic forms of Marxism and Freudianism as "secular religions,"

because we cannot make sense of the behavior of their true believers using any other

model.  Millions of communists sacrificed themselves for the cause of Marxism,

displaying a faith and stubbornness that reminds us of nothing so much as the

Christian martyrs.

A note of caution, however: the term "secular religion" has been appropriated by

some lazy writers to designate any compelling personal commitment whatsoever.  We

are accustomed to seeing satirical references to the secular religions of work, or

shopping, or golf.  After setting aside these ironic usages, we will still find it useful to

obliterate the distinction between the "sacred" and "secular" religions, because what
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they have in common far outweighs what distinguishes them.

When Richard Shweder calls psychoanalysis a secular religion, he means

merely that it "tries to address the deeper meanings of life."  We might label any long-

term therapy the same way; and we are back to flirting with the empty notion that opera

can be a secular religion.  But Freudianism and Marxism are not just ideas and

philosophies: they are imbued with metaphysical forces and have spawned institutions

of byzantine complexity.  Their scholars burrow everywhere; their encyclopedias

address every human concern.  Freudianism very little resembles Transactional

Analysis, but is uncannily akin to Roman Catholicism.

What, then, distinguishes religion – all religion, whether theistic or atheistic,

secular or sacred – from pseudoscience?  First, the breadth of the concerns addressed

and the extent of the claims that are made: whereas pseudoscience gives solutions to

problems in demarcated disciplines – biology, chemistry, physics, psychology – religion

explains the origin and destiny of the universe and the meaning of human life.  As an

inevitable concomitant of these truth-claims, religion prescribes a moral code of

conduct.

Second, religions exhibit most or all of the following features: a revered founder,

thought to be a god or superhumanly wise, who has revealed a great and hitherto-

unknown or unappreciated truth; a sacred scripture, which is the repository of the

revelation, and is thought to be infallible and – of utmost importance – unchangeable; a

clergy that safeguards the truth of the revelation and teaches it to the laity; and an

institution or community of believers defined by their agreement on the key points of the
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revelation.

Put this way, religion does not depend upon a bel ief in gods, and it no longer

causes confusion to point out that Buddhism is, strictly speaking, atheistic.  The stature

of the Buddha and his teachings, and the existence of teachers and monasteries, all

point to the religious nature of Buddhism.  If apologists try to claim that Siddartha

himself was notably silent about metaphysical issues, and spoke mostly as a

psychologist, it nonetheless cannot be denied that believers today embrace karma and

reincarnation as important organizing ideas, and that these are metaphysical concepts.

Perhaps the line between religion and pseudoscience will become clearer if we

call to mind some of the exemplary pseudosciences of the past.  Alchemy, the

philosopher's stone, phlogiston theory, the theory of the ether, phrenology, 19th

century racial biology: all these belief systems were heartily embraced as solutions to

problems in chemistry, physics, biology, and psychology; yet none of them made claims

that competed directly with established religions or gave rise to priestly cults devoted to

past founders and perfected revelations.  Indeed, these theories continued to evolve,

as true scientific theories do, whereas the hallmark of religious revelation is that, in its

essentials, it is fixed forever and cannot be altered by the passage of time or by new

findings.

A representative pseudoscience

We can sharpen the line between religion and pseudoscience, and at the same time
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place Freudianism squarely in the camp of religion, by examining in greater depth a

genuine pseudoscience from the field of psychology itself.  The theory of the four

"humours" sufficed to explain all human behavior to Elizabethan intellectuals, and

incidentally served Shakespeare a lot better in the depiction of character than

Freudianism served Eugene O'Neill.  At the same time, belief in the humours did not

compete with religion in the least.

According to the theory, four substances flow through the human body – blood,

choler, phlegm, and melancholy.  A "normal" person (Horatio in Hamlet) evinces a

proper balance among the four.  A preponderance of one humour over all the rest

creates a marked character-type (for instance, the melancholy man, such as Antonio in

The Merchant of Venice).  The infinite number of possible proportions produces the

infinite variety of human personalities.

In addition to the character deformation produced by an excess of one of the

humours, personality can also be warped by the adustion, or burning, of one of the

humours, which causes something akin to a mental illness.  It is quite possible that

Shakespeare conceived of Hamlet as suffering from a bout of "melancholy adust." 

Certainly Hamlet is given to fits of manic irritability and activity in the midst of his

depressive torpors.

By combining the various humours, and allowing for their adustion, Elizabethan

psychologists could offer a convincing explanation for any accurately observed

behavior.  As far as a playwright is concerned, it is not clear that there would be any

advantage that would accrue to a more scientific explanation invoking levels of
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serotonin in the brain.

Theorists further associated the humours with four organs of the body, the four

elements, the four seasons, the four ages of man, and four times of day.  So

melancholy originates in the spleen, predominates in autumn, characterizes middle

age, and peaks between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m.  Why not?  Once we are liberated from the

constraints of empiricism, we can go on building connections until nothing in the world

is left unexplained.  At which point the theory will have done what we wanted it to do all

along.

If you are left sputtering that there is no such thing as a substance produced by

the gall bladder that characterizes people who are touchy, I must hasten to agree – you

have gone to the nub of the matter.  This is why we label the humours pseudoscientific. 

But there is also no such thing as infantile libido that can be accumulated, dammed up,

and misdirected toward anal eroticism.  There is no proven connection between an

"anal stage" of child development and a phase of evolutionary development that our

species passed through thousands of years ago.  And there is no connection between

this putative stage and the adult traits of thrift and orderliness.  There is merely

evidence that certain types of people are miserly, pinched, and stubborn while others

are generous, expansive, and flexible – just as there is evidence that people are

sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic and melancholy.

If what you crave is explanation, then the theory of the humours proves that any

theory, any structure, will do.  If what you require is utility, I might be tempted to take its

usefulness to a great playwright as evidence in a theory's favor.  But something more is
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required if it is to be judged a scientific theory.  Freud's ability to make a few fruitful

observations about the constipated character-types he observed in his psychiatric

practice no more vindicates the empirical truth of psychoanalytic theory than

Shakespeare's ability to accurately portray a choleric individual on the stage validates

the theory of the humours.

Now consider the two great religions of the 20th century in the light of this discussion of

pseudoscience.  Consider the importance of the persons of Marx and Freud, the

confidence that disciples place in the writings of these men, the devotion of true

believers to the Communist Party or to their psychoanalytic institute, and the abject

faith of ordinary party cell members in their leaders and of patients in their analysts. 

Note again, as the most telling detail, that the dogma is believed to be true for all

places and at all times.  A pretense is made that further research is encouraged: there

are Marxist studies and there are psychoanalytical papers.  But results are

automatically thrown out if they conflict with the eternal verities discovered by the

founders or set forth by the keepers of the official doctrine.  Dialectical materialism and

the Oedipus complex are considered to be laws of nature, and the believer will no more

abandon them than the Christian will abandon his belief in the existence of God.

Even astrology – that pseudoscience par excellence, and one that impinges

most closely on religious concerns – cannot bear comparison with dogmatic Marxism

and Freudianism as a genuine religion.  There is no founder, no scripture, no

priesthood, no church.  Astrology predicts the future and explains the formation of
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character, but goes no further.  Indeed, a good case could be made that astrology, like

the pseudosciences in general, admits that some arguments can count against its

premises, whereas Freudianism and Marxism, as genuine religions, do not.  Your

astrologer takes a professional risk – one that no wise psychoanalyst will take – by

making certain predictions and giving specific advice.

The theory of the humours was readily abandoned in the light of further

evidence.  Phrenology disappeared within a space of 50 years.  We cannot imagine

this happening with any of the major world religions; and it appears to be increasingly

unlikely that it can happen with Freudianism, although the pool of true believers

continues to shrink.

A pseudoscience explains one thing; a religion explains everything.  A

pseudoscience may become a consuming intellectual interest, like music or stock car

racing; a religion is a theory and practice covering all that we are and all that there is. 

Freudianism instantly became a way of life among the members of the Wednesday

Evening meeting, just as Marxism came to dominate every waking thought of the

members of Communist Party cells in the 1930s.  Janet Malcolm's account of the New

York Psychoanalytic Institute revealed that its members spend most of their spare time

with each other, talking shop.  It is no accident that we have even seen, in the post-

Freudian world, the rise of "psychiatric cults," in which the adherents live together and

devote all their leisure hours to therapy sessions, and that the line between these and

genuine religious cults is impossible to draw.  Scientology, for instance, is classed as a

religion, although the disciples take "courses" that are essentially therapeutic.  If the
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"clearness" to be obtained through "Dianetics" is religion rather than pseudoscience,

why is the resolution of the Oedipus complex through dream interpretation

pseudoscience rather than religion?  In each case, the dupe places himself, and large

chunks of his money, entirely in the hands of a priestly expert, who himself consults an

authoritative scripture laid down by an infallible founder.

I will admit that evolutionary psychology, today's most prominent pseudoscience,

constitutes an in-between case, but one that does not ser iously disturb my model. 

Resolute atheists like Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett cannot be assimilated to

the religious template even after we do full justice to the intensity of their commitment to

the metaphysics of memes.  Two factors in their profile, however, give me pause.  First,

their extraordinary reverence for Darwin is so redolent of religious veneration that the

phrase "Darwinian fundamentalist" is gaining currency as a descriptor of those

evolutionists who believe that natural biological selection provides the key to solving

even the most sophisticated puzzles about human consciousness and culture.  Second,

so pronounced is the fervor of their atheism that they appear to argue that a proper

understanding of evolution should replace religion in intellectual life.  This implies that

Darwinism, like Freudianism to a psychoanalyst, gives the solution to all the questions

previously posed and answered by religion, or, where it fails to do so, demonstrates

that those questions are unanswerable in principle.  Any intellectual construct that is

thought to be powerful enough to annihilate religion is likely to be almost religious itself

in its breadth and scope.  When it is held with a tenacity that seems dogmatic in its

obstinacy, we rightly become suspicious.  But for all these red flags, Darwinian
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fundamentalism is not a religion: even if we see another instance of the infallible

founder and his sacred scripture, that founder was a true scientist and his book a

genuine contribution to science; and in his followers, we do not find cult-like behavior

issuing in a paranoid institution, a priesthood guarding the esoteric revelation,

elaborate initiation ceremonies, and a ritualized way of life.  Evolutionary psychology, in

the last analysis, is merely a strong belief of consuming interest and importance to its

partisans, who, in their passionate advocacy, resemble politically obsessed and

actively engaged right-wing Republicans rather than Jehovah's Witnesses.

Freud, in contradistinction, is truly a religious figure, and not merely a

pseudoscientist, because he thought he had exposed the secret constitution of the

universe of human sentience; and he then built up a Masonic-type order around this

revelation.  Like any fundamentalist Christian or orthodox Marxist, he saw meaning

everywhere, reduced everything he saw to a logical system, and expounded a complete

determinism.  He is a metaphysician because the agencies, drives, and complexes he

postulated are impalpable, invisible, and undetectable by scientific instruments.  Since

the behaviors that his metaphysical entities supposedly explain can be better explained

by palpable, visible, detectable causes, he takes his rightful place next to the great

misleaders of humanity.  Because the worldly empire he erected on the strength of his

metaphysics is kept up by means of intellectual chicanery and the besotted gullibility of

its followers, it bears today almost no resemblance to therapeutic schools like

Transactional Analysis and is instead best compared to Christian Science or

Scientology.



Is psychoanalysis merely a humanist hermeneutics?

Most Freudians today naturally reject my imputation that psychoanalysis is a religion,

but they are stung by the accusation that it is a pseudoscience.  Since they find it

difficult to defend the empirical basis of their system in light of the critique aimed at it

during the past two decades, they prefer to adopt some version of the claim that

Freudianism never was meant to be strictly scientific.  Richard A. Shweder says that

psychoanalysis is not medicine or therapy, but it does enable us to "address the deeper

meanings of life."  Alan A. Stone says that psychoanalysis is not a natural science but

"an interpretive discipline," an "art form," and the work of a philosopher rather than a

scientist.  Freud, he avers, helps us to understand "the moral adventure of life."  Daniel

Mendelsohn says that Freud may be scientifically wrong, but he is important

nonetheless as "a mythographer of the soul."  George Steiner says that Civilization and

Its Discontents is a "poetic construct" and the death drive a "philosophic trope."

With this desertion of the rats from the sinking ship, Freud is left standing

heroically alone (where he liked to imagine himself to be) as almost the sole remaining

proponent of the view that Freudianism is science; but he is, as always, a very powerful

and superficially persuasive advocate in his own cause.  Therefore I will allow him to

make his own case in his own words and refute his turncoat followers: Freudianism

during the life of its founder was always advertised as science, in unmistakably
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combative language.  Having demonstrated this, we can still consider the possibility

that the revisionist faction is more right about Freud than Freud was.

The writers cited above, who are in the vanguard of those scholars who are

pumping for the new user-friendly Freudianism, are wrong twice over: they assert that

psychoanalytical ideas can and should survive as potent "truths" even though these

ideas are not, strictly speaking, empirical; and they argue that Freud knew all along that

his "very grave philosophy" was not scientific.  I hope that, in the course of this treatise,

Freud's ideas – the castration complex, the inborn inferiority of women, the

phylogenetic memory of the killing of the father by the brothers banded together – have

impressed my readers as both unempirical and unimportant.  But let us once and for all

settle the question of whether Freud wrote as a scientist or as a novelist.

In the face of Freud's own repeated statements to the contrary, the writers who

deny that Freud considered his papers to be scientific reports must resort to various

subterfuges in staking their claims.  Some point to the difference between the "soft"

sciences like sociology and psychology and the "hard" sciences like chemistry and

physics.  I have had it carefully explained to me that the German language has two

words for science – Naturwissenschaft and Geistwissenschaft.  But some of these

defenders themselves fail to distinguish between psychoanalysis as a healing art and

psychoanalysis as the set of putatively falsifiable propositions underlying that art. 

Freud was clear about the difference, and insisted that the second type of

psychoanalysis is entirely empirical.

It is true that a psychologist cannot proceed with the rigor of a chemist; but there
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are standards nonetheless.  Do little girls feel incomplete because they lack penises, or

don't they?  If they do, is this because patriarchal society has empowered men and

oppressed women, or because, as Freud argued vehemently, "anatomy is destiny" and

men are biologically superior?  Does this biological superiority also entail moral

superiority, as Freud insisted again and again?  To say that an assertion about human

psychology cannot always be tested in the laboratory is not to issue a blank check to

be filled out any way that the "researcher" wishes.

Given that Freud was well able to express himself in a forceful and sometimes

elegant style – even his opponents concede that he wrote well – and to state clearly, if

not what he actually did, certainly what he thought he was doing, it seems only sensible

to let him speak for himself before turning to Messieurs Shweder, Stone, Mendelsohn,

and Steiner for clarification.  In The Future of an Illusion, one of his most courageous

books, Freud, in prose of great lucidity, with arguments that are rational and

compelling, labeled religion an infantile neurosis, a wish-fulfillment fantasy, an illusion;

and as a counterpoise to the error of religion, proposed the truth of science.  No work

more clearly reveals his own belief about the place of psychoanalysis in the realm of

knowledge:

In point of fact psychoanalysis is a method of research, an impartial
instrument, like the infinitesimal calculus, as it were.

The apologists who say that Freud never claimed to be a scientist – Freud would have

preferred enemies to friends like these – have to contend with a multitude of similar

statements.  Five minutes with the Standard Edition will suffice to prove their contention



Is psychoanalysis merely a humanist hermeneutics? - 553

false.  Open at random and you will soon find an assurance that psychoanalysis is

based upon careful observation and scientific elaboration.  The quote I have selected,

from a 1925 paper, "The Resistances to Psychoanalysis," is especially useful because

it alludes to the distinction between hard and soft science:

So it comes about that psychoanalysis derives nothing but disadvantages
from its middle position between medicine and philosophy.  Doctors
regard it as a speculative system and refuse to believe that, like every
other natural science, it is based upon a patient and tireless elaboration of
facts from the world of perception . . . . [Emphasis added]

Freud understood perfectly well that, inasmuch as some of its material originates in

verbal reports of subjective states, psychology cannot be quantifiable in the same way

that physics, or even medical science, is.  On the other hand, he insisted upon the

empirical basis of psychoanalysis in words that cannot be misconstrued.

Not only did Freud assume the mantle of science for himself, but, as Philip Rieff

points out, he took the battle into the enemy camp:

Too often in his early papers he assures us that everything is founded on
patient and direct observation.  So anxious was he to establish the
legitimacy of his movement that the complaint of "unscientific" is made
again and again of critics and renegades alike.

In fact, these complaints are not, as Rieff would like us to believe, confined to Freud's

"early papers."  After years of dropping such remarks, Freud in his old age finally gave

his full attention to defending the scientific foundation of psychoanalysis.  In the last of

his New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, he directly addressed the question of

what psychoanalysis claims to be:



Is psychoanalysis merely a humanist hermeneutics? - 554

Psychoanalysis, in my opinion, is incapable of creating a Weltanschauung
of its own.  It does not need one; i t is a part of science and can adhere to
the scientific Weltanschauung.

We might be forgiven for thinking that this statement – so forthright and unambiguous –

would settle the matter once and for all.  The reason it does not is simple: today's

Freudians, wishing to maintain the psychoanalytic empire while abandoning its claim to

be scientific, have no choice but to deny it.  Indeed, if they are to maintain Freudianism,

they must deny Freud himself here, because Freud's claim has been discredited again

and again.

Freud mistranslated – twice over

So it comes about that, just as Freud once faced a delicate intellectual quandary when

he needed to find a way abandon his patients' stories of seduction but not the sexual

etiology of hysteria, now contemporary Freudians want to abandon the "scientific

Weltanschauung" without relinquishing polymorphous perversity and the Oedipus

complex.  One solution is to blame Freud's translators.

In his book-length treatment of this issue, Freud and Man's Soul, Bruno

Bettelheim makes a superficially convincing case by showing the extent to which

Freud's German was mistreated by the translators of the so-called Standard Edition,

which is the only version of Freud's works that is consulted by most English-speaking

readers.
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He begins by demonstrating that James Strachey, the principal translator, was

insensitive to the way Freud's literary and cultural inheritance enriched his writing. 

Bettelheim makes a plausible complaint that the Standard Edition flattens the

suggestiveness of Freud's allusions.  Some of the choices of the translators are indeed

unfathomable: for instance, an ordinary German word, Massenpsychologie, for which

an ordinary English equivalent exists ("mass psychology"), was rendered instead as

"group psychology" – even though Freud could have written Gruppenpsychologie had

he so wished.  Inevitably, an English reader thinks of a "group" of people as a room-

sized gathering, while Freud's German word means "a mass of people" and perfectly

fits his subject, which is mob psychology.  Similarly, Freud could have used Zivilisation,

but preferred Kultur; yet Strachey translated Kultur as "civilization."  It is true that the

German Kultur has connotations that are wider than the English word "culture," but the

context makes that obvious, and a simple expedient – one that I have occasionally

adopted – is simply to capitalize the English word.  However that may be, the English

word "civilization" has connotations that go too far beyond those of Kultur.  Similarly,

Freud had at hand the word Instinkt, but opted for Triebe.  In this case, Strachey's

unfortunate rendering of the German word as "instinct" instead of "drive" has been so

often remarked that, in the new edition of his translation, Bettelheim's suggestion is

being quietly adopted.  I have myself anticipated this change in my own citations from

the Standard Edition.

Perhaps more damaging was the rendering of ordinary German, not into ordinary

English, but into Latin and Greek: where Freud used familiar German words for which
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exact English equivalents were available, the translators coined new, polysyllabic

terms, such as cathexis, parapraxis and scopophilia.  Most famously, "the it," "the I,"

and "the above-I" were translated as "the id," "the ego," and "the superego."  I have

charted most of the poor translations cited in Bettelheim's book:

German original Standard Edition Bettelheim's translation

Seele mind soul

Triebe instinct drive

das Es the id the it

das Ich the ego the I

das Über-Ich the superego the above-I

Fehlleistung parapraxis faulty achievement

Besetzung cathexis occupation

Abwehr defense warding off

Verdrängung repression repulsion

Einfall free association coming spontaneously to one's mind

Massenpsychologie Group Psychology Mass Psychology

Kultur civilization culture

Unbehagen discontent uneasiness, discomfort

These translations have in common a turn toward the learned, toward pseudo-medical

Latinate jargon:

Freud's direct and always deeply personal appeals to our common
humanity appear to readers as abstract, depersonalized, highly
theoretical, erudite, and mechanized – in short, "scientific" – statements
about the strange and very complex workings of our mind.

Nonetheless, it needs to be pointed out that Strachey betrayed only the tone, but not
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the meaning, of Freud's original; and while it might suit Bettelheim better if Freud's

claim to be scientific could be minimized in translation, in keeping with his own view of

Freud as a humanist and healer, no one can plausibly claim that the German original

supports such a minimization.  The gaucheries of the Standard Edition that Bettelheim

points out fail to convince us that the translation is so poor that readers in English have

been barred from understanding Freud.

Strachey's translation is for the most part accurate.  His decision to translate into

Latin instead of English was silly, but he translated into good Latin.  And is "faulty

achievement" so superior to "parapraxis"?  Freud is in fact coining a term, but in

English the literal translation strikes the ear, not as paradoxical and thought-provoking,

but as weird and incoherent.  In any case, Freud goes on to give so many clear

examples of "Freudian slips" that no reader will fail to comprehend what a parapraxis

is.

What are we to say, then, of the current project, underwritten by Penguin Books,

to put out a new edition emphasizing Freud as a humanist rather than a scientist?  The

hiring of a sophisticated "anti-Freudian Freudian" as general editor, and of a whole

bevy of translators who will not even be required to read each other's contributions and

to standardize the psychoanalytic terminology from one volume to the next, indicates a

desperate agenda to reinvent Freud as a postmodern poet-philosopher by fair means

or foul.  After all, Freud's books were written by one person, not a committee; and they

are mostly consistent with one another.  When Robert S. Boynton, writing in The New

York Times on June 10, 2000, suggests that the Standard Edition has been criticized
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because it "medicalized psychoanalysis by imposing a spurious scientific consistency

on Freud's sprawling works," he retails uncritically the line taken by latter-day Freudian

apologists, and attributes to Strachey's translation what is clearly the fault of the

original.  Freud spuriously insisted upon the scientific basis of psychoanalysis; the

translator merely did his duty.  If Strachey's English neologisms are clumsy where

Freud's German neologisms are pithy, this is a fault, but a fault of style rather than

substance, and hardly one to justify the contention that we readers have never yet had

a trustworthy version of Freud's writings in English.  What we are seeing, under the

cover of a hue and cry over Strachey's alleged errors, is a bizarre attempt to salvage

Freud today by intentionally mistranslating him.  The Penguin project is, frankly,

dishonest in its very inception.

Before leaving it, we should note that Freud's statement that psychoanalysis does not

need a Weltanschauung of its own is disingenuous: devotees of psychoanalysis most

certainly have adopted psychoanalysis as a Weltanschauung, and the question is

whether Freud knew this perfectly well and pretended otherwise, or whether his

followers really have gone farther than he would have liked.  The evidence favors the

first hypothesis: Freud himself used psychoanalytic concepts to diagnose all religious

belief as infantile neurosis; to explain joking; to demonstrate that making money is a

sublimation of making a bowel movement; to locate the origin of social justice in

childish envy; to solve problems in history and anthropology; and to explicate paintings

and works of literature.
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This is taken from a 1922 article that he wrote for a German encyclopedia:

Psychoanalysis is not, like philosophies, a system starting out from a few
sharply defined basic concepts, seeking to grasp the whole universe with
the help of these and, once it is completed, having no room for fresh
discoveries or better understanding.  On the contrary, it keeps close to
the facts in its field of study, seeks to solve the immediate problems of
observation, gropes its way forward by the help of experience, is always
incomplete and always ready to correct or modify its theories.

Apparently Freud felt, like Humpty Dumpty in Alice in Wonderland, that he could make

words mean whatever he wanted them to mean.  He says psychoanalysis is not like

philosophy.  But that is exactly what it is like: in old age he admitted as much to the

poet Hilda Doolittle; and today this admission is the strategy of choice in the attempt to

keep him current.  He says it is not a system starting out from a few sharply defined

basic concepts.  But earlier in the same encyclopedia article, he identifies "the

cornerstones of psychoanalytic theory" as "the assumption that there are unconscious

mental processes, the recognition of the theory of resistance and repression, the

appreciation of the importance of sexuality and of the Oedipus complex."  He says

psychoanalysis does not seek to grasp the whole universe.  But it does claim to be a

"depth psychology" explaining the formation of character and personality, the cause of

all neurosis, and the origin of civilization.  It certainly attempts to grasp the whole

universe of the human psyche.

Is psychoanalysis always open to the correction or modification of its theories? 

At the time he was writing, Freud had already broken with several disciples who had

attempted such modifications.  These followers accepted the "cornerstones of
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psychoanalytic theory" and sought only to elaborate – not abandon – the theory of

libido.  In the decades since Freud's death, psychoanalysis has redrawn its boundaries

again and again, ever more narrowly, continuing to disinherit those ungrateful Oedipal

sons who have attempted to revise the tenets of the Father (proving again, not the

treachery of children, but the brittleness, the implacable fixedness, and the vengeance

of parents).  For every allowance that has been grudgingly made for some tiny

manifestation of revisionism – the object-relations people, with their emphasis upon the

pre-Oedipal relationship between mother and child, have been grumpily tolerated under

the Freudian tent – there have been innumerable sectarian bloodlettings over such

minutiae as whether a psychoanalyst would be justified in saying "I am sorry to hear

about your mother's death" at the beginning of a session with a bereaved patient.

Does psychoanalysis keep close to the facts in its field of study, rely upon

observation, and grope its way forward by the help of experience?  We have seen

again and again that Freud always begins with a sweeping concept, a huge

generalization, a root cause, a universal axiom, that he has typically drawn from a

single observation – of himself in the case of the Oedipus complex, of Little Hans in the

case of the castration complex, of the dream of Irma's injection in the case of dream

interpretation.  It is difficult even to comment on Freud's contention that psychoanalysis

keeps close to the facts, because there are so few of them to be found in his papers.  In

the writings about the acquisition of fire, for instance, there are no facts – just a piece of

speculation followed by interpretations of novels, myths, and dreams.  The situation is

only a little improved in the case histories.  The unadorned facts about Dora – there
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aren't many – fail to confirm the theory of the Oedipus complex and instead support

either the seduction theory or the feminist theory of the social construction of

symptoms.  But Freud overwhelms the factual narrative with "interpretations" of Dora's

symptoms, dreams, and offhand remarks, and comes away with the "proof" of his

newest Theory of Everything.  He does claim, throughout his oeuvre, that analytical

observations have borne out whichever theory du jour he is writing about, but he never

provides any quantification or scientific referencing.  Nor does he even bother to hide

his methodology, which is to generalize from a single case: in his paper "On the

Transformation of Drives with special reference to Anal Erotism," he candidly states

that he is basing his thesis on "numerous impressions, and in particular of one

specially cogent analytical experience."  But Freud's "impressions" and "experiences"

are highly unreliable: he thought he had observed a tendency in women to be vain

about the appearance of their genitals, a propensity of infants to soil only their parents,

and the strange happenstance that most animal rights activists were, as children, "little

sadists and animal-tormentors."  These findings were not backed up by anything we

would dignify today by the name of scientific research; still, we might have trusted some

of this anecdotal evidence as the fruit of long experience offered by a scientifically

detached observer if we did not have the letters to Fliess, which vividly paint for us the

opposite picture of a man carried away by ever-changing enthusiasms.  In any case,

Freud rarely has recourse even to invented facts: mostly he supports one theory, not

with an observation, but with another theory.
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The hundredth monkey phenomenon

If we could assume that Freud was a humanist who dabbled speculatively in literature,

psychology, and anthropology, we would have a much saner picture of the man. 

Indeed, this is what he was.  But he did not know that this is what he was.

Furthermore, such an approach to him opens a can of worms about the "two

cultures" – about how truth comes in two varieties, the poetic and the scientific. 

Muddleheaded humanists and even some physicists are fond of saying that science

gives us one kind of truth and Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn" or even Bach's

Chaconne for solo violin gives us another.

At a time when science was putting philosophy and religion out of business, and

the arts were becoming pretentious and unintelligible, this claim of a higher truth was

an excellent strategy for maintaining the prestige of the so-called humanities.  But it

rests upon an outrageous equivocation on the meaning of the word "truth."  Unlike the

humanist, the scientist uses the word to signify . . . well, the truth – the empirical, and

verifiable, fact.

Propositions, as Ludwig Wittgenstein famously put it, tell us what would be the

case if the proposition were true.  If the statement does not match the case, does not

match what is, it is not true.  If the statement cannot even be embodied in an intelligible

proposition – which is the situation with regard to most religious creedal statements, but

also characterizes Freud's proposal that a woman's moral inferiority is owing to the

castrating loss she never sustained of the penis she never had – it is also not true. 
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Wittgenstein understood how much these incoherent statements may matter to us, and

he did not discourage their use in ordinary conversation.  He only banned them from

scientific and philosophical discourse.  Such pseudo-propositions certainly can be

emotionally comforting – all kinds of good can flow, at least theoretically, from

statements that do not meet the simple test of telling us what is factually the case; but

no amount of good can make the proposition true.  On the other hand, a scientific

statement is either true or it is no good to science.

The late quartets of Beethoven contain, in the view of J. W. N. Sullivan, a record

of quasi-mystical experiences.  Listening to them is a temporal experience of an ebbing

and flowing of aural tension; this may, by way of analogy, resemble the tempo and

process of a meditative state.  Science cannot address these experiences in the same

direct way; and these experiences are important.  But there are no statements of fact in

the quartets that can be scientifically tested.  If, to a character in Aldous Huxley's Point

Counterpoint, the third movement of Beethoven's Quartet in A Minor proves the

existence of God, then it is only that character's assertion, "God exists," that can be

subjected to scientific scrutiny – with well-known results that require the scientist to be,

in the laboratory, an agnostic.

My entire life has been spent in the humanities.  Obviously, I believe that the two

cultures are both important; but they have little to do with one another.  Science deals

with what is; art, finally, is entertainment.  It may be, as a composer once said to me,

profound entertainment; and we need entertainment, which sometimes goes by names

like meditation, philosophy, transcendence, and self-actualization.  The more human
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we are, the more we crave food for our imagination.  But as a leisure time activity

directed toward the creation of an intense personal experience, art is totally unrelated

to science and is closer to sports.

The two cultures are united only at the starting gate: both are impelled by value. 

The attempt to promote a "value-free science" is one of the greatest mistakes ever

made in the history of human thought.  As we have already seen, it is value that

converts a datum into a fact, especially in a laboratory.  Data are infinite.  Trillions of

potential facts go unselected out of the blooming, buzzing confusion because they have

no value: they cannot serve our interests and therefore are not even noticed by us. 

This, indeed, explains how and why science can go so wrong: Freud's values

overwhelmed his ability to observe the environment with openness and genuine

curiosity.  No doubt he tried to gather data and to subject it to rigorous examination; but

he made up the fact-world of psychoanalysis out of the whole cloth of his value-world. 

We can acknowledge that complete "scientific" detachment is impossible without

relinquishing our hard-won position that unprejudiced observation of what truly is must

be the goal of the scientific investigator.  Difficult as it may be to do so, we must still

devote ourselves to sifting our premises dispassionately and winnowing out both the

falsehoods and the pseudo-facts that cannot be expressed as intelligible propositions. 

Certainly we can reject the proposals of "creation scientists" that it should once again

be permissible to count metaphysical statements as facts in a science classroom. 

Science alone confines itself solely to the realm of fact; science alone protects the

definition of "fact" from adulteration by our wishes, and provides, through the
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repeatability of its experiments, a method for the correction of the mistakes that occur

when our wishes get the better of us.

In contradistinction – and this is why there are two cultures – facts are incidental

to art: they are sometimes the stuff of art, but never the point of art.  Science, in its

commitment to facts only – to the truth and nothing but the truth – stands alone; and it

is distinct from, not only art and sport, but religion, therapy, and love.

We may, psychologically, need meaning in our lives more than we need facts. 

We may need art more than science.  But as Freud himself put it at the end of The

Future of an Illusion, if we think art gives us science, we are deluded.

Keats said, "Beauty is truth, truth beauty."  I have news for humanist scholars:

we have here a figure of speech, not a mathematical equation.  Keats thought the

comparison would lose something in poetic effectiveness if he rendered it as a simile –

"Beauty is like truth" – so he rendered it as a metaphor.  (I am sorry to have to deliver

this little lecture on high school poetics in the middle of an essay on Freud.  But some

scholars cannot distinguish a metaphor from a literal statement of fact, whether in

Keats's poem, Freud's writing, or a discussion of what it means to say that a statement

is true.  Keats was clear, but some of his readers are confused; Freud was confused,

and his readers are confused absolutely.)

I want to stay with the confusion for a moment, because the 21st century, no less

than the 19th, is awash in pseudoscience.  The reader should contemplate the serious

attention given by New Age enthusiasts to astrology, biorhythms, cryogenics,

reincarnation, astral projection, channeling, psychic readings, alien abductions, laetrile
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cancer treatments, and the Hundredth Monkey Phenomenon.  This last-named instance

is instructive, and worthy of a brief digression.

In Lifetide, a book published in 1979, biologist Lyall Watson told of an

astounding event involving Japanese macaques that live on scattered islands.  One

afternoon, a learned behavior – potato-washing – previously observed haphazardly

among a few members of a single troop on the island of Koshima, suddenly spread to

every member of the troop and also, spontaneously, to monkeys on other islands.  Here

was empirical evidence that consciousness operates as a collective, transcendental

field.

Watson referenced five papers by respected Japanese primatologists, but stated

that he was also relying upon private sources of information.

Within a few years, the "Hundredth Monkey" phenomenon was a pillar of New

Age pseudoscience.  I was myself gulled by an account I read in the early 1980s,

because the writer I was reading, who seemed trustworthy, trusted Watson, who

seemed trustworthy.  Not until 1984 did researchers like Ron Amundson go to the five

articles cited by Watson, there to discover that none of them said a single word about

the supposed miracle.  In 1986 Watson, under pressure to explain himself, referred to

his original presentation as "a metaphor of my own making."

Maureen O'Hara has since made a point of trying to set the record straight

whenever she encounters serious scholars who have been seduced by Watson's

misrepresentation.  But her efforts have not always been rewarded:

On two occasions (both gatherings of humanistic psychologists) when the
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monkey story was told, I tried to raise some of the issues raised here. 
When I suggested that the Hundredth Monkey story lay in the realm of
mythic thought, not scientific, the response was the same; the speakers
were unimpressed.  "Myths are as true as science," was the response. 
"It's a metaphor" was another.

It is not true that myths, even fructifying myths, are as true as science.  Science is true

or it is nothing at all.  Myths are not true.  If they were true, they would be science.

Postmodern Freud

But as long as we are canvassing the subject of myths, here is the current mantra

about Freud as chanted by Perry Meisel – a professor of English – in The New York

Times book review section, Sunday, March 15, 1998:

We should regard Freud's legacy as a literary one, and recognize Freud
himself without embarrassment as the mythic hero he wished to be.

We have seen that Freud insisted repeatedly, almost at the risk of irritating us, that he

was a scientist; but Meisel tells us to regard Freud's legacy as, not his findings, but his

writings about his findings, and to regard those writings merely as works of literature.  I

realize that to a professor like Meisel, the word "mythic" is redolent of connotations that

the rest of us cannot be expected to appreciate: but suffice it to say that even with a

dictionary in our laps, we are going to have difficulty understanding what it could mean

for a living man engaged in scientific research to wish himself to be a mythic hero.  And

even if he did think of himself this way, why should we?
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Here we encounter the postmodern variant of the strategy for keeping Freud

canonical, to wit: It was never science; it was always just a story; even so, it was such a

good story, and so well written, that it still has a place in our libraries and can still serve

as the foundation of a therapeutic regime devoted to its fictions.  An unspoken aspect

of this strategy is a modern equivalent of Origen's "double-truth" theory of Biblical

exegesis: the stupids, afflicted by literalism, will go on believing that it is science; we

sophisticates know better.

Thus Harold Bloom, the academically renowned one-man critical industry,

devotes a chapter to Freud as one of his 26 canonical authors of all time – a writer on

an even footing with Tolstoy.  But as will be apparent if you skip the chapter on Freud

and read only the chapter on Tolstoy, Bloom does not award his plaudits to authors

because they have anything arresting to say about life as it is or should be lived.  To

Bloom, literature is so purely an imaginative enterprise that he can discuss Tolstoy's

"Hadji Murad" as a character study and never even deign to mention that it contains a

moral indictment of our social and political values so searing that only a professor of

literature could read it without being changed by it.

Bloom and Freud deserve each other.  Bloom's entire career has been built on

his assertion that all literary creation is driven by "the anxiety of influence," but he now

denies what is obvious to everyone else, that this theory owes everything to Freud's

conception of a son's Oedipal rivalry with his father.  Displaying his own filial

ingratitude (which is sharper than a serpent's tooth), Bloom then proceeds to kill off his

literary father by dismissing Freud the thinker as the weakling son of the Bard of Avon:
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"Shakespeare is the inventor of psychoanalysis; Freud, its codifier."

Freud, as prose-poet of the post-Shakespearean, sails in Shakespeare's
wake; and the anxiety of influence has no more distinguished sufferer in
our time than the founder of psychoanalysis, who always discovered that
Shakespeare had been there before him, and all too frequently could not
bear to confront this humiliating truth.

Bloom's chapter on Freud is almost entirely about Shakespeare.  He proves

entertainingly enough that Freud wrote nonsense about Shakespeare; but he is unable

to grasp that Freud wrote nonsense about everything else as well, and that he is

himself writing nonsense about Freud.  Bloom is a pea out of the Freudian pod, having

elevated his idiosyncratic theory into a huge monument to himself, buttressed by

narcissistic self-esteem and the millions of words a driven man is able to produce

throughout a long career of self-justification.  He even resembles the Master in his

reflexive misogyny, perfectly recapitulating Freud's irritable and irrepressible hatred of

feminists.

But he isn't wrong when he takes Freud down: narcissists are often

preternaturally brilliant in their skewerings of other narcissists' pretensions.  I agree

with Bloom that Freud's theory should have been named after Hamlet instead of

Oedipus, and I concur with his calm assessment of the current state of Freudian

practice: "As a therapy, psychoanalysis is dying, perhaps already dead."  Therefore, he

says, "Freud's greatness as a writer is his actual achievement."  I would only change

the word "greatness" to the word "output."
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Dressing up Freud for the 21st century, Daniel Mendelsohn writes as follows in The

New York Review of Books, November 2, 2000:

Even if Freud is (scientifically) "wrong," as a writer – a mythographer of
the soul, let's call it – he produced rich and brilliantly textured narratives
that help us to think about the world and our lives in it.  Myth, after all, is a
lie that tells the truth. . . . The paradox that a myth, a fiction, can be truer
and more meaningful than "fact" is one that literature, rather than science,
alone can understand.

Mendelsohn's field happens to be literature, so he goes on to say that "Literature alone

can understand the world and our lives in it."

Mendelsohn has ramped up the rhetoric well beyond that of the purveyors of the

Two Cultures and the Hundredth Monkey: they said that myths are "as true as science";

Mendelsohn says that myths are even truer.  Even if they are, it hardly follows that

Werner Heisenberg and other scientists would be blind where Daniel Mendelsohn and

his fellow littérateurs can see.  But Mendelsohn is right to suggest that Heisenberg

would not have understood his clever little paradox – that lies tell the truth and that

fiction can be truer than fact – because Heisenberg valued clarity, and Mendelsohn's

mot is rendered so incoherently that a reader cannot pin it down enough to figure out

what it is saying.

By any ordinary dictionary definition of the word, if a myth "tells the truth," then it

isn't a lie, and it probably isn't a myth.  Mendelsohn, by his use of the word "truth," must

mean something more than truth.  But how much more?

Had he said merely that myth can be more meaningful than fact, there would be

nothing to dispute: meaning is in the eye of the beholder, and the whole history of
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humanity demonstrates, from day one down to the present day, that we have rejected

the evidence of the facts and found our meanings in lies and nonsense.  But had he

said, and meant, no more than this, it would open up the possibility that his view of

Freud is no different from mine – which is that The Interpretation of Dreams can take its

rightful place alongside The Revelation of St. John the Divine as an interesting and

colorful fiction that will provide a meaning of life to any person whose imagination is

sufficiently impoverished.

Mendelsohn, needless to say, thinks that Freud is truer than the last book of the

Bible, and also truer than the scientific studies that have demolished Freud's

description of the way memory operates.  So he disparages science and says that

Freud's myth can be "truer than fact."  Again, the most charitable interpretation is that

Mendelsohn is giving us here the old news that humans crave stories more than reality,

and that we get more "meaning" out of stories than we do out of science.  But he lacks

the wit to know that this is what he is giving us: from the evidence of his writing, he

thinks that myths provide us with an alternate or parallel but implicitly higher truth.

We can understand why he says this: he wants to raise the humanities to a

status equal to, and even above, that of the sciences; he wants to beat science on its

own turf.  His vaporous formulation shines a dim light on why professors of literature

today apply for grants in "research" rather than mere "scholarship."  But it is an elegant

lunacy, and a potentially dangerous lunacy at that, to postulate that such meaning is a

higher form of truth.  When meaning is afoot, truth never comes calling.  We make up

myths, not to get at truth, but to give ourselves psychological satisfaction.
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The really interesting paradox – and Mendelsohn embodies it to perfection – is

that we must believe our own fabrications.  Just as a placebo cannot heal us if we are

told that it is a placebo, our myths and religions have no power to charm us or to deliver

the requisite satisfaction if we know that they are lies.  Psychoanalysis would not be

efficacious to a patient who was informed at the outset that the Oedipus complex is a

late 19th century myth or a mere therapeutic construct; and Mendelsohn would not be

calling Freud a teacher of wisdom if he thought that Freud wrote fiction the way I think

Freud wrote fiction.  Mendelsohn thinks that Freud's "rich and brilliantly textured

narratives" illuminate our lives, presumably by offering valuable insights into such

matters as women's psychology and the displacement of our anally erotic urges.

The reader may wish to protest that I am being disingenuous: surely I "know

what he means" when Mendelsohn says that a myth is a lie that tells the truth.  If he

were discussing Homer or Aeschylus, I would assume that I did; but he is discussing

Freud.  He may pretend that Freud is just another writer, but no one in the general

public understands Freud this way – least of all the psychoanalysts, who have the

power to wreck the lives of their clients and charge money for doing so.  I would also

know better what Mendelsohn means if he knew better what he means.  In fact, his

belief that fictions are truer than facts is incoherent even after we allow for poetic

license; and his specific belief that Freudianism is scientifically (that is, factually)

wrong, yet can "help us to think about the world and our lives in it," is as pernicious as

any other belief in a false proposition.  Specifically, the proposition that young girls who

have been sexually assaulted by their fathers need to gain insight into their own
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seductive urges toward those fathers is as vile and potentially damaging as the

proposition found in The Protocols of the Elders of Zion that an evil, rootless,

cosmopolitan tribe has attached itself parasitically to the healthy races of the world.

Only the truth will help us to live in the world.  Calling Freud a mythographer

gets him exactly right, and we should no more believe in the Oedipus complex than in

the twelve labors of Hercules.  But Freud called himself an empiricist, and the biggest

lie of all is Mendelsohn's canard that his readers should, or do, take him in the same

spirit that they take Bullfinch's Mythology.  You can bet that Mendelsohn doesn't.  He

does not read the case history of Dora in the same spirit that he reads "The Fall of the

House of Usher" or teach it in a course titled "The Modern Short Story."  But the case

history of Dora is neither true nor a lie that tells the truth – it is a male author's erotic

fantasy, cast in the guise of a medical report, written by a writer who believes that it

really is a medical report.  It is a self-deluding lie that tells the public a defamatory lie

about an 18-year-old girl who was a real person and even recognizable to some of the

novella's early readers.

Freudian therapists believe that this lie is a case history.  And those few who

follow Meisel, Bloom, and Mendelsohn down the postmodern garden path – proclaiming

that the content of psychoanalysis is myth, metaphor, fiction – are not going to share

their deconstructionist epiphanies with the paying customers.  The patients don't need

to know that the Oedipal saga is just what it always was during the three millennia

before Freud – a storyteller's yarn.
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The postmodernist defense of psychoanalysis reaches its nadir in the reflections of

psychotherapist Alan A. Stone, writing in Harvard Magazine in 1997.  As the 100th

anniversary of the "discovery" of the Oedipus complex drew near, Stone gathered up

such fragments of Freudianism as could be shored against its ruins.  They were

precious few.  In his article, we finally arrive at the absurdist position toward which the

defenders had been tending for a long time: Freudianism is not true; it is not useful; yet

Freud is a giant whose ideas will live forever.

Let us begin by quoting Stone on analytic efficacy:

Now the important challenges for psychoanalytic therapy, as posed by our
critics, are first, that these developmental events have no important
causative relationship to the phenomena of psychopathology, and
second, that the self-descriptions generated by our explanatory theories
are both irrelevant and unverifiable.

The word "challenges" is misleading, because Stone agrees that the critics have

carried the day – he should have written "refutations."  Therefore, he argues, analysts

need to abandon the excavation of childhood, whether of its conscious memories or its

unconscious fantasies that are presumed to show up in dreams, because the

phenomenon of repression has not been verified, and there is in any event no evidence

that, where there is illness, it is "the repressed" that has "returned":

Psychoanalysts can no longer assert that what they learn about their
patient's childhood will help them to explain the etiology of the patient's
psychopathology, or even of the patient's sexual orientation.

Stone has bowed before the weight of empirical evidence and modified his technique
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accordingly:

I no longer ask my patients to lie on a couch and free associate, but I
certainly have not given up on face-to-face psychotherapy.  My focus is
almost entirely on the here and now, on problem-solving, and on helping
patients find new strategies and new ways of interacting with the
important people in their lives.

In other words, Stone has completely abandoned psychoanalysis as a therapeutic

technique.  He is not even non-Freudian; he is anti-Freudian.

When Stone turns to theory, Freudianism fares no better; but we encounter the

peculiar doublethink that infects so many of the Master's apologists.  These admirable

scholars – Erich Fromm, Philip Rieff, and Paul Robinson among them – admit to

Freud's failings and offer trenchant criticisms that perfectly serve my own destructive

purposes.  But they are unable to see that they have damaged him.  It is as though the

critic who demonstrates that J. Edgar Hoover was a hypocritical paranoid opportunistic

blackmailing publicity-obsessed megalomaniac were to end by saying that Hoover's

name will live forever as the greatest of all law enforcement icons.

Stone makes his stand on the basis of Freud's contribution to the history of

ideas; but to facilitate the defense, he, l ike most other apologists, describes Freud's

ideas in terms that become fuzzier and fuzzier.  (Hardly anyone today defends, or even

mentions, the castration complex: instead, Mark Edmundson tells us that Freud

understood "the civil war in the psyche," which would make him no more important than

any author from Homer forward; or Elisabeth Young-Bruehl tells us that "Freud shows

himself very sympathetic to the distortions in female sexuality produced by forms of
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social life based upon the oppression of women," a proposition as mendacious  as it is

brazen.  Perhaps Young-Bruehl meant to write "John Stuart Mill" rather than "Freud,"

which would convert the statement to sense.)  This strategy of rendering Freud's ideas

as humanistic mush frees the defender from having to stand by Freud as a biologist or

even a psychologist.  Stone calls psychoanalysis "an interpretive discipline rather than

a natural science."  Therefore "psychoanalysis, both as a theory and as a practice, is

an art form that belongs to the humanities and not to the natural sciences."  (Stone, like

all the other apologists, must blithely ignore Freud's pointed statements to the

contrary.)  "Freud," Stone assures us, "was more an artist/subjectivist/philosopher than

a physician/objectivist/scientist."

How did we get such a wrong idea about Freud?  Those damn translators . . . 

Ernest Jones and the official British translators of Freud's work were
particularly determined to present Freud to the readers of English as an
empirical scientist.

The blazing insight that Freud was not an empirical scientist came to Stone during a

research project, when he studied the letters and publications of 1895-1896:

What one discovers is that Freud had a new hypothesis every day.  It is
astonishing to see how little evidence he needed: a single patient hour
was enough to launch a whole new theory of mental illness.

This is my own finding exactly, from which I conclude that Freud cannot be trusted.  But

Stone believes that, after years of hasty generalization, Freud finally came up a winner. 

We can sooner imagine that a blind man will come to see by bumping into things and
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learning from his mistakes.

Freud was scientifically blind.  His absence of self-discipline was fatal to just

those acts of dispassionate observation and cautious verification that are required of a

scientist.  If he had ever stumbled upon a correct theory, he would not have known how

to distinguish it from the false theories; and he lacked, in any case, the patience to

collect the evidence that would substantiate it.  He did not know how to wait for facts. 

He could hardly wait out the afternoon, much less the years that a man like Darwin

waited while collecting a huge mass of data on a problem.  Freud's haste gave the

coup de grace to empiricism.

Freud's rampancy of theorizing is itself the virus that contaminates his theories. 

He never understood his affliction, so he never got over it.  Indeed, he was suffering

from the worst of all possible delusions: he thought he had gotten over it.  To Ernest

Jones, he confided that as a young man he "felt a strong attraction toward speculation

and ruthlessly checked it."  In The History of the Psychoanalytic Movement, he boasted

that he had "learned to restrain speculative tendencies."

We have to stay with the devastating evidence that no theory gains or loses in

plausibility by Freud's adhering to it or renouncing it.  The substantive truth of the

seduction theory is not in the least impugned by Freud's abandonment of it; the

dubious value of the Oedipus complex gains nothing by Freud's vouching for it.  We

have to stay focused on his facts, or rather the lack thereof.

In common with all the other apologists we have canvassed, Stone finds that

Freud's greatness is unshaken by any demonstration of his unempirical ways:
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Freud's Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality is a work of genius that
one can still read with amazement.  Freud considered it the core of
psychoanalysis.  These essays provided the twentieth century with a
revolutionary reconception of the human condition: psychosexual
development and the Oedipus complex.  The work is in some sense
empirical, and yet Freud provides almost no evidence and no direct
observational data for his sweeping conclusions.

I must digress a moment to say that the "one" who can still read this work "with

amazement" is Stone himself.  Elsewhere, he tells us this: "Even those like myself who

cannot read Freud's German are awed by the power of his rhetoric in translation."  No. 

I am not awed; a vast majority of people are not awed.  Stone is awed.  The power of

Freud's rhetoric is in the eye of the beholder; awe is a fact about a believer.

Surely we are entitled to wonder how a work bereft of evidence and data can be

still empirical "in some sense."  Stone answers this question later by dropping the claim

of empiricism altogether:

Plato, Hegel, Kant, Michelangelo, da Vinci, Shakespeare, Dostoevsky,
and Sartre helped to shape Western civilization and its conception of the
human condition without any systematic proofs of their contentions, and
so, I suggest, did Freud.

Exactly.  Philosophers and writers.  But rather substitute the names of Aristotle, Paul of

Tarsus, Luther, Milton, Franz Joseph Gall, Richard Wagner, Mary Baker Eddy, and

especially Ernst Haeckel and Wilhelm Fliess.

Finally, Stone throws in the towel, all the while continuing to extol the Three

Essays:
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Although the method is not recognizable as science, I know of no other
work in psychiatry or psychology so powerful, so lucid, and so
immediately convincing. . . . These ideas for me unequivocally establish
Freud's revolutionary genius, but I find no scientific method or science in
this great work.

You might as well say that the ideas, like those in Eddy's Science and Health, or The

Book of Mormon, or The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, just sound right.

Indeed, these essays were too convincing.  They are filled with what we
now recognize as horrifying mistakes (fixed ideas) about female sexuality
that were taken as scientific truth by psychoanalysis.

Remember that many commentators pointed out the mistakes at the time.  But notice

Stone's intellectual position.  A book without any empirical basis is published.  It is

"immediately convincing" and can be read "with amazement" still.  Yet some of the

ideas "we now recognize as horrifying mistakes."  (We're so smart.)  Well, which ones? 

Frankly, the ones that are unpopular in the liberal, enlightened, up-to-date circles that

Stone likes to frequent.  Are these ideas any less empirical than the other ideas

contained therein?  No – Stone has let the cat out of the bag – none of the ideas can

be considered empirical.  Why, then, have we singled out these ideas for anathema? 

Well, women, who from the beginning have constituted a large majority of the paying

customers for psychoanalysis, have gotten feisty about their portrayal in the works of

Freud.  They don't like it.  If children had any kind of political clout, perhaps they could

achieve in their own behalf what feminism has achieved for women, and get the libels

of Freudianism taken off their backs.

Richard Shweder says that psychoanalysis remains viable because it addresses
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the deeper meaning of life.  Stone makes a similar, and similarly untenable, claim:

[Psychoanalysis] will survive in popular culture, where it has become a
kind of psychological common sense, and in every other domain where
human beings construct narratives to understand and reflect on the moral
adventure of life.

The word "narrative" is a red flag.  Here, it means "fiction."  Another such narrative is

the one provided by G. K. Chesterton, T. S. Eliot, and C. S. Lewis, that we are part of a

cosmic struggle between the forces of God and the forces of the devil, and that we live

in "enemy-occupied territory."  This narrative also enables its hearer "to understand

and reflect on the moral adventure of life."  Another narrative is the one about a

damnably clever but parasitic race that does the devil's work by attaching itself to

higher cultures and sucking the life-blood out of them.  Chesterton and Eliot managed

to incorporate elements of this narrative into the other one.

These concessions by Stone are tantamount to the liberal Protestant

theologian's suave admission that "of course" there was never a virgin birth or a bodily

resurrection, so naturally the vicarious atonement and the redemption of mankind are

metaphors or myths, but . . . Christianity is not therefore rendered antique, irrational,

and irrelevant, because the story of the redemption is somehow good for humanity. 

This same theologian is welcome to treat his religion as a sophisticated fiction, and to

write about the power of myth and the importance of belief; but his "philosophy of 'as if'"

will not be an option for very many members of his congregation.  Nor should it be.  I

know it is currently unfashionable and even objectionable to say so, but moral truth is

out there to be found: we need not give way to nihilism and adopt the first "narrative"
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that appeals to us on aesthetic grounds, especially if our sense of beauty is so

impaired that we can find it in Paul's belief that the creator of the universe had no

means of redeeming the human race other than the sacrificial murder of his son and

our subsequent consumption of the corpse at ritual suppers, or in Freud's belief that

ethical behavior, being "unpsychological," is only a sublimation of infantile envy and

lust.  I would rather have recourse to the vast array of facts customarily and

conveniently ignored by the prototypical True Believer: I would rather argue with a Nazi

about his moral view, which, like Freudianism itself, is based upon demonstrably false

premises drawn from bad 19th century biology, than concede his right as an "artist/

subjectivist/philosopher" to adopt whatever narrative he prefers, and then ask him to

please respect my own favorite narrative about toilet-training and mommy-love.



Psychoanalysis as religion

The surface resemblances between psychoanalysis and religion are in plain view: the

Infallible Founder; the Inerrant Revelation; the Inner Circle of Disciples; the Priesthood;

the Loyal Congregation.  Let us examine these characteristics one at a time.

The Infallible Founder

The founder of a religion must be uniquely infallible; otherwise, his revelation, like

Isaac Newton's, would be subject to abandonment by a wiser generation.

Freud arrived at his most fundamental and enduring concepts by means of his

self-analysis.  The record is clear about this.  From that day to this, the followers of

Freud have established as a principle, possessing almost the status of a law of nature,

the impossibility of anyone else's succeeding in such an endeavor.  This means, in

essence, that Freud performed a miracle.

The veneration of Freud among his followers is so abject that I must accord it a

chapter of its own.  Here I will merely quote A. A. Brill's 1938 introduction to The

Modern Library edition of The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud:

Otto Rank . . . like Adler and Jung, left Professor Freud after having
devoted many years of valuable work to psychoanalysis.  Reflecting on
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the works of the Freudian secessionists, I feel that none of them has
contributed anything of real value to mental science since they separated
themselves from the master. . . . The master himself has actively
continued his life's work despite the bad handicap of a severe illness for
over fourteen years.  Reading his productions which have appeared
within the last few months, one is impressed with the same fluency,
alertness and brilliancy that have always characterized his works.  His
disciples, of whom there are many the world over, have made impressive
contributions to the mental sciences, but a deep study of these
productions will show nothing that is so novel as not to have been
anticipated or implied by the master himself.

This is a strange way to talk about a scientist.  Many of the physicists of the 1920s who

knew Einstein personally did work of lasting value while he lagged behind in his grasp

of the quantum universe.  It remains to be added that Jungian therapy continues to

flourish today and that among the novel ideas penned that year by the Master was the

contention that Moses was an Egyptian.

The Inerrant Revelation

All religions lay claim to a revealed truth, which is not subject to revision.  There may be

interpretation at the edges, but the core is unassailable.  For Freud and for Freudians,

the reality and universality of the Oedipus complex, its centrality in the formation of

human personality and neuroses, and, in treatment, the importance, indeed the

inevitability, of a transference neurosis, constitute the core.

Freud was sensitive to the charge that he brooked no criticism and had

excommunicated the dissenters Adler and Jung.  In his own defense, he pointed out

that these men had challenged the very definition of psychoanalysis.  Writing in 1925 in
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An Autobiographical Study, he gives rather a good synopsis of the quarrels:

Jung . . . hoped to escape the need for  recognizing the importance of
infantile sexuality and of the Oedipus complex as well as the necessity for
any analysis of childhood.  Adler . . . entirely repudiated the importance of
sexuality. . . . If a community is based on agreement upon a few cardinal
points, it is obvious that people who have abandoned that common
ground will cease to belong to it.

I agree with Freud about a community, with one caveat: that his argument can be

applied to a community of religious believers, but not to the community of scientists. 

We cannot transpose his statement into terms a chemist would recognize.  The truths

of science command assent: we do not speak of the community of chemists, bound

together by "agreement upon a few cardinal points"; and we can hardly imagine a

group of renegade chemists who have abandoned the periodic table of elements.  Bear

in mind that the Freudian secessionists can claim allegiance on the same grounds

claimed for Freud – that throughout the 20th century, they have provided us with

coherent theories of personality, and their efforts have benefitted millions of their

therapeutic clients.  Adlerian psychology, Jungian analysis, behavior modification,

transactional analysis, Rogerian client-centered therapy, gestalt therapy, logotherapy,

pastoral counseling – all achieve salutary results; and cynics can point to several

studies showing that people may benefit just as much from having their names placed

on a waiting list to start therapy as from therapy itself.

The two famous excommunications occurred within a decade of Freud's

publication of his theory.  Is there any evidence that, in so short a time, infantile

sexuality and the Oedipus complex had been verified empirically beyond a shadow of a
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doubt?  Should disagreement about the exact nature of the libido have constituted

grounds for banishment?

By Freud's account, you can remain a psychoanalyst if you disagree about the

length of treatment and the proper way to handle countertransference, just as you can

remain a Christian if you disagree about the number of sacraments.  But to him, the

early heretics of psychoanalysis were like men professing to remain Christians in spite

of having fallen away from the belief in the divinity of Christ and the reality of the

Resurrection.

The Inner Circle of Disciples

Let us pick up Freud's thought where it left off:

Yet the secession of former pupils has often been brought up against me
as a sign of my intolerance or has been regarded as evidence of some
special fatality that hangs over me.  It is a sufficient answer to point out
that in contrast to those who have left me, like Jung, Adler, Stekel, and a
few besides, there are a great number of men, like Abraham, Eitingon,
Ferenczi, Rank, Jones, Brill, Sachs, Pfister, van Emden, Reik, and others,
who have worked with me for some fifteen years in loyal collaboration and
for the most part in uninterrupted friendship.

Well, the Master jumped the gun in citing Rank and Ferenczi, and Erich Fromm

characterizes the ones who remained as "pedestrian."  The quote from Brill gives us an

idea of his intellectual independence.  But on the whole, we cannot deny the essential

truth of what Freud says.  What we can point out is that the men who stood by Freud

were simply the orthodox believers.  The men who broke away were the heretics.
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To digress for a moment and mention again Freud's stylistic adroitness: notice

how it builds the reader's confidence when Freud appears to address the charge

frankly and answer it convincingly.  He goes straight to his opponents' contention,

reproduces it accurately, and refutes it without mincing words.  But, as is so often the

case with the great masters of polemical discourse, the refutation is fallacious.  The

existence of a band of devoted loyalists does not rule out the possibility that he and

they are wrong together: the only way for the reader to judge the matter is to have the

facts.

We know that the scariest present-day religious cults all resemble one another

in certain particulars.  There is a cult leader who, with a small group of fiercely devoted

hand-picked lieutenants, wields unlimited power.  The members are obsessed with the

sacred texts, the rituals, and the communal life, and give up everything else to devote

every waking moment to the cult experience.

Much has been made over the totalitarian features of cult life, but it must always

be borne in mind that most cult members, at least in the beginning, willingly and even

eagerly embrace these features.

As an ostensibly scientific enterprise, the Wednesday Psychological Society

certainly eschewed anything resembling the totalitarian organization of a religious cult. 

But in other respects, the shoe fits.  Freud governed by dint of the strength of his

intellect and the purity of his fanaticism.  His power to confer ultimate approval and

disapproval was very nearly absolute.  In the words of Max Graf: "The last and the

decisive word was always spoken by Freud himself.  There was an atmosphere of the
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foundation of a religion in that room."

But the most startling cultic aspect lay in the devotion of the early adherents to

psychoanalysis as a way of life.  Here is A. A. Brill on the subject:

We made no scruples, for instance, of asking a man at table why he did
not use his spoon in the proper way, or why he did such and such a thing
in such and such a manner.  It was impossible for one to show any degree
of hesitation or make some abrupt pause in speaking without being at
once called to account.  We had to keep ourselves well in hand, ever
ready and alert, for there was no telling when and where there would be a
new attack.  We had to explain why we whistled or hummed some
particular tune or why we made some slip in talking or some mistake in
writing.  But we were glad to do this if for no other reason than to learn to
face the truth.

We are somewhere between the compulsive confessions of John Bunyan and the self-

reproaches of young communists participating in "struggle sessions."  As Bunyan's sins

were mostly imaginary, so too the capitalist backsliding of the earnest revolutionaries

and the hidden complexes of the analysts.

In such an atmosphere, those who are most ready with self-criticism have simply

figured out the winning strategy against those others who are most adept at ferreting

out faults.  Freud knew how, from time to time, to secure his own status as guru by

manfully admitting a bit of neurosis in himself – although his narcissism was so great

that he could not permit this very often.

"Initially, indeed, the members of his Wednesday evening fellowship constituted

a motley crew of mavericks and second-raters."  Howard Gardner's gibe is typical of the

way the Wednesday Psychological Group has been maligned by Freud's partisans. 

Peter Gay is willing to have some fun at the expense of these early disciples, all the
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while exempting Freud himself from serious censure.  But the members of the Vienna

group deserve a share of the credit that usually accrues to Freud alone.  Together with

Freud they constituted the primal analytic clan.  Freud, it is true, handed down the

tablets with the psychoanalytic commandments, and invented the therapeutic ritual and

liturgy; but these men gave him their unstinting fealty and endured, along with him, the

opprobrium of their colleagues.  It is important to remember that they signed on as

enthusiastic converts as early as 1902, when psychoanalysis was not even well enough

known to have pariah status.  Freud had not yet publicly repudiated the seduction

theory, and of the works that proffer the replacement theory, only The Interpretation of

Dreams had been published – to almost no response at all.  The disciples supported

Freud enthusiastically at a time when he was grateful for any support at all.  They may

even have pushed him in the direction that he went.  At the least, they reinforced his

convictions even as those convictions began to harden into prejudices, fixations, and

quasi-religious axioms.  It is the rankest ingratitude on the part of modern day

Freudians to snub those first toilers in the vineyard.

To Freudians, such comparisons as I have made to cult-like features are

malicious and starkly inapposite because, even if psychoanalysis is erroneous in some

of its propositions, it is a scientific enterprise.  But cultishness is not diagnosed from the

lofty aims and endeavors described in the public relations brochures of the institute that

is established to carry on the work of the founder: cultishness inheres in the attitudes of

the devotees and gives itself away in the internal politics of the movement.

In the middle of the 20th century, an unwitting parody of Freudianism played
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itself out, albeit on a much smaller scale, among the disciples of the novelist Ayn Rand,

author of The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged.  It will be worth our while to take a

detour into the workings of this movement – one that is almost universally recognized

by outsiders, as well as by those who once belonged to it, as a cult – to see how

religious certitudes can infect an ostensibly secular, atheistic, and intellectual

endeavor.

Rand, like Freud, designated a Crown Prince to carry on her work: the mantle of

her greatness fell upon a college student named Nathaniel Branden, who went on to

graduate school in psychology and eventually wrote several well-received books about

self-esteem.  With her blessing, he founded the Nathaniel Branden Institute to spread

her philosophy, which was christened "Objectivism."  Rand and Branden even became

lovers, although both were married and he was half her age.  The relationship went the

way of all Freud's: it broke apart spectacularly when another (age-appropriate) woman

came into Branden's life and Rand treated this event as an unforgivable "betrayal." 

The entire operatic story came out only decades later in a biography of Rand by

Branden's ex-wife Barbara and Branden's own memoir, My Years with Ayn Rand.  To

students of psychology, this material is richly rewarding as a study of narcissism: Rand

was extraordinarily impaired.  Yet, like Freud, she was intelligent, original, and a very

hard worker; and as Branden recounts, she inspired fanatical loyalty, and for the same

reason:

She provided students with a vision of what life on this planet is
essentially about.  She offered a unique vision of human nature and of
human relationships.  And today, reflecting back on those years, I see
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clearly that what matters is not whether her vision was correct in all
respects – I know now that it wasn't – but that she had a vision.  It was a
highly developed one that promised comprehensiveness, intelligibility,
and clarity.  It provided answers to some of the most important questions
of life.  And human beings long for that; I did, and our students did.

Some of the similarities between the two movements are uncanny.  Objectivism was

quickly derided as a cult, but in the minds of its disciples, the accusation was absurd

because Rand was an atheist who attacked all religious thinking even more violently

than Freud.  (And of course Rand dismissed Freudianism too with a few choice

epithets.  Prophets don't share.)  But Objectivism is certifiably a cult: like Freudianism,

it is so tied to the personality of its founder that it is essentially unalterable and its

premises are treated as if they are revelations from a superhuman source; and its

adherents vie with one another in proving the purity of their devotion to the founder. 

The final word in any argument is the knockdown citation from Rand's writings; the last

chapter of every dispute within the ranks is an excommunication of the heretic.  Even

the silliest details are illuminating.  Hanns Sachs, speaking of Freud's addiction to

cigars – we are safe, I think, in thinking that a daily allotment of 20 constitutes an

addiction – noted that Freud was irritated when men around him did not smoke, and

that as a result, nearly all the members of the inner circle also became passionate

smokers.  Rand's followers, like Freud's, adopted the chain-smoking ways of their

leader; and they either listened to the same debased musical repertory that appealed to

her (chiefly the dregs of the light classical repertoire – military band marches and

ballroom dance tunes) or lied to her in order to conceal their fondness for Beethoven,

whom she deemed "malevolent."
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Branden's assessment of his own participation in this travesty is unsparing.  He

says, for instance, "I came to view my capacity for empathy, sympathy, and simple

kindness as a potential weakness, except when directed toward Ayn."  Such candor

increases our confidence in his list of "implicit premises in our world to which everyone

in our circle subscribed":

! Ayn Rand is the greatest human being who has ever lived.

! Atlas Shrugged is the greatest human achievement in the history of
the world.

! Ayn Rand, by virtue of her philosophical genius, is the supreme
arbiter in any issue pertaining to what is rational, moral, or
appropriate to man's life on earth.

! Once one is acquainted with Ayn Rand and her work, the measure
of one's virtue is intrinsically tied to the position that one takes
regarding her and her work.

! No one who does not admire what Ayn Rand admires and
condemn what Ayn Rand condemns can be a good Objectivist.  No
one who disagrees with Ayn Rand on any fundamental issue can
be a fully consistent individualist.

! Because Ayn Rand has designated Nathaniel Branden as her
"intellectual heir" and has repeatedly proclaimed him to be an ideal
exponent of her philosophy, he is to be accorded only marginally
less reverence than Ayn Rand herself.

! It is best not to say most of these things explicitly (excepting,
perhaps, the first two items).  One must always maintain that one
arrives at one's beliefs solely by reason.

Readers who have followed me this far will surely agree that these sentences can be

applied to Freudianism with perfect accuracy, changing only the names: Rand becomes

Freud, Atlas Shrugged becomes The Interpretation of Dreams, "Objectivist" becomes
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"psychoanalyst," and Nathaniel Branden becomes, depending on the year, Jung or

Rank or Ferenczi.  But where Freud sought only to remain undisturbed by great music

and did not insist that other psychoanalysts emulate his tin ear, Rand eventually

imposed her personal predilection for shallow music upon all good Objectivists and

made it a measure of their character that they share her hatred of Beethoven.  And

where Freud acknowledged the greatness of a multitude of his predecessors, Rand

pretty much decided that she had had no precursors at all to speak of.  She was

especially at pains to deny the influence of Nietzsche, because her entire system of

thought is based upon her superficial understanding of a handful of his aphorisms that

she read when she was a student.  In other words, most cults go even further than

Freudianism in "the cult of personality," and this has worked to the benefit of

psychoanalysis in its denial of the charge.

Freud's narcissism was attached primarily to his work, so he functioned tolerably

well outside his office.  Rand's narcissism pervaded every waking moment of her life,

devouring her relationships and disabling her for even the most ordinary experiences of

life.  Rand as a parent is unthinkable, and she wisely chose to forgo that ordeal,

whereas Freud managed a household of six children with a minimum of fuss.  Probably

there is an inverse ratio that expresses the relationship between the founder's degree

of narcissism and the eventual size of the flock – the greater the narcissism, the

smaller the membership.  As Mary Baker Eddy stands midway between Rand and

Freud in the deformation of her personality – more competent and adjusted than the

former, but much less capable than the latter – so Christian Science gives a picture of
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cultishness in behavior, and a following in numbers, midway between Objectivism and

Freudianism.  Assessing this quotient of narcissism may give a better clue to the fate of

a movement than examining the intellectual content of the propositions, because

Objectivism isn't really crazier than Freudianism, and in fact can seem like a healthy

antidote to it.  Meanwhile, the Catholic Church, standing for propositions that are just

as lunatic as those of Christian Science, has escaped the imputation of cultishness

altogether in modern times (although educated Romans of the first two centuries were

clear enough about it), primarily because we quail at calling one billion people

"cultists," but also because the narcissistically impaired founder – Paul of Tarsus – has

receded into the mists of history and today the Pope is merely venerated but not

introjected and cathected.

The Committee

Let us continue to supply some of the history of the psychoanalytical movement –

particularly the history which is omitted from Freud's account.  In 1912, after the

defection of his "dear son" Jung, Freud joined with his closest disciples in the formation

of the "Committee" – a clandestine group, similar to a palace guard or a kitchen

cabinet, that would, in Freud's own words, "defend the cause."  Ernest Jones first

broached the idea to Freud; Freud responded enthusiastically, emphasizing to Jones

that the Committee had to be strictly secret.

Can we picture a secret committee of physicists organized to protect the findings
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of quantum mechanics?

The original members, besides Freud, were Jones, Ferenczi, Rank, Abraham,

and Sachs.  Their total intellectual subservience to Freud was precisely the quality that

recommended them for membership.  The Committee functioned smoothly for a

decade.  Jones, Abraham, and Sachs remained disciples to the very end and kept the

secret until 1944.  Unfortunately, Rank and Ferenczi eventually felt the siren call of an

independent thought or two.  When Ferenczi began to reconsider both theory and

practice in the last few years of his life, Anna Freud, sounding exactly like a little

Sigmund, wrote to a friend, "I am very much afraid that Ferenczi will draw back from us

and close himself off."  Is this the way one physicist talks about another physicist who

has begun to tackle old problems anew or to do original, competing research?

On November 3, 1912, Lou Andreas-Salomé innocently wrote to Freud that she

had been invited by Dr. Adler to attend his Thursday Evening Discussions.  Freud

responded as follows:

Since you have informed me of your intention to attend Adler's Discussion
Evenings, I shall take the liberty of saying a few words to you unasked, so
that you may be enlightened as to this disagreeable state of affairs.  The
relationship between the two groups is not such as ought to result from
analogous, even if divergent, endeavors.  They frequently carry on
something else besides psychoanalysis.  We found ourselves obliged to
break off all contact between Adler's splinter group and our own, and
even our medical guests are asked to choose between one or the other. 
This is not pleasant, but the personal behavior of those who have left our
ranks left us no choice.

I would never dream, dear lady, of imposing such a restriction on
you.  Bearing this situation in mind I would only ask you – as though you
were in a state of artificial split personality – that you make no reference
to your contact with us when with them, and vice versa.  I am really sorry
that I am not better able to disguise from you what has gone on behind
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the scenes in our movement.  [Emphasis added]

Is this a situation with any analogue whatsoever in the realm of science?  Certainly

there are heated disagreements about theory, and bitter personal rivalries, but can we

imagine a physicist warning his students away from other lectures on physics, to the

extent of administering an oath of loyalty and imposing a vow of silence?

In the matter of the Committee, the resemblance to the great competing secular

religion of Marxism is once again striking.  According to Marxist ideology, the

proletarian revolution was bound to happen of its own accord; yet a secret party was

needed to promote and defend the revolution.  But my analogy may dignify the

Viennese enterprise too much: the Committee, especially in light of Freud's letter to

Andreas-Salomé, more resembles the infamous Plumbers Unit of the Nixon

administration – a unofficial group organized sub rosa to plug "leaks" and to protect, at

all costs, the Maximum Leader.

Peter Gay, a good source of information here as elsewhere, dutifully reports the

facts, and even quotes Eugen Bleuler's letter of resignation from the International

Psychoanalytic Association:

This "who is not for us is against us," this "all or nothing," is in my opinion
necessary for religious communities and useful for political parties.  There
I can understand the principle as such, but for science I consider it
harmful.

In spite of this palpable hit, Gay is not abashed on his hero's behalf.  Freud, he tells us,

felt too "embattled" to take the long view.  An innocuous word.  Freud was vain and
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paranoid.  He created this atmosphere himself and then blamed others for it.

The Priesthood

There is little need for me to expound upon the psychoanalytical clergy.  Although the

writings of Freud himself are clear to any educated reader, and the interventions of

analysts are all of a set piece, we see that psychoanalysis in America is usually done

by someone who has received somewhere between eight and fifteen years of special

training beyond a university education.

Since psychotherapy (unlike, say, primal scream therapy) is oriented toward

insight, why can't a person who is willing to accept Freudianism on faith bypass the

hundreds of hours on the couch, which, to hear Lucy Freeman tell it, consist almost

entirely of resistance?  Why can't I just read Freud and believe it?  If I am ready to

admit, right off the bat, my infantile polymorphous perversity, my Oedipal longing, my

lifelong repression, and my propensity for resistance, why do I need to part with tens or

even hundreds of thousands of dollars in payment to someone who never opens his

mouth except to affirm the dogma?

Aaron Green, the pseudonymous psychoanalyst in Janet Malcolm's first book,

actually considers this question.  Essentially he answers, "You just do."

My answer is, "No, I don't."  There is no logical justification for my going through

with a therapy that always arrives at the same psychic destination.  I can read Freud

and learn what it is I am supposed to learn about myself; I can read about Lucy
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Freeman's psychoanalysis and learn exactly what my own will be like.  That is actually

her premise.  I can analyze my own dreams with the help of The Interpretation of

Dreams.

I might argue further that Freud analyzed himself, and cured his own neurosis –

he said so.  I can do the same.

But it will be more illuminating to answer the question with another question. 

Why can't a lay member of the Catholic Church go directly to God with a confession

and assign himself a penance?  Or turn the bread into the body of Christ by saying the

same Latin words that the priest says?

Because the priests would have to close down the shop.

Yesterday's heresy is today's money-making orthodoxy

Let us digress a moment and note that it is always possible to modify the

commandments of a religious founder in matters of peripheral importance.  Freud, for

instance, was in favor of lay analysis, but in America he was overruled by men who

claimed to revere him – A. A. Brill prominently among them.

Since I have argued that psychoanalysis is a religion, and have deplored the

veneration bordering upon outright worship that psychoanalysts feel for Freud, it may

seem to contradict my assertion that I am able to list the ways in which today's

psychoanalytical community has departed from the views of the Master.  But rather

than confute my contention that psychoanalysis is a religion, this evidence goes far to
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confirm it.  Religion always turns out to be, in the long run, not what the founder

intended, but what his followers want it to be.

The deification of the founder is psychologically necessary: without it, there

could be no sacred scripture, and no core of belief that welds the community together. 

But every modern religion tolerates countless practices that are not merely departures

from the clear instructions of the founder, but absolute antitheses to those instructions. 

To go no further than Christianity: in the same speech in which he disseminated the

Ten Commandments, God gave clear instructions, running to several pages, on how to

make burnt offerings.  Yet, in spite of the alleged inerrancy of these passages, today's

fundamentalists do not sacrifice animals.  In the New Testament, Jesus explicitly

condemned praying in public; but only the Quakers obey this commandment.  Out of

charity, I will pass over the fate of his injunction to turn the other cheek.

The core of Christian belief is located in Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, and

consists of a few stark propositions, to wit, that Jesus is the Christ, that his crucifixion

atones for the sinfulness of the human race, and that his resurrection in the body is a

reality pointing to the reward of eternal life for all those who believe in it.  To subscribe

to Paul's propositions is to be a Christian.  Whether you follow the words of Jesus in

feeding the hungry and visiting the prisoner; whether you forgive those who have

trespassed against you and love your enemies; whether you avoid public display and

confine your prayers to a few brief words in the privacy of your own room: these are

peripheral matters.  Paul appears, from his letters, to have neither known nor cared

what Jesus actually said about these matters.
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We have already noted the additions to scripture made by the Roman Catholic

Church.  Protestant Christianity is no better.  Luther scorned the sacraments invented

by "the whore of Babylon," and insisted that only those instituted by Jesus be

performed.  But when the Anabaptists took him at his word and pointed out that infant

baptism was nowhere to be found in the gospels, he execrated them.  When Michael

Servetus combed the text and found no explicit reference to the Trinity, he ran afoul of

John Calvin, who eventually had Servetus burned at the stake for saying that Jesus

was the son of the eternal God rather than the eternal son of God.

Protestantism has been riven, as has psychoanalysis, by the continual splitting

off of sects: some say that music should be forbidden; some say that Saturday, and not

Sunday, is the seventh day of the week.  None of these beliefs can be supported by

any word of Jesus.  But at the same time, none of these beliefs can disturb the core of

Christianity.  The most devout Roman Catholic insisting upon the assumption of the

ever-virgin Mother of God into Heaven, and the most passionate Protestant insisting

upon the imminence of the Apocalypse, will make common and even violent cause

against an atheist who merely follows the ethical teaching of Jesus to the very letter. 

This kind of intellectual dishonesty is not incidental to religion, but is one of its

hallmarks; and it remains merely to notice it in relation to psychoanalysis as well.

A bill of particulars

The core of psychoanalysis is the Oedipus complex and the transference neurosis.  But
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much slippage has occurred at the edges of the theory, especially in areas of particular

interest to the practitioners of psychoanalysis – namely, those affecting their

pocketbooks:

! Length of treatment.  The Master often knocked out a treatment in
a couple of months, and almost always within a year.  His heirs
have continued to lengthen the time of treatment from his day to
our own.  In recent practice, six years might be taken as a norm. 
But longer analyses are not uncommon, and some clients remain in
analysis throughout their lives.

! Lay analysis.  Freud was totally opposed to the requirement of a
medical degree; and in some cases he personally trained analysts
with no medical background, and very little higher education of any
kind, in a matter of months.  In America, psychoanalysis requires
the longest training period of any type of therapy, the better to
augment its status with insurance companies.

! Non-directive therapeutic technique.  The case history of Dora
speaks literal volumes about how actively Freud intruded himself
into the free associations of his patients, in order to come quickly
to the nub of the Oedipal matter.  In his self-criticism in the
postscript to Dora, he did not fault himself for intervening too often
and too insistently, but rather for not telling her his solution soon
enough: "I failed to discover in time and to inform the patient that
her homosexual (gynecophilic) love for Frau K was the strongest
unconscious current in her mental life."  [Emphasis added]  He also
indicates several times that he believed the transference neurosis
was in full throttle at the time the treatment broke off – a mere three
months into the analysis.  The modern method, whereby the
psychoanalyst mostly remains silent, is just another means of
lengthening the treatment.

! Aspects of theory.  In order to stay au currant with modern
intellectual and cultural trends, today's psychoanalysts have not
hesitated to jettison certain unpopular parts of Freud's theory. 
Women's ethical inferiority, their penis-envy, their need to abandon
clitoral pleasure and embrace the vaginal orgasm – in the face of
feminist wrath (and with an eye out for the huge numbers of female
clients in therapy with male psychoanalysts), today's practitioners
have been happy to relinquish these ideas.  How disgusted Freud
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would have been at this kind of cowardice!  His theories about
female sexuality were propounded in the teeth of feminist
opposition in his own time, and he clung to them as stubbornly as
he clung to all his other ideas.

The Loyal Congregation

Their names are legion.  Believing is seeing.



What Freud actually achieved

From 18 cases, Freud announced a theory of hysteria.  From a single case of self-

analysis – an examination of his own dreams and fragmentary memories of childhood

and even his suppositions about what he thought he must have forgotten – he arrived

at the Oedipus complex.  From a single dream, he elicited the key to the interpretation

of all dreams.  From a single case that came under his purview, Freud conjured into

existence the castration complex.  Certainly, we have here a bad habit of hasty

generalization – the fewer the number of cases, the more sweeping the conclusion. 

These instances convict Freud of poor science, and many of his colleagues were quick

to say so.

But why, when most bad science based upon hasty generalization disappears,

did his bad science flourish?  The answer lies in the seductive, religious power of

explanation that seems to attach itself to the most sweeping generalizations and the

most audacious reductions.  When we slip free of the constraints of empiricism, when

we no longer have to test our theories against the evidence of the world, we can

explain everything, and the explanation itself can be monolithic and aesthetically

satisfying.  Who wants a panoply of competing causes?  We crave first causes.  Who

wants mundane facts?  We love explanations.  Masturbation, says Freud, is the primary

addiction; homosexuality, he says, is the primitive form of sexual longing.  All paranoia
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is repressed homosexuality; all anxiety is fear of separation; all migraine headaches are

rape-defloration fantasies; all laughter is an economy of psychic expenditure; all verbs

are coproerotic in origin.

Some of the hypotheses quoted above were never published.  Nonetheless, in

culling them from the letters to Fliess, we have raised two legitimate questions.  First,

how could he ever have entertained them, even for half-a-minute?  Second, what do

these fleeting intellectual dalliances tell us about the theories that he did publish?  I

hope by now the reader agrees that we know the answers to these questions.  Freud

was terribly susceptible to what amounts to magical thinking, and used it to create a

gnostic religion; therefore, all his theories, published and unpublished, are bent in the

direction of cabalism and pseudoscience.  They do not give us empirical propositions;

they give us fictions that provide aesthetic and emotional satisfaction.

Yet Freud's admirers, faced with the panoply of his scientific deficits – rampant

speculation, hasty generalization, obsessive reductionism – pronounce him the most

sober of scientists.  Philip Rieff, who has some reservations about Freudianism but

positively adores Freud, stares at his hero's lifelong record of promiscuous theorizing

and finds in it evidence of stern self-discipline:

To compel his imagination to stay put, short of synthesis, was admittedly
a severe limitation upon it.  But the absurdity of this world could not be
balanced, in his opinion, by absurd ideas.  To be religious is to be sick, by
definition: it is the effort to find a cure where none can possibly exist.  For
Freud, religion can be only a symptom of what it seeks to cure. 
Psychoanalysis does not cure; it merely reconciles.

Let me offer an alternate version of this encomium, keeping as many of Rieff's words as
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possible:

To compel his imagination to stay put, short of synthesis, was admittedly
a severe limitation upon it.  Freud was, from first to last, incapable of
accepting this limitation: his imagination ran away with him at every stage
of his life, and he lived long enough to create one of the grandest, most
intellectually ambitious syntheses ever concocted.

Nonetheless, it was a point of pride with him that his synthesis should not
be mistaken for yet another metaphysical system.  After all, he was a
materialist and atheist, who believed that the absurdity of this world could
not be balanced by absurd religious ideas.  So he deluded himself that his
ideas were not absurd and religious.  They were metaphysical, but he
claimed that they were empirical.

Freud thought that to be religious is to be sick, by definition: it is the effort
to find a cure where none can possibly exist.  But a better definition is that
religion is the effort to find an explanation where none can possibly exist. 
Psychoanalysis attempts to read the meaning of every moment of life,
including even its accidents.  It is a symptom of the debilitating disease of
interpretation mania.

Rieff again:

Freud overcame the "tiredness" from which he suffered.  His recurrent
fatigue was, he explained to Martha, a "kind of minor illness;
neurasthenia, it is called."  Work was the one way out of this tiredness. 
Thus Freud turned necessity into therapy; there was no other way out,
before death.  In a sense we can now better understand, there is
something to the gross charge that psychoanalysis is the perfect
profession for neurotics – but only for extremely intelligent neurotics,
those who can learn to inhibit successfully their religious impulse.  "The
moment a man questions the meaning and value of life," Freud wrote to
Marie Bonaparte, "he is sick, since objectively neither has any existence." 
The analyst proudly needed no synthesis.

Rieff does not understand neurosis.  The simplest definition I have ever seen is given

by Brad Blanton: the neurotic individual incessantly demands, in a compulsive way,
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"that the world be other than it is."  So in the wider sense, a neurotic, no matter how

intelligent, cannot inhibit his religious impulse – that is to say, he cannot stay with the

facts.  If he could, he would not be neurotic.

Rieff is only entitled to say that Freud rejected the intellectual fatuities of

Western monotheism – that particular religion held no appeal for him.  But he did not

and could not inhibit his religious impulse.  He gave it free rein throughout the last four

decades of his life.  The older he got, the more he was afflicted.  His speculations grew

wilder and wilder.  He plumped himself for his sophisticated 19th century intellectual's

certainty that, after Darwin, life has no moral meaning or value.  But with truly

obsessional perseveration, he continually refined his theory that there is psychological

meaning to every dreaming and waking second of life.

This analyst not only needed a synthesis – he sometimes appeared to need a

daily synthesis.  The letters to Fliess show Freud synthesizing the way other men

breathe.  He effected thousands of small syntheses, involving headaches, addictions,

verbs – all headaches, addictions, verbs – and the true identities of Shakespeare and

Moses.  And with the blessing, or curse, of a long life, he was able to achieve the grand

synthesis as well – the explanation of all human personality, motivation, and

achievement in all cultures in all historical eras.  Such is the religious temperament at

work – and Freud was a workaholic.

The irrationalities to which Freud drew our attention are to be mastered
through rational self-control; he does not enjoin faith.  He detected neither
accident nor mystery in the world.  Even its "depths" conform perfectly to
the laws of nature, those laws which it is the business of science to
extend. . . . Nothing in Freud's theory supports the claim of any intuitive
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system of explanation or response.

Certainly this is how Freud thought of himself, and he was a master of self-

presentation.  But he was superstitious through and through – and what he called laws

of nature were discovered by means of intuition and cannot be scientifically verified. 

He erected a vast system of explanation, and said it was empirical rather than intuitive,

but he got his core concepts out of the ether of his own imagination.  He was a man

who, in his youth, set out to solve the riddle of the world.  Bad idea!  It cannot be done

without religion.

Theism does not detect accident or mystery either – it detects supernatural

agency.  The creation of the world in six days is not accidental and mysterious if a

transcendent god set himself the task and then wrote, or dictated, the Bible to explain

it.  To fundamentalists, some of whom have Ph.D.s in geology from Ivy League schools,

the book of Genesis is a scientific paper.  Certainly Freud had a higher standard of

empiricism than a "creation scientist" – but not much higher.  In order to credit the

complete system of Freudianism, we must privilege the conclusions he reached as a

very young man – that people are rabble, women are spiteful, morality is a sham – and

then further privilege the findings of his self-analysis, which owe everything to these

early axioms and to the conflicts within his family of origin.  We have to believe that,

upon examining one of his own dreams, in a single flash of illumination he came upon

the key to all dreams of all people in all places and times; and we have to believe that,

after desultorily gathering some highly speculative data about his own infancy, during a

few weeks of his life when he was professionally frustrated, theoretically blocked, and
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under the delusion that he was suffering from hysteria, he came upon the existence of

a "complex" that is at the root of all illness, all health, and all civilization.  And no one

before him had ever suspected a thing: "After all, the conflict in Hamlet is so effectively

concealed that it was left to me to unearth it."  Then we have to believe that his

abstractions, invisible agencies, and unseen forces are able to do all the work of

expressing the unconscious, so that it remains "effectively concealed" no longer, but

can be inferred by the psychoanalytic clergy.  The whole thing is as colorful,

extravagant, romantic, and unproven as the book of Revelation.

We must treat Freudianism as a religious fiction.  There is no other way.  Only

then will we know how to evaluate Freud's actual achievement.

Freud and J. Henry Waugh

Most recent writers, cognizant of the controversies ignited in the middle 1990s over the

scientific status of Freudianism, have redefined Freud's achievement away from his

self-estimate as psychology's Copernicus.  In the 1997 book Extraordinary Minds,

Howard Gardner is careful about claiming too much for the scientific propositions of

psychoanalysis; still, he assigns a chapter to Freud celebrating him as a man who not

only created an entirely new "domain" of human knowledge and endeavor, but also

continued to make intellectual contributions to that domain throughout his long life and

to serve as its indefatigable organizer, publicist, propagandist, and commander-in-

chief.  But Gardner must have been thinking of Freud's antipode, Darwin, when he
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wrote this inapposite description:

I see Freud as energized by three motivations: pleasure in classifying,
lust for problem solving, passion for system building.  In the manner of a
good naturalist, Freud loved to take in as much data as he could and then
try to organize them systematically.

Freud never took in data in the manner of a good naturalist.  He took in data the way

"Dr. Laura" Schlessinger, the notorious moral scold of national talk-radio, takes in data:

when it confirms a presupposition, it is absorbed; when it contradicts a presupposition,

it is ignored, distorted, denied, explained away, or reformulated as the exception that

confirms the rule.

Everything about an achievement in the realm of science obviously depends

upon the truth of the findings.  Otherwise, Freud is less like Einstein and Darwin and

more like Emanuel Swedenborg, Franz Joseph Gall, and Michael Made Wise – all men

who elaborated highly imaginative "domains" that have no empirical value whatever.

If a domain is purely a work of the imagination, it can be regarded as art, and we

should admire it to the degree that we enjoy contemplating it as a purely aesthetic

refreshment.  As we have seen, some of Freud's boosters have taken this tack, and

urged us to respond to Freudianism as myth, poetry, or "philosophical trope"; but since

psychoanalysis exists both as a respected theory of personality and as an actual

therapy costing large amounts of money, such supporters would seem to be like

apologists for astrology who discount the bilking of the innocents and simply enjoy

immersing themselves in its detailed and colorful arcana.  Then, too, we may be

entitled to wonder at the moral health of those who find aesthetic pleasure in Freud's
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cloacal theories.  Gardner may be right that Freud created a new domain, but of more

importance is the verdict of thoughtful judges on the incompetence, irrelevance, and

immateriality of Freud's evidence for what belongs to that domain.

In continuing to vaunt Freud's "extraordinary mind" long after the tenets of

psychoanalysis have been exploded in the court of public opinion by expert witnesses,

Gardner is by no means alone.  We have seen that Freud's name, up to this very day,

continues to be linked with that of Einstein – they are lauded as the two German-Jewish

"geniuses" of the 20th century who revolutionized their fields.  Richard Panek, a

popularizing author of books and articles on science, makes the linkage explicit as late

as 2004 in his book The Invisible Century: Einstein, Freud and the Search for Hidden

Universes.  The thesis in a nutshell is that Einstein and Freud are comparable figures,

because each extended the range of science by taking a leap of imagination into an

invisible realm: gravity in physics; the unconscious in psychology.  The two showed that

these "hidden universes" can yield their secrets even though we cannot see them with

scientific instruments.  "Gravitons," the particles that are postulated to carry the force of

gravity, are still undetected; yet no one doubts the val idity of Einstein's explanation of

gravity, because experiments have shown the bending of starlight that is produced by

the sun's gravitational warping of space-time.  Perhaps "libido," likewise undetected by

scientific instruments, is the invisible Prime Mover of human behavior, bending our

conduct in similarly perceptible ways.

Freud no doubt would have embraced Panek's comparison, believing as he did

that slips, dreams, and medical symptoms infallibly reveal the workings of the invisible
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unconscious.  It does not seem to have occurred to either Freud or Panek that the

conscious mind is just as invisible as the unconscious, revealing itself only in words

and deeds.  No scientific instrument can pinpoint the exact location of the cells that

contain my understanding or misunderstanding of Freudianism.  Viewed the simplest

way, the unconscious may be nothing more than what I have forgotten or what is not

immediately present in my mind.  Viewed another, more gnostic, way, it may be, as a

popular metaphor has it, the submerged part of the iceberg of mentality – but that is as

unilluminating as a physicist's conjecture that "dark matter" must exist in order to

account for the mass of the universe.  The pertinent question is this: What have we

been able to find out about dark matter?  Here the comparison with Einstein breaks

down utterly and absolutely: Einstein made precise predictions about gravity and said

that any experiment that produced a result at variance with the predictions would prove

the theory to be wrong; Freud generally failed to formulate his theses about eros and

thanatos in a way that they could be tested at all.  Nothing remotely like scientific

verification has ever been claimed for Freudian hypotheses by any independent

researcher.  Nor can Freudianism be salvaged by the desperate expedient of

proclaiming physics a "hard science" and psychology a "soft science": the soft sciences

have to follow at least some of the protocols of empiricism, or else suffer their

productions to be labeled (correctly) as social criticism, op-ed commentaries, or fiction.

"It is possible to regard Freud's thought as magnificent without taking it to be

scientific, or even true."  So wrote Marek Kohn, reviewing Panek's book in the New

Statesman.  This is the type of jaw-dropping apology that one routinely encounters in
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the press these days.  Is there any way to understand how a body of work can be

"magnificent" if it is both unscientific and untrue?  Nothing easier: I give you the works

that Freud himself consulted, Oedipus Rex and Hamlet.  Others will propose The Lord

of the Rings and wags will add The Book of Mormon.  But we cannot let it go at that. 

The problem with Freud's case history of Dora is not that it fails as a fictional work of

art: it is that it succeeded all too well as the medical report that it pretended to be.  It

inspired several generations of followers to take money from troubled women and

"treat" them with the same bogus therapeutic that Freud applied to the hapless

Viennese teenager.  Now we learn that George Steiner, Harold Bloom, Perry Meisel,

Daniel Mendelsohn, and Marek Kohn, upon reflection, think it better to describe this

ostensible scientific study as merely a literary genre-busting page-turner.  But until the

postmodern word spreads beyond the cocktail parties on Ivy League campuses, Freud

cannot be judged solely as an innovative fabulist who exhibited a mastery of prose

style, but as he wished to be judged – as an empiricist who is either right or wrong in

the assertions he makes in what he believed to be scientific papers.  This is especially

the case as long as these academic worthies continue speaking out of both sides of

their mouths – for as I have already had occasion to point out, none of them has yet

added Freud to the course syllabus for "Experimental Fiction."  Bloom may say that

Freud's literary output is his actual achievement; and Kohn, that Freud's writing is

neither scientific nor true; but neither is willing to treat him as a writer of Harry Potter

books for adults.  They still think there is something to the Oedipus complex.

A book pairing Einstein and Freud is like a book pairing Werner Heisenberg and
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J. R. R. Tolkien.  The physicist has given us the invisible physical universe of quantum

uncertainty and the fantasist has given us the invisible moral universe of good and evil. 

A writer can offer any pairing he wants, of course, but the reader should be forewarned

when a comparison is forced between apples and oranges – and still more when the

apple is the proverbial bad apple that spoils the barrel.  Freudianism contaminated

most of the fruit from the therapeutic orchard throughout the entire 20th century, doing

untold damage to untold numbers of patients.  Our continued genuflection before the

founder of psychoanalysis should be accorded a quasi-Freudian diagnosis: we distort

reality in order to fulfill our infantile wish to believe in heroes.  Einstein and Darwin: that

is the book that Panek should have written.  If he wanted to do Freud, he could have

paired him with Mary Baker Eddy – another "scientist" with a canny grasp of publicity

and organizational politics who also founded a lucrative empire based on her

"discoveries."

Panek and Gardner would have done better to view Freud through the lens of Robert

Coover's suggestive novel, The Universal Baseball Association Inc.: J. Henry Waugh,

Prop.  In his leisure time, the main character creates a complicated baseball board

game played with dice.  He sets up leagues and plays entire seasons in his apartment;

and as the novel progresses, he spends more and more of his life in his fictive domain. 

This invented realm is marvelously thought out, complex, and infinitely fascinating; and

the sympathetic reader understands full well that it is more interesting and more

rewarding to the protagonist than his limping career as a nine-to-five nobody.
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It is a little unusual to see an adult create such a fictive domain and flesh it out in

such detail; but it is hardly a sign of genius.  Faulkner created such a domain with his

fictional county in Mississippi and achieved a modest success as an author; J. D.

Salinger created another such domain with his Glass family and then completely lost

his way trying to navigate his way through its invented terrain.  Neither man was

extraordinary; perhaps millions of people do as much in their spare time.  Children, we

know – and not just the Brontë children – are masters of imaginary realms.

Domain-creation is of no consequence to the rest of us unless it tracks our

reality in some valuable way.  Freud's actual achievement, then, was the creation of a

fictive domain and a Theory of Everything that did charm his millions of followers, and

seemed to them to track their reality so comprehensively and convincingly that it could

replace the traditional religions as a set of symbols organizing and explaining the great

adventure of life.  For an understanding of why its fictions were taken for facts, we need

to analyze, not so much Freud's skimpy evidence and limping logic, as ourselves and

our predilections for explanatory schemas.

As for the daunting amount of effort that Freud expended on this undertaking, we

need no more extol him for this than we do Franz Joseph Gall.  Indeed, we find a fitting

epitaph for Freud in the book of Ecclesiastes: "Of making many books there is no end;

and much study is a weariness of the flesh."



VI

WHAT FREUDIANS BELIEVE TODAY



By their fruits you shall know them

Ira Wallach, a humorist of the 1950s, set out one afternoon to write a spoof of

psychoanalysis.  "While the coffee was dripping" he leafed through a handful of

journals, sampling some of the contributions of the generation after Freud.

In a monograph by Pederson Krag, "Detective Stories and the Primal Scene,"

Wallach came upon the following explanation of why some people love to read

mysteries: the stories afford "a common method of gratifying the sublimated impulse to

watch parents in the act of intercourse."

He found that Ernest Jones had psychoanalyzed an entire country and

uncovered a "mass guilt complex of the Russian people for having murdered the Little

Father, or Czar."

Such hypotheses are relatively benign manifestations of the universal human

penchant for over-interpretation.  If they did not already exist to entertain us, Wallach

would have invented them, in the mistaken belief that a parodist can improve upon the

unconscious self-parodies of psychoanalysts.  But two other quotes that he found

betray the reactionary tendency at the core of psychoanalysis.  W. M. Evans points out

that "violence arising in political and industrial disputes may be traced to the word 'Left'

which, in its original meaning, carries the sense of 'castrate.'"  And Dr. Leonard E.

Himler goes further: "Show me a militant rabble-rouser or trouble-maker in your
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organization and I'll show you a man who didn't get along with his father."

Wallach attempted a satirical treatment of his subject, but he was hamstrung by

the difficulty of creating fake psychoanalytical propositions that can be readily

distinguished from real ones.

The oxymoron of left-wing Freudianism

Fast-forward a decade to the late 1960s, and take up Paul Robinson's sympathetic

treatment of what he calls "the radical or left-wing tradition" in psychoanalysis.  Two of

the three men Robinson studies closely, Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse, were

avowedly Marxist, but the third, Geza Roheim, seemed to be as bored by politics as the

Master himself.  What all three had in common was one of those tiny disagreements

with Freud that change not less than everything: they thought that the repression of

sexual instinct in the service of Culture is a bad thing.

These men accepted, at least consciously, every other word of the Master as

holy writ, and spent their careers, as have so many Freudian hardliners, elaborating

some of Freud's passing comments into massive annexes almost as large as the

original edifice.

Roheim, after defending Freud's claim of priority in the matter of the "birth

trauma," went on to argue that intercourse is a symbolic return to the womb.  His forays

into anthropology yielded equally portentous insights – for instance, that primitive

traders and modern merchants alike are engaged in symbolically exchanging feces. 
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Again, straight from the Master.

Reich fixated on the moment of sexual climax, praised in Civilization and Its

Discontents as the pattern of all human happiness, and raised it to the nth degree.  He

reformulated Freud's libido into a life-force, and finally into a cosmic force, which he

renamed orgone.  The hydraulic metaphor finds its apotheosis in his new science of

orgonomy: the orgone accumulates and needs to be completely discharged in a perfect

orgasm.  Reich ended his life in prison after shipping an Orgone Energy Accumulator

across state lines.

Herbert Marcuse saw Reich's exclusive focus on genital orgasm as symptomatic

of yet another level of repression.  For Marcuse, the pre-Oedipal state of polymorphous

perversity, when all the parts of the body partake of eros, is Paradise Lost.  Freud's

sexual deviant, eager to regress to the oral and anal stages and to derive erotic

enjoyment from mouth and anus, is Marcuse's prophet without honor.  (The serpent in

the infantile Garden of Eden, according to Marcuse, is capitalism, which exalts genital

sexuality in order to more effectively repress the erotic potentialities of other erogenous

zones.  Why?  Because "genitalization" frees the other organs of the body for

exploitation as tools of capitalist labor.)

Finally, we have a mention of Norman O. Brown, who – I will take Robinson's

word for it – feels that even the oral and anal stages of the pre-Oedipal period

represent an unacceptable level of repression.  After all, is not the oral stage still a type

of sexual organization?  Perfect sexual freedom is to be found only at a still earlier

stage of infancy – in the womb and shortly after birth.  What is wanted is the totally
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anarchic sexuality of the new-born babe.

Perhaps this brief summary has unavoidably conveyed the impression that I

think these Freudian left-wingers are dunces.  Not necessarily: Marcuse, in his earlier,

purely political writings, had some interesting things to say.  His grasp of the nuances

of capitalism makes it all the more appalling that, rather late in his intellectual

development, he ceded part of his brain to the Weltanschauung of psychoanalysis.  He

was, to my mind, literally made stupid by Freudianism.

In his book Freudian Fraud, E. Fuller Torrey views the left wing's adoption of

Freudianism with disdainful amusement.  How could Marxist intellectuals have failed to

see that psychoanalysis is totally at odds with their own social psychology?  A Marxist

can reconcile Karl with Sigmund only by twisting himself into the shape of a pretzel.

But as to why he would try to do it: the intellectual lives for little else.  He craves

just such a challenge.  Each system is "deep" and "interesting" in its own right: the

fusion therefore promises to be doubly deep and infinitely interesting.  The temptation

is the same as the one to which Marx himself succumbed: to play in the game with the

highest stakes of all.  Marx reconciled Hegel with Feuerbach – that is to say, a

Christian metaphysician with a dyed-in-the-wool atheist.  St. Thomas Aquinas thought

he had reconciled Aristotle with the Bible.

The common denominator among the revisionists cited in Robinson's book – and

it marks them as true heirs to the intellectual legacy of Freud – is their focus on the

"sating of crude and primary instinctual impulses" as the only bestower of human

happiness.  Every other human endeavor is a sublimation of the sexual shudder; and
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nothing else can please us like the orgasmic release that will "convulse our physical

being."  Their allegiance to this premise (I have been quoting from Civilization and Its

Discontents) binds them to Freud in spite of their un-Freudian opposition to the

repressive agencies of Culture.  But if you wish to understand Freud, always remember

that, for him, the social repression of the drives was, on balance, a positive

achievement.

I cannot refrain from raising once again the burning question: Why are

intellectuals so sad?  Their own answer seems to be that they hate writing books – they

would rather be rutting.  Or curled up in the fetal position.  I will conclude by repeating

my astonishment that these grown men can seriously propose that infantile

satisfactions are preferable to adult "sublimations."  I am especially dismayed that they

keep pushing back the age at which we are assumed to have been perfectly adjusted

and supremely content.  I will once again apologize for the pleasure I have taken in the

endeavors of my adult life – listening to music, reading, writing, running, eating

Ethiopian food.  And there has been time left over for the sublimation of my sporting

and cultural drives in an occasional act of sex.

I must try to find some sympathy in my heart for those who wish to return to the

womb.

From the heyday of psychoanalysis

The Freudian wave crested in mid-20th-century Manhattan; in the 1950s,
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psychoanalysis dominated the thinking in most of the tonier psychiatric venues

throughout the country.  Philip Graham, the publisher of the Washington Post, suffering

spectacularly from manic-depressive illness, was treated by means of Freudian

psychotherapy alone.  Like many another famous patient, he failed his therapist and

committed suicide.  Sylvia Plath forged an intense bond with her therapist, with

obviously mixed results.  Tennessee Williams was told by his renowned Manhattan

psychoanalyst, Lawrence Kubie, that he should give up the only two activities that ever

gave his life pleasure or meaning – writing plays and having sex with men – in order to

concentrate on his analysis.  (Similarly, Lucy Freeman was told to abstain from

romantic involvements during a critical stage of her analysis.  The analysts of the

1950s were riding high and drunk with power.)  Kubie fancied himself an aesthete as

well as a healer, and got out the stick.  "He hit me where it hurt most," Williams wrote to

his mother.  "He said I wrote cheap melodramas and nothing else."  Then came the

carrot: Kubie praised "Suddenly Last Summer," which some commentators consider the

playwright's most lurid melodrama ever; but it was written during the time that Williams

was in therapy with him.  Kubie, no stranger to ego and counting himself an expert on

the creative process, clearly wanted to believe that he had cured Williams of writing

potboilers.  Whatever Kubie's impact on William's productivity, he and all the other

psychiatrists who ever treated Williams manifestly failed to do anything to stem the tide

of the author's multiple addictions, especially to habit-forming drugs.

At about the same time, John Forbes Nash, the mathematical prodigy who

suffered from paranoid delusions, was treated at a famous clinic for "homosexual
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panic."  This was the diagnosis du jour in the 1950s, based upon Freud's contention

that "what lies at the core of the conflict in cases of paranoia among males is a

homosexual wish-fantasy of loving a man."  Suffice it to say that Nash's treatment along

these lines failed; he recovered from his paranoia two decades later with no help from

the Freudians.

Indeed, the theory is wrong from both directions.  There really was, in those

days, a condition that could be accurately described as "homosexual panic" – but it was

caused by the police.  To put it another way, it was produced by social rather than

intrapsychic pressures.  A man who, in the 1950s, suffered exposure as a homosexual

stood to lose everything – to be fired from his job, shunned by his church, and rejected

by his family.  His condition was thought to be illegal, sick, and sinful: he could be

jailed, hospitalized, and barred from taking the sacraments.  The panic was induced by

external events: like shell-shock, it was a predictable biological reaction to an

intolerable environmental stress; it had nothing to do with the "return of the repressed." 

But perhaps there was an occasional fortuitous connection to paranoia, along the lines

of an old joke: "Just because you are paranoid doesn't mean people aren't out to get

you."  If homosexual men thought they were being persecuted, they were evincing the

reality principle, not a sick imagination.

In those halcyon days of analysis, even the afterthoughts of Freud entered the

mainstream.  In a 1957 book-length screed, The Psychology of Gambling, Edmund

Bergler wrote with italicized confidence that the gambler is a "neurotic with an

unconscious wish to lose."  The gambler's winnings "are paid in the intrapsychic coin of
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psychic masochism – which is, after all, what he has bargained for."

We see here, dramatically, how psychoanalysis became, to its acolytes, a

gnosticism that laid the universe of human behavior open to the initiate.  "Insights"

abounded; every area of life opened up to investigation.  Bergler wrote scores of books

and hundreds of articles, all of them combining ignorance and arrogance to an

astonishing degree, and some of them toxic.  He "specialized" in the treatment of

homosexuals – or claimed he did – believing them to be, like compulsive gamblers,

afflicted with "psychic masochism" and especially prone to immature and criminal

behavior, and also imagining that he could cure them.  The dust jacket for his tome on

gambling advertises another: Homosexuality: Disease or Way of Life?  The blurb

promises "the causes and treatment of an increasing and serious social problem." 

Forty years later, we have no reason to believe that homosexuality has ever been a

serious social problem except when gay men and women have been targeted by bigots;

there is no solid evidence that homosexuality has been increasing; Freudianism cannot

explain why it would be increasing if it were; the causes are no clearer than they were

when Bergler wrote, although the psychoanalytic theory of causation has been

exploded; and treatment is still, for the most part, a figment of the imaginations of

fundamentalist Christians.  The DSM-IV gave up labeling homosexuality as a disease

or a problem; governments have stopped persecuting it as a crime; and many

congregations now refrain from calling it a sin.  Most psychiatrists now question

whether it is ethical to "treat" homoxexuality even when requested to do so by the

patient.
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As for compulsive gambling: it is instructive to contrast the approaches of

Freudians and behaviorists.  Psychoanalysts view gamblers as masochists;

behaviorists point out that they are hooked on a "variable reinforcement" schedule,

which is the most powerful form of conditioning if you want to elicit pigeon pecks.  Both

ignore, as they must, the spiritual drive of the gambler: what he really craves is intensity

of experience.  The loss of money is a byproduct of the search for excitement.  The way

players lose in poker is to stay too long – to "see another card" when the odds are

against them.  The gambler goes against his own better judgment, not in order to fail,

and not because the temptation of the variable reinforcement schedule has seduced

him, but because folding the hand is bound to bring a type of disappointment, a

guarantee that the next moment will be lived at a lower level of intensity.  Folding

means that he is out of the action and the thrill is gone.  What ruins the life of such a

man is his incapacity for getting pleasure out of anything other than a bet riding.  Wife,

children, vocation, avocation – these fail to set his heart racing.

At the start of the third millennium, we see that Freudianism has contributed

nothing of value to the social sciences.  Alcoholism, gambling, drug addiction, eating

disorders, domestic violence, crime, divorce, voter apathy – Freudianism no longer

figures in the intellectual debate at all.

What does a (Freudian) woman want?

Let us take an example of Freudianism from our own time.  Camille Paglia is the
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controversial polemicist who has attacked contemporary feminism and spoken up for

hierarchy in human sexuality.  As she admits in the preface to Sexual Personae, her

method is "a form of sensationalism."  In the first 22 pages, we learn that nature is

"brutal," sex is "a subset of nature," sex is "daemonic."  All sexual encounters, in fact all

human encounters of any kind, bear "the perverse traces of family romance," which is

to say, "hostility and aggression, the homicidal wishes of the unconscious."  Children,

she says, "are monsters of unbridled egotism and will."  Paglia especially likes to set

feminists' teeth on edge:

! Mythology's identification of woman with nature is correct.

! The historical repugnance to woman has a rational basis: disgust is
reason's proper response to the grossness of procreative nature.

! Woman's latent vampirism is not a social aberration but a development of
her maternal function.

! The woundlike rawness of female genitals is a symbol of the
unredeemability of chthonian nature.  In aesthetic terms, female genitals
are lurid in color, vagrant in contour, and architecturally incoherent.

! Rape is male power fighting female power.

! Page 53: Incest is at the start of all biography and cosmogony.  The man
who finds his true wife has found his mother.  Male mastery in marriage is
a social illusion, nurtured by women exhorting their creations to play and
walk.

! Page 54: Art advances by self-mutilation of the artist.

! Page 245: Mutilation of female genitals, reported to this day throughout
the world, descends from ancient perceptions of the uncanniness of
female fertility. . . . Such things arise not from social prejudice but from
legitimate fear of woman's alliance with chthonian nature.
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Legitimate fear.  May I just interrupt here to point out that the ideological underpinning

of genital mutilation is the reduction of the female's sexual pleasure so as to render her

less likely to commit adultery?

It is easy to make Paglia seem even more outrageous than she aspires to be by

quoting her piecemeal and omitting her 673 pages of evidence.  For my own purposes,

I wish to focus upon her intellectual inheritance.  She is permeated by Freudianism,

citing not only the Master, but repeatedly those other critics who are most influenced by

him – Harold Bloom and G. Wilson Knight, to name just two.  Strangest of all, she

replicates Freud's misogyny.

Paglia, like Freud before her, is susceptible to all the idols of the mind.  Her

standard of proof oscillates between slipshod and non-existent.  Here is a tiny example,

part of her attack on the pretensions of feminism: "The last major western society to

worship female powers was Minoan Crete.  And significantly, that fell and did not rise

again."  Significantly?  Since every major western society has eventually fallen never to

rise again, I am wondering how this fact can have any significance at all.

She accepts uncritically, not merely the basics of psychoanalysis, but every

passing whim of the founder: 

Freud thinks primitive man preened himself on his ability to put out a fire
with a stream of urine.  A strange thing to be proud of but certainly
beyond the scope of woman, who would scorch her hams in the process. 
Male urination really is a kind of accomplishment, an arc of
transcendance [sic]."  [Emphasis, and misspelling, in the original, p. 21]

Like Freud, she avers that his, and her own, "discoveries" apply in all places at all
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times.  P. 53: "At the emotional heart of every marriage is a pietà of mother and son." 

P. 457: "Family romance shapes all our erotic lives."  As with Freud, such sweeping

generalizations – every marriage, all our erotic lives – are not mere flourishes of

rhetorical heightening.  They are precisely what is being claimed.

But Paglia's most serious idols are her reduction of reality to regularities and

symmetries and her penchant for constructing "truths" out of metaphors rather than

facts.  She is rigidly schematic, setting up the following Manichean dichotomy:

Nature

Dionysian

Woman

Earth

Miasma, stagnation, anarchy

Darkness (vaginas)

Culture

Apollonian

Man

Sky

Reason, science, logic

Visible images (penises; art)

The disease of runaway metaphor is not peculiar to Freudians, but it is endemic among

them: men's erect penises point up, so their psyches inhabit the sky of cultural and

scientific transcendence; women's musky genitals point down, so their psyches inhabit

the earth of mundane domesticity.  The cave-like vaginas of females suck the male

back into the primordial sludge of the evolutionary status quo.  Women are creatures of

menstrual blood and ooze, and they keep us al l earthbound.  Male bonding, with its

regrettable but inevitable tendency toward an occasional excess of high spirits (i.e.,

gang rape), is necessary if men are to overcome this chthonian suction and create
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civilization.

Paglia's iconoclasm, like the young Freud's, is sometimes refreshing: she takes

the received wisdom of smug liberalism and turns it on its ear.  There is actually a great

deal of originality, wit, and, best of all, clear writing in Paglia – qualities not to be

disesteemed in academic discourse.  She makes imaginative connections which jolt the

mind – preposterous metaphors have a tendency to do that – and the unwary reader

becomes drunk with them.  But in the sober light of morning, have we actually attained

any lasting insight?  Bulletin: the stereotype of the feminized male is to be found in

primitive Siberian shamans dressed in women's clothes and in the hosts of daytime

television talk-shows.  Paglia throws out thousands of these arresting juxtapositions. 

But can they support her grandiose dichotomization of all human history into feminine

nature and masculine culture?  Like Bacon's deluded scientist, she reads too much

form into the inchoate matter of reality – a tendency related to religion and paranoia. 

She commits the empirical fallacy, supporting her theory with a handful of carefully

selected texts and ignoring mountains of evidence on the other side.  (Thus the

Marquis de Sade becomes a major writer and Tolstoy gets barely a mention.)  And she

plays the name game with a vengeance: her terms are finally definitions of things that

do not exist.  To take reckless pleasure in reading her is to flirt with contagion: that way

lies, not quite madness perhaps, but the serious pathology of interpretation-mania. 

Beware of the Ontological complex; unlike Freudian neuroses, it is infectious.
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Freudians scrape the bottom of their own barrel when they issue character studies of

identified individuals based upon specious psychoanalytical categories.  Anyone

qualified or unqualified can play the game of applying Freudthink to persons living and

dead: there is no statute of limitations; there is no appeal to a higher court of reason;

there is no evidence that counts against the indictment.  Karl Kraus notes that we have

no advocates, not even ourselves, and that the Freudians always have the last word:

Who will vouch for my unconscious?  I, of course, know nothing about it. 
But the psychoanalyst knows everything about it.  He knows where the
trauma lies buried; he can hear the grass growing over the grave where
the complex lies buried.  These helpers, who force themselves on us, are
everywhere: they have not let Grillparzer, Lenau or Kleist get away, and
as for Goethe's Sorcerer's Apprentice, they only disagree as to whether
the work is a product of sublimated masturbation or bed-wetting.  If I tell
the analysts to kiss my ass, they tell me that I have an anal fixation.

We need only note here that Freud invented this vicious little pastime and, as we might

expect, excelled at it.

Freud does Woodrow Wilson

As we have already seen, the 1967 publication of Thomas Woodrow Wilson: A



Character assassination by experts - 629

Psychological Study consternated Freudians no end: they found the book to be a

"caricature" of psychoanalysis.  The timing was inauspicious for them, inasmuch as

there had already been some fraying at the edges of Freud's reputation.  Researchers

had come upon the full gamut of facts in the cases of Emma Eckstein's nosebleed and

Daniel Schreber's hallucinations, and their work had begun the process of nudging the

Master off the pedestal that he had occupied during the palmy days of the 1950s. 

When the Wilson biography appeared, the attitude among Freudians was "least said,

soonest mended."

I wish to strongly recommend the book to all serious students of Freud.  No

doubt the repeated, sneering references to "little Tommy Wilson" betray co-author

William Bullitt's animus and stylistic ham-handedness.  But the essentials of the

diagnosis are pure Freudianism: the conclusions are exactly what you would expect. 

Bullitt, who deeply admired Freud, would never have dreamed of contradicting Freud's

psychological assessment of Wilson.  Nor would he have needed to: we know from

independent and reliable sources that Freud's opinion of Wilson was as low as Bullitt

could have wished it; and Freud confesses, in his forthright way, in the same

introduction that is accepted by all as bearing the stamp of the Master, his "aversion"

and "antipathy" toward the failed idealist whose loss of nerve led to the disastrous

peace of Versailles.  The injustice of that peace, incidentally, affected Freud personally,

and he says so: but with his customary narcissistic blindness, he pronounces himself

nonetheless capable of treating his subject dispassionately.

The book itself scores a number of direct hits.  Unquestionably, Wilson



Character assassination by experts - 630

remained, all his life, awestruck by his conventional windbag of a father.  And Freud is

never more on the mark than when he punctures the religious bubble, which he often

does wittily and decisively without the need to invoke psychoanalytical categories at all:

I do not know how to avoid the conclusion that a man who is capable of
taking the illusions of religion so literally and is so sure of a special
personal intimacy with the Almighty is unfitted for relations with ordinary
children of men.  As everyone knows, the hostile camp during the war
also sheltered a chosen darling of Providence: the German Kaiser.  It was
most regrettable that later on the other side a second appeared.  No one
gained thereby: respect for God was not increased.

When the book descends into psychodynamics, it does so, however schematically,

along impeccable Freudian lines: we are told that Wilson loved and hated his father,

wished to submit to him and longed to surpass him, and sometimes exhibited libidinal

passivity and sometimes activity.  It is interesting to ask on what grounds the disciples

find the psychological studies of Dora, the Wolf Man, Schreber, and Leonardo da Vinci

convincing, and this study unconvincing.  I would submit that Freud's assessment of

Wilson is the more defensible, because he had access to more facts.  In the case of

Leonardo, the historical record was far scantier than in the case of Wilson, and Freud

relied analytically upon a brief mistranslated account of a single dream.  In the case of

Schreber, Freud ostentatiously refrained from examining the patient's personal history. 

(A cursory glance would have opened a Pandora's box of parental pathologies, but

Judge Freud probably would have thrown the evidence out of court anyway, just as he

ruled Dora's testimony as to the actual facts in her case inadmissible and instead

invented a scenario more to his liking.)  Bullitt, by virtue of his archival research into
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Wilson's early years, and his direct participation in the events leading up to the Treaty

of Versailles, forced a wealth of real information about Wilson onto Freud.  While the

more famous case histories are really just intellectual fantasias on psychoanalytic

themes, built around whichever unfortunate individual, living or dead, happened to

cross Freud's path at the moment of a theoretical epiphany, the book on Wilson

constantly subjects Freud's flights of fancy to the gravitational pull of the public record. 

There is no reason at all to think that Dora was Oedipally fixated on Herr K and

homoerotically attracted to Herr K's wife, or that Schreber was driven into paranoia by

his repressed homosexual love for his despicable father; but there is every reason to

believe that Wilson was strangely incapacitated by a fateful passivity at the moment he

needed to do battle with the old nationalists of France, Britain, and Italy.

Where the Wilson study fails, it fails in exactly the same way that the other case

studies fail – by reflexively invoking a reductionistic schema over and over, and by

forcing recondite speculative interpretations onto data that can be more plausibly

explained by other mechanisms.  Wilson's psychological makeup is indeed illuminated

by an examination of his father-worship; but in the Freud-Bullitt treatment, this idée fixe

smothers the rest of the rich biographical material.  After all, many men are smitten by

their fathers, but few of them attain the presidency of the United States: there must be

more to Wilson than this.  Furthermore, the clever Oedipal interpretations, routed

endlessly through the "five accumulators" of libido, fog our vision of Wilson's garden-

variety narcissism (which was so like Freud's own): his confidence in his rightness, his

inability to credit the sincerity of any motives other than his own, his failure to take the
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measure of his opponents because of his incapacity to understand them, and his loss

of friends throughout his life owing to his recurrent conviction that they had betrayed

him.  These traits would seem to be just as implicated in his failures as his over-

identification with his father.  Narcissism originates in a child's defense against a

narcissistic parent, and is perhaps doubly damaging where the parent remains a

beloved figure throughout life, so there is much to look at in Wilson's early years – but

we hardly need the Oedipus complex to do it.

Freudians are badly mistaken if they think that they have respectable arguments

by which they can salvage the Wolf Man and the Rat Man while disowning Wilson. 

Freud worked in the same way on all his cases.  His methodology is the same, whether

he has met the analysand or not.  What made the other studies so convincing for so

long was that we had only Freud's word for it, and we took his word at face value.  A big

part of the reaction against Freud today is owing to charges that he was not a man of

his word – that he was unreliable and even dishonest in the accounts that he gave of

his patients.  This calumny is perhaps the only way to shake the confidence of his most

credulous supporters, but I deplore it.  Freud believed totally in his "facts," and was, in

the common parlance, a man of integrity.  Throughout history, such self-deluded men

have always done far more damage than the conscious falsifiers of the truth.  Oscar

Wilde – whose off-the-cuff observations go deeper than Freud's arduous excavations –

laughed at the British philistine's mania for ascertaining if a man is "sincere."  We must

finally recognize that, regardless of Freud's sincerity, his ideas are nonsense –

palpable nonsense.  We only play into the hands of the Freudians when we try to
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discredit Freud by the expedient of psychoanalyzing his faults.  Peter Gay himself is

more than willing to play this game, confident that when he admits Freud's foibles he

thereby humanizes his idol without damaging psychoanalysis.

In the case of Wilson, we have other facts about him that we can oppose to

those so tendentiously selected by Freud and Bullitt, and no doubt this explains why

their study has been relegated to limbo while Freud's other case studies continue to be

defended: but we should not have needed additional facts to have rejected those

accounts as we have them from Freud.  We should not have needed to learn Dora's

actual age at the time she was seized by Herr K; we should not have needed additional

information showing that the Wolf Man was never truly cured (information that Kurt

Eissler, the director of the Freud Archives, did his best to cover up, even to the extent

of paying out what we might be entitled to call "hush money").  We should not have

needed the facts about Schreber's horrific childhood – however welcome and decisive

they have been – to reject the silliness Freud wrote about him.  Indeed – and this is one

of the strangest facts about the grand renunciation of Freudianism that is happening as

I write – the change of opinion about the famous case studies has been engendered

almost entirely by re-reading them with greater skepticism.  We have not discovered a

cache of contemporary documents contradicting Freud's account of Dora.  We have

mostly used his own account of Dora to discredit his account of Dora.

There is a final peculiarity about the biography of Wilson.  No matter how much

the authors pile on their contempt, we still see, even in their disdainful pages, that

Wilson was right: he was right that his proposed terms, the Fourteen Points, would
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have been the basis of a just peace; he was right that a strong League of Nations

would have been the best bulwark against a future war.  Certainly he failed: at the end

of the day, he had sold out almost all of the points and signed on to a treaty that sewed

the seeds of the Second World War; and by personalizing the Senate battle for

agreement, he failed to secure American membership in the League of Nations, for the

sake of which he had sold out in the first place.  Idealists do not make good politicians. 

But it takes an unusually perverse logic to blame Wilson more than Lloyd George,

Clemenceau, and Orlando; or (taking Freud's gibe literally) to lump Wilson with that

mad militarist Kaiser Wilhelm II, who overran and brutalized neutral Belgium and, in

January of 1917, scuttled Wilson's last-ditch effort to arrange an equitable peace when

he responded that Germany must keep all the territory she had conquered.  But Freud

never got over his gut feeling that the cause of the Axis powers had been just – that is

the nasty piece of unconscious business that really informs Freud's contribution to the

study of Wilson.

The Freudians do Jane Austen

It may be true that there are very few orthodox Freudians left in the field of therapy, but

in the fields of sociology, anthropology, arts criticism, biography – in short, in virtually

all the humanities except psychology – Freudian ideas are so pervasive and unchecked

that many of their purveyors may even be ignorant of the origin of their favorite catch

phrases.  In The London Review of Books dated August 3, 1995, Terry Castle, a
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professor at Stanford University, attributes "unconscious narcissistic or homoerotic

imperatives" to Jane Austen because she eschewed men and marriage but was very

attached to her sister Cassandra.  Furthermore, this author finds "a kind of homophilic

fascination" in Austen's physical descriptions of women.  Thus do we find, late in 1995,

how far throughout the intellectual world the ideas of Freudianism have percolated. 

Perhaps needless to say, we are in an evidence-free zone here; and since these

"imperatives" are unconscious, it is hard to say what would count as evidence had

Castle tried to produce any.  (I do understand that I am discounting Castle's idea of

evidence: for instance, the tendency of an author who specializes in writing romantic

fictions with female protagonists to compose compelling physical portraits of her

heroines in an age of literature that valued such descriptions.)

The Freudians do Darwin

From the Encyclopædia Britannica entry on Charles Darwin:

 The young man who, during all the hardships and dangers of the voyage
of the "Beagle" and his numerous hazardous journeys ashore, enjoyed
stout health and great physical stamina, within a few months of his return
began to show increasingly frequent symptoms of illness that reduced him
to a state of semi-invalidism.  These were great lassitude, painful
intestinal discomfort with much flatulence, frequent vomiting, and
sleeplessness.  His doctors were quite unable to find any organic cause
for his condition, in which he settled down to a daily routine of four hours'
work, walks in the garden, and rests on a sofa smoking a cigarette while
being read to.  Frequently he was unable to work at all.  On several
occasions he went to take the water cure at a spa, but without lasting
benefit.

Recently, psychiatrists have claimed to account for Darwin's
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condition by advancing diverse (and contradictory) explanations: that he
had "poor nervous heredity on both sides," or "depressive obsessional
anxiety and hysterical symptoms" due to "a distorted expression of
aggression, hate and resentment felt at an unconscious level by Darwin
towards his tyrannical father"; that his work on evolution had killed the
Heavenly Father and given him an Oedipus complex; and that his
shunning of social life and acceptance of his wife's ministering care was
evidence of his being a neurotic.  All this specious and special pleading is
unnecessary since S. Adler drew attention to the massive attack that
Darwin suffered in 1835 [in the Andes] from the bites of a bug, Triatoma
infestans, the most important carrier of the trypanosome of Chagas'
disease.  This trypanosome, not discovered until 1909, is found in the
blood even many years after infection; it causes lassitude and heart block
and prevents normal functioning of the intestines.  The case histories of
patients with Chagas' disease and Darwin's symptoms fit like a glove . . . .

This diagnosis has since been refined by some and questioned by others, but no

physician doubts any longer that Darwin suffered from an organic illness.  We can only

speculate on how many millions of people still living have had their real physical

symptoms converted into attacks of hysteria by ignorant, self-serving therapists.

The Freudians do Thoreau

My heroes are the great philosophers who reject the deep philosophers.  Thoreau

understood that we fail to grasp reality, not because it is hidden and elusive, but simply

because we refuse to look at it:

Shams and delusions are esteemed for soundest truths, while reality is
fabulous.  If men would steadily observe realities only, and not allow
themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it with such things as we know,
would be like a fairy tale and the Arabian Nights' Entertainments.
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What is required is not to see behind the facade of the world: there is no facade.  Life is

not so much complex, as clouded.  We need to see it steadily and see it whole.

I perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we
do because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things.  We think
that that is which appears to be.  If a man should walk though this town
and see only the reality, where, think you, would the "Mill-dam" [the
shopping center of Concord] go to?  If he should give us an account of the
realities he beheld there, we should not recognize the place in his
description.  Look at a meeting-house, or a court-house, or a jail, or a
shop, or a dwelling-house, and say what that thing really is before a true
gaze, and they would all go to pieces in your account of them.

.     .     .

Through an infirmity of our natures, we suppose a case, and put
ourselves into it, and hence are in two cases at the same time, and it is
doubly difficult to get out.  In sane moments we regard only the facts, the
case that is.

If you prefer a metaphor of depth, understand that you need to see deeply in the sense

of exploring straight down.  The truth is not vast and strange, labyrinthine and multi-

dimensional, an infinite vista of trillions of complicated facts; nor is there – the conceit

of all gnosticisms – a true explanation behind the facts, unsuspected by most, known

this day to a chosen few who live in the Himalayas.  No.  The truth is buried beneath

layers of lies that we tell ourselves, and we have to burrow straight down, veering

neither right nor left, peeling the lies away.

Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet downward through
the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion,
and appearance, that alluvion which covers the globe, through Paris and
London, through New York and Boston and Concord, through church and
state, through poetry and philosophy and religion, till we come to a hard
bottom and rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and
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no mistake . . . .

Thoreau knew well the appeal of "depth psychology" to a man like Freud, and the

appeal of Freudianism to the rest of us:

Men esteem truth remote, in the outskirts of the system, behind the
farthest star, before Adam and after the last man.

Thoreau went to hear a radical feminist speaker and came away complaining that she

was not radical enough.  His response to the completed, magnificent edifice of

Freudianism would have been disappointment: Freud gives us an account that is

bizarre and ingenious, to be sure, but we do "recognize the place in his description"; so

to Thoreau's taste, Freud's vision would still have been too conventional.

A human being as great as Thoreau is not going to escape the calumnies of the

psychoanalysts.  Carl Bode, the editor of The Portable Thoreau, gives us the diagnosis

of arrested development in his epilogue to this anthology of Thoreau's writings:

"Thoreau never outgrew his mother-fixation."  Yes, the main characteristic of Thoreau's

unconscious is "a marked Oedipus complex," where we find "hate for the father, but

also love for him and shame for wanting to displace him."  In other words, Thoreau was

just like Freud himself and all men everywhere.

Not once does Bode quote from any of Thoreau's letters, or any of his 14

volumes of journals, to demonstrate the love, the hate, the shame, or the ambivalence. 

In point of fact, other than his having held himself romantically aloof from women of a

marriageable age, Thoreau gave no indication, either in his actions or in the millions of
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words he wrote, that he was fixated on his mother, that he suffered from an Oedipus

complex, or that he felt any very marked emotion of any kind about his father.  Indeed,

Bode is forced to confess that a number of journal entries by Thoreau seem to indicate,

not love, not hate, but irritation with his mother.  But since, as critics of Freudianism

have said from the very beginning, any fact can be taken as proof, the irritation is

somehow turned to account in Bode's hands.  After all, we can be irritated by someone

we love.  As for his father, we learn that Thoreau's guilt over "replacing" his father

"must have been severe."  There is no evidence that it was.  But, like Freud's libido

stirred up by the glimpse of his naked mother, it must have been.

I should not say there is no evidence at all.  There is the kind of evidence a

Freudian recognizes:

Throughout the pages on nature there are many references, masculine
and feminine, overt and covert, which have a Freudian significance.  The
towering pine, the shrub oak, the snake in the stream, the unclimbable
mountain: these are among them.

In light of these examples, it would be interesting to distinguish the overt from the covert

references.  Are these synonyms for conscious and unconscious?  Most of them are

covert to most of us, and certainly all of them were covert to Thoreau – or does Bode

think that Thoreau intended his pine tree to be a phallic symbol?  On the other hand, I

suspect they are all overt to a Freudian, since, as Karl Kraus says, the analyst knows

all about it.  But since Bode is a Freudian, I am deeply curious to know which seem

covert to him.
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The amount of female matter in his nature writing is remarkable.  Perhaps
the most illuminating thing is his love for swamps.

I assume that we have here an example of the kind of Freudian logic that culminates in

Camille Paglia's assertion that the genitals of women are "architecturally incoherent."

It will be instructive to examine two additional propositions found in Bode's

exegesis:

Thoreau's hatred for the state was an extension of his Oedipal hatred for
his father and of his occasional dislike (the other side of the coin of love)
of his dominating mother.

If this were so, we would expect his indictment of the state to be emotionally fraught

and poorly thought out.  Such a person would never be able to disentangle his personal

grievance, of which he is not even conscious, from his ostensible subject matter. 

Instead, "Civil Disobedience" is so dispassionately argued and so serenely rational that

it is essentially irrefutable.  It is utterly convincing to any person of moral sensibility.  It

has proven to be one of the most influential statements ever penned on its subject.

Notice too the wonderful two-headed coin of Freudianism: Mother-love = Oedipal

love.  Mother-hatred = Oedipal love.  And indifference, we all know, is a mask, the

perfect strategy for concealing that old devil, Oedipal ambivalence.

A second proposition is that Thoreau "finally found his father-substitute in John

Brown" – a discovery that, far from assuaging his Oedipal complex, proved fatal:

Thoreau, with a history of conversion maladies, found his burden of guilt
so great when his father and Brown died, both within the same year, that
he became convinced he too must die in expiation.
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We are entitled to know the nature of the science involved here, and Bode is unusually

plainspoken about identifying it as having been generated by the tautological method:

he allows that "the likelihood of the propositions must be based partly on the previous

constructions."  What Bode means by this is that there is no evidence for the truth of

any of his propositions about Thoreau's attitude toward John Brown, other than the

provisional truth of his earlier propositions about Thoreau's parents, which were

themselves unsupported by evidence.  I honor Bode for saying so, and for saying so in

language that cannot be mistaken.  He does not even try to brazen it out, as Freud

himself did repeatedly, by converting the previous propositions to "facts"; he refers to

them forthrightly as "constructions."  This is the frankest admission I have seen by a

devotee that in Freudianism one part of the theory, itself unproven, is used to prove

another part.

To resume Bode's interesting thesis that Thoreau gave up the ghost out of

Oedipal guilt: he starts by admitting that he does agree, exoterically, with Thoreau's 

biographers "that on the conscious level he died of tuberculosis."  The magnanimity of

this concession is, at first blush, impressive, since a reader of ordinary intellectual

allegiances might think that a death from tuberculosis invalidates the theory that

Thoreau willed his own death.  In the fairy-tale world of Freudianism, however, such

concessions are not thought to be damaging.  Freud himself always believed in the

real, organic nature of even the most hysterical symptoms of his patient.  It was his

contention that a psychological "flight into illness" expresses itself as real physical
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pathologies.  For instance, he did not doubt that an actual germ caused Dora to have a

genuinely sore throat.  But at the same time, she used the provocative location of her

malady to express multiple symbolic meanings.  Exactly how this conversion

mechanism works is, like most everything else in Freudianism, mystical: somehow Dora

had to be able to select, from all the myriad microbes that make up the universe of

pathogens, just those that attack the throat and nowhere else, and then suppress her

own immune system just enough to be fashionably inconvenienced by the attack, but

not so debilitated that the symbolic gesture turned into a major medical episode. 

Thoreau had by far the easier assignment, since any sort of death would do, and

consumption ran in his family.

Perhaps we can use this case to shed some light on the 19th century male sexual

predicament, which did not change very much from the time of Thoreau's early

manhood to the time of Freud's.  We can start by acknowledging that Thoreau appears

to have been little interested in copulation; but even if sex is one of life's fundamental

drives, I do not see why this fact should over-stimulate our imaginations.  Many people

seem to take almost no actual pleasure from the act of eating.  Throughout their lives,

they gobble down the same half-dozen foods, in as little time as possible, and they

often say that they resent the interruption to the day's activities.  The rest of us think

that they are missing a lot, but how would we ever be able to prove it to them?  In any

case, we do not bother psychoanalyzing them.

To a Freudian, Thoreau's lack of romantic response to women is ipso facto
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neurotic.  But we may say with a great deal of confidence that Thoreau did not fly into

illness, however greatly Bode strains to prove that he did.  Never was a man less

incapacitated for life – especially for the life he most wanted to live.  He desired above

all to be a poet – by which he meant a writer whose subject is all of nature and moral

philosophy.  If he was any kind of failure, I hereby renounce success in order to study

failure at his feet.

Another possibility is that he was normally attracted to women and made a

conscious decision to exclude them from his solitary life – the better to follow his

calling.  For this type of decision there is not much place in Freudianism – especially

since the making of art teeters, in Freud's opinion, between sublimation and neurosis. 

(In this view, as in many others, Freud was a late-comer to the stockpile of Romantic

banalities: the notion that genius is neurosis is found in Flaubert's aptly titled Dictionary

of Received Ideas.)

Even if Thoreau felt an inordinate amount of tormenting lust and, out of genuine

tact (which he possessed in abundance), decided to spare his readers the everlasting

boredom of having to hear about it, he would still have conducted himself exactly as he

did, because the social mores gave him no self-respecting way to alleviate his

condition outside of marriage.  I say self-respecting: no man really sank in his

neighbors' eyes for patronizing prostitutes, or for educating the prettiest serving girls in

the arts of love, or for taking the bored young wives of elderly colleagues to bed.  The

people of the 19th century, including the Victorians, were, if anything, more worldly

than our own about a man's sexual hygiene.  Today, we are scandalized that the old
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standard was double; we have almost forgotten that it was a standard.  Thoreau could

have found plenty of sexual outlets acceptable to society; but he could not have found

any acceptable to him.  Like Beethoven, another conspicuous bachelor of the 19th

century, he really venerated women, and would not countenance any arrangement that

sullied them in the eyes of society.  (Beethoven slipped now and then, and visited

brothels.  After one such expedition, he wrote that physical love without a union of

souls is bestial and must always remain bestial.  Thoreau would have known the

spiritual outcome of a visit to a brothel without having to conduct the experiment. 

Anyone who is the least familiar with Thoreau can readily imagine that he succeeded in

continence where Beethoven failed.)

Then too, Thoreau shared with Beethoven a particular calling that could never

have withstood domesticity.  Perhaps even more than Beethoven, Thoreau was a man

who would have betrayed his own genius by marrying anyone at all under any

circumstances.

Nothing so renders Freudianism scientifically and therapeutically useless as its

failure to count the social conditioning of individuals as a genuine psychic component. 

We have already noted an obvious example: Dora's commitment to virginity would have

been a real part of her personal ethic.  To count only the (supposed) id as an index to

the true person, and to treat conscious morality as a fear-based censorship that serves

to conceal the truth about the soul and its desires, is to invert the mistake of those

earnest and gullible moralists who take a person's social conduct and professed

opinions at face value.  The mistake is compounded when Freudians fail to consider
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the possibility that we may consciously critique our social conditioning.  And the

mistake becomes spectacular when we encounter an extraordinary human being like

Thoreau, who was strong enough to reject almost everything that the authorities tried to

cram into his superego, yet emerged from the battle not, as Freudians would posit, as a

superman of the id, but as a man governed by a conscious morality infinitely higher and

finer than that of his would-be socializers.  What kind of sense does it make to a

Freudian to get out from under the cultural or parental superego and then put another

self-chosen superego in its place that your neighbors would regard as far more

stringent?  We would expect that the poor benighted fool who did this to himself would

be a monster of rigidity, reaction-formation, compulsiveness, perfectionism, and anality. 

Some critics have indeed tried to saddle Thoreau with this diagnosis, either on a priori

grounds, or as a preemptive strike against him because they are themselves just such

shallow, talkative, complacent, politically compromised souls as he would have

detested.  But those who understand Thoreau find him to be one of the few people who

have ever plausibly claimed to have experienced the highest, truest, most nourishing

happiness.  Thoreau was a living, breathing refutation of the psychoanalytic

Weltanschauung.

Freudians have no trouble traducing such a man as a failure, since he did so

little "work" and never "fell in love."  (The complaint that Thoreau was an idler goes

back to James Russell Lowell.)  Such critics believe that the highest standard of

goodness a human being can attain is set by Freud's own example.  Remember that

Freud believed that his moral behavior was "unpsychological" because it put him at a
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senseless disadvantage to play by rules that others broke with impunity; yet he always

acted, or said he did in his paean to himself, in a "thoroughly decent" way, not because

he really wanted to, or even because he considered it rational, but because his self-

repression served the needs of Culture.  Gifted as he was in finding the right words to

express his meanings, Freud outdid himself with the epithet "thoroughly decent":

notwithstanding his blindness to the ways he fell short of even so limited a standard –

for instance, he was unaware of the devouring nature of his own appetite for power and

applause – the phrase does capture the meagerness of his aspiration.  To live by the

platitudes of conventional ethics was, to him, the sine qua non of the moral life.  He

thought this was hard enough, since a person becomes, in doing even so little, "an

anvil" for others to beat upon.  Given our nasty proclivities, he believed that we are

taxed almost beyond endurance by even minimal requirements of ethical behavior.  To

live by the entire code of middle-class morality, as he imagined he did – what heroism!

Along comes Thoreau, who regards traditional morality as so lax and

undemanding, not to say brainless and vicious, that an individual who does no more

than live by its code cannot claim to be an ethical person at all:

Practically, the old have no very important advice to give the young, their
own experience has been so partial, and their lives have been such
miserable failures, for private reasons, as they must believe. . . . I have
lived some thirty years on this planet, and I have yet to hear the first
syllable of valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors.  They have
told me nothing, and probably cannot tell me anything to the purpose. 
Here is life, an experiment to a great extent untried by me; but it does not
avail me that they have tried it.  If I have any experience which I think
valuable, I am sure to reflect that this my Mentors said nothing about.

.     .     .
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The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be
bad, and if I repent of anything, it is very likely to be my good behavior. 
What demon possessed me that I behaved so well?

Freud could only imagine that a man who throws out the superego must become a

criminal.  The person who, like Thoreau, throws out the societal standards only to

replace them with higher standards, can be accounted for only as an example of

extreme narcissism or sublimated envy.  If the only motivation for any ethical behavior

is "the narcissistic satisfaction of being able to think oneself better than others," then

the man who goes out of his way to set up moral hoops and jump through them is a

monster of vanity.  And if, as Freud avers, "social justice means that we deny ourselves

many things so that others may have to do without them as well," then the higher,

disinterested sort of principled opposition Thoreau showed to slavery and his

government's  unjust war against Mexico can only originate in spite.

Freudians will continue to do their best to diminish Thoreau, but the rest of us

will read him and learn from him.  And 200 years from now, Thoreau will still be read,

whereas the entire 20th century's production of psychoanalytic literature will be

compressed into the footnotes of histories of culture.

The Freudians do all of us

Of course, we are supposed to understand that in slandering Darwin and Thoreau, the

Freudians mean no harm.  They attribute to these exceptional men nothing worse than

the inescapable neuroses that they detect in all men.  Nonetheless, Oedipal upmanship
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has in recent years begun to lose its cachet as the favorite mechanism for biting at the

ankles of one's betters.

But as the Freudians have retreated from the Master's more lurid theories of

sexuality, they have brought forward his moral philosophy as his real claim to fame. 

Today, fewer Freudians would try to diminish Thoreau by analyzing his mother-fixation,

but more of them would be likely to diagnose Walden as the expression of his

grievance against his neighbors.  The title of a book by Joseph H. Berke, written in

1988, gives us the Freudian theory of character in four words: The Tyranny of Malice.

We would do well to recapitulate the premises of this theory, both because it is

becoming the remnant of Freud that the postmodernists still cling to, and because

social conservatives are quick to make use of it, or of something like it, when they try to

argue us into funding more prisons and a higher defense budget.

Freudianism is the sternest of all the character-based moralities.  It out-Calvins

Calvin, positing an original sin of such animal vigor that religion is too weak a neurosis

to combat it.  Only the reality principle, reinforced by all the punishments that a

repressive civilization can muster, is able to hold our destructive tendencies in check. 

My predilections are depraved and must be thwarted; but with the help of

psychoanalysis, I will experience, not a life of happiness, but a life of "normal human

suffering."  My sense of deprivation will be assuaged by my narcissistic vanity that the

sacrifice of my happiness has conduced to the bui lding of the very civilization that

frustrated my desires.

The peculiarity of Freudianism is that it rejects both the theological explanation



Character assassination by experts - 649

for original sin – that we are fallen angels – and the sociobiological explanation that we

are risen animals.  It posits a biological basis for our evil, but one that we share with no

other species.  While every animal could conceivably harbor some version of the death

drive, we humans would still be destined to give it a distinctive expression because of

our inability to master the psychic wounds of the Oedipus complex.  Even the best-

adjusted boy carries a buried rage over having to submit to the incest taboo; and every

girl is rendered permanently unjust by her penis-envy.

Freudianism thus vaguely attributes our nastiness to some sort of fundamental

drive; yet this drive does not seem to be any sort of elaboration of our animal instincts. 

A ram might eagerly give himself over to fighting and fornicating, but Freud would not

further suggest that the ram is riven by spite, malice, envy, and jealousy due to the

impositions laid upon him by his superego; nor would Freud argue that a ewe fails to

develop any moral sense at all because she is already castrated.  He would not have

said that narcissistic self-adoration gives us the purest and truest type of ewe.

Freudianism rejects, then, the possibility of grace on the one hand or moral

improvement on the other; and further Darwinian evolution is unlikely to mean "survival

of the kindest."  But neither does Freudianism allow any shuffling off of responsibility:

society does not construct our neuroses; our neuroses construct society.  Civilization is

the individual writ large.  Society is the superstructure of the castration complex, the

metastasizing of the father's threats, commandments, and punishments throughout the

land.

The special, ugly twist to this is the vindication of that father.  Freudianism, like
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fundamentalist Christianity, blames the children.  While the Puritan sets out to break

the will of the hell-bound infant, the Freudian projects upon that same infant the

rampancy of adult lust.

These confident Freudian assumptions underlie every page of The Tyranny of

Malice.  The author attributes infinite amounts of innate jealousy and envy to adults,

while failing to see that such characteristics are deformities produced in children by the

accumulated injustices they are made to bear in the first two decades of their lives,

when they are powerless to resist and poignantly unable even to understand that their

punishments are undeserved.

One day "Dr. Laura" Schlessinger, the talk-radio character-monger, was caught

up a little short trying to comprehend a caller who, in spite of a childhood of endless

sadistic abuse, and four years of intensive therapy to get over it, did not want to move

with her husband and children to England because she would be unable to continue

her frequent visits to the stepmother who had inflicted the abuse.  According to the

tenets of moral fascism, which is Dr. Laura's true religion, such a caller is weak and has

no one to blame but herself.  But not even Dr. Laura, who rarely suppresses her

contempt for women with problems, could fail to sense the presence of a powerful

malignancy that had emanated from a source outside the caller and had terribly

damaged her psyche.

We have only to see that similar factors, less florid but no less definite, are at

play in creating all the malice that Berke inventories; then we will finally be able to

attack evil in its actual strongholds.  But Freudianism bars our way even more
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obstinately than religion and sociobiology, with a message that envy and jealousy are

the natural and inevitable productions of the id, and that parental regimes can neither

create much more malice than already exists, nor extirp it quite.  Decent Freudians

would deplore the cruel stepmother's conduct, but also find it to be irrelevant to the

case of her child, who would have grown up in any case to harbor, in Freud's word, "all

that is evil in the human mind" as a natural predisposition.  ("Aaron Green," the

pseudonymous psychoanalyst who bared his soul to Janet Malcolm, sat through

dozens of sessions with a client who talked about beating her child, and never

challenged her behavior: it was not a legitimate part of his project; it was incidental to

the resolution of her Oedipal transference.)

There are two related errors in Freud's construct: first, the id does not contain

what he thinks it does; second, even if it did, the superego would overwhelm it.  If there

is a death drive anywhere, it is in the superego.  Tangled in these contradictions, a

Freudian like Berke cannot even align his nouns:

I think the duality, life-death, can best be understood as a struggle
between forces aiming at growth, order, integration, and structure – an
upward energy flow – and forces leading to contraction, disorder,
fragmentation, and chaos – a downward spiral.

The psychic death drive does indeed aim at contraction, but the other synonyms for this

contraction are the order, integration, and structure that Berke mistakenly equates with

growth.  In making such statements, Freudians inevitably betray their deep social

conservatism.  It goes without saying that progress must build upon a stable

foundation; but the tragedy of humanity has always been its imposition of a petrified
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stasis upon itself that prevents innovation in the face of unforeseen challenges. 

Genuine growth, on the contrary, requires a certain amount of upheaval.  We must

unfetter the imagination so that it can critique, pull apart, and if necessary blow up, if

only figuratively, the outmoded "traditional" but ineffectual structures that, while passing

for civilization itself, actually promote its decay.  These organized fetters substitute for

the creative anarchy of freedom a chilly superegoistic order and integration, the vested

power of the few over the many, and the conformity of each to all.  As for disorder,

fragmentation, and chaos, these are the bogeymen used by the conservatives to scare

us; these are the monsters of the id that so rarely make an appearance in real life. 

What appears instead is the stifling, oppressive power of consensus, bureaucracy, and

the "truth" of "what everyone knows."  The chaos that Freudians and political

reactionaries fear, when it actually does occur, is always the last step of a breakdown

that was caused by precisely this inflexibility of response.

Turn now to a highly Freudianized production of even more recent vintage, What Evil

Means to Us by C. Fred Alford.  Our author mentions Freud by name only five times;

but his approach is psychoanalytical through and through, Freud is his mentor, and his

thesis is clearly an elaboration of the death drive.

Life, Alford tells us, "is so very painful" – not, of course, for some of us, but for all

of us, every single one of us, every person past, present, and future.  Alford has caught

the Freudian bug  of thinking in terms of universal absolutes – I have added italics to

show the extent of his infection:
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The impulse to possess the other totally is the human impulse: the desire
to have and take rather than see and relate.  We will not be rid of it, and
moral injunctions that fail to recognize the dread behind the impulse will
always be ineffective.

Life is appropriation, self-assertion, and competition for scarce resources. 
It is suffering and terror.

To live, to be human, is above all to be a victim: a victim of circumstances,
a victim of fate.  A victim of life.

We are all victims, victims of life and death.

Alford did some actual research.  He convened a panel of rapists and murderers at a

nearby prison, who apparently gulled him into believing that their frankness was

evidence of courageous self-insight rather than braggadocio; and he passed out

questionnaires to students, many of whom thought that vampires are the most evil thing

that exists.  Another researcher might have tossed out the answers given by the girl

who thought that Adolf Eichmann was not evil but her boyfriend was.  (She offered no

evidence of the boyfriend's perfidy other than her own feeling that she was "losing her

identity" to him.)  Instead, Alford proudly quotes her as having gone to the heart of the

matter.  He was also impressed that so many of his respondents equated evil with the

dread they had felt as children when they went down the dark stairs into the basement:

The experience of dread which so many call evil stems from what the
psychoanalyst Thomas Ogden calls the "formless dread" of our
presymbolic, preverbal experience, what he calls the autistic-contiguous
position, the fear that the self is dissolving.

Two pages later, Alford calls this experience of dread "precategorical, prior to the
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categories by which we normally know the world."

Now here we have an error of catastrophic proportions.  Preverbally and

precategorically, no self exists.  The self is itself a category.

Preverbal and precategorical means prehuman.  Prehuman is animal, as all

good Darwinians know.  Animals, lacking language and categories, also lack selves. 

They may be frightened by the shadows of predators, and careful about basements, but

they are never filled with dread that their selves are dissolving.

To say it the briefest way: animals are not evil.  To suggest, then, that our evil

emanates from our biological inheritance is to misunderstand either animals or humans

or both.  Evil does have something to do with the self; but the self is a postverbal,

postcategorical construction – and perhaps the newest thing in the universe.  The self

is created out of the verbal, out of language, out of consciousness.  Alford's invocation

of the autistic-contiguous position (whatever that is) has wiped out his entire book

without his realizing it.

We are not surprised, however, when a Freudian sees, or affects to see, life as

one big boo-hoo.  I am tempted to ask about Alford's personal history, but his postulate

of existential dread is so purely literary – so obviously derived, not from experience, but

from the writings of Freud and various existentialists – that I have no reason to believe

that I would find his biography illuminating.  In any event, we are on familiar Freudian

terrain:

When we are faced with intolerable, uncontainable dread, the natural
tendency is to identify with the persecutor, becoming the agent of doom,
as the only way of controlling it.  Evil is the attempt to inflict one's doom
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on others, becoming doom, rather than living subject to it.

As Freud said of his own universalizing postulate about male impotence, this one "does

too much."  Alford's theory explains why people suffer from a desire to inflict their doom

on others, but it does not explain how anyone has been able to escape this disorder. 

To put this point another way, we have merely shifted the ground of the question that

so urgently requires an answer: if it is a given that "the psychopathic moment . . . is a

virtually universal moment in all lives," why is there so little evil in the world?  Why do

so few humans, statistically speaking, engage in torture and murder?

Since Alford's etiology of evil is an academic fantasy rather than an empirical

finding, his solution to the problem of evil is equally remote from life: evil can be warded

off only by art.  We need more fairy tales about ogres.

Alford sometimes writes single sentences of great acuity; and occasionally he

strays into the precincts of real evil.  In fact, he often quotes the thoughts of writers who

did have genuine insight into evil – Nietzsche, Hannah Arendt, Stanley Milgram, M.

Scott Peck, Alice Miller – only to dismiss them.  So, for instance, he says that he

learned a little something from Miller's account of what happens psychologically to

abused children, but goes on to say that "Miller does not understand evil."  This is

because Miller dares to say that honesty and courage are useless as moral categories:

victims of child abuse, she avers, are able to be honest only to the degree that their

parents could bear to hear the truth; and they grow up to be only as brave as the

terrors they endured have allowed them to be.  This observation is patently true, and its

truth is potentially very useful to us; but Alford, like his master Freud, cannot dispense
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with middle-class morality.  Honesty and courage must be reinstated in the pantheon of

virtues that distinguish the thoroughly decent fellows (like Freud himself) from the

rabble who violate the norms of civilization.  On the way to this noxious and silly

conclusion, Alford admits that all of the inmates in his study group were abused as

children; but he keeps right on going, as if this finding were irrelevant to his subject –

merely a curious coincidence.  Just as Freud thinks that all daughters, whether sexually

abused or not, want to sleep with their fathers, so Alford thinks that all sons, whether

physically abused or not, experience formless dread and want to inflict it on others.

But it is simply not true, as Alford asserts with breathtaking confidence, that we

are all sadomasochists under the skin.  It is only true that abused children will gravitate

to the one pole or the other, growing up either to enjoy mimicking the sadistic

domination of their parents or to feel comfortable only when masochistically re-enacting

their subjugation at their parents' hands.  And as Miller has been trying to tell us, we

need to greatly expand our definition of what constitutes abuse.

The answer to our question, then, as to why some but not all of us give way to

the actual acting out of the psychopathic moment, is that the beaten dog bites (or

pathologically cringes).  But this answer – that some of us are more damaged than

others – runs counter to any grand universalizing solution to the problem of evil, and so

fails to give the requisite emotional satisfaction.  There are several reasons why it does

not, all of which bear directly upon our understanding of why Freudianism is a genuine

religion and why it swept through the educated classes of the 20th century.
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Religion is a program that we adopt in order to liberate ourselves from the neurosis of

choice.  For it to do so, it must spare us the inconveniences of knowledge and

empathy, which throw us back into the stress of deciding.  We do not wish to take the

time to gather more information; we do not want to be encumbered by moral

imagination; we especially do not want to have to make the societal changes that good

information and active moral imagination would require of us.

This conscious decision to renounce both empathy and any further investigation

of the facts is the heart of evil.  Religion, where it takes the form of allegiance to any

sort of revelation or set of commandments that is believed to be immutable and beyond

criticism, is therefore evil "on principle," because it anathematizes further investigation

as a slur upon the perfection of the final dispensation.  But a moment's thought should

convince the reader that making any decision on principle is a potentially evil act,

because it substitutes an intellectual reflex for an analysis of the novel features in the

situation.

Yet all religions claim to give a solution to the problem of evil – a very good

strategy for obfuscating their role in contributing to it.  The solution is not the motive for

the religion, but it is an inevitable byproduct.  To do its work as a program that replaces

the instincts, the religion must tell us what is good and therefore to be done, and what

is evil and therefore to be avoided.  The operational definition of "good," to most

people, is "that which is commanded by my religion."

There have been essentially three explanations for evil since humans became

literate.  The earliest was that evil is just something that happens: it is a naturally
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occurring phenomenon like the weather.  Humans, being themselves naturally

occurring phenomena, and acting for what were thought to be explicable reasons, did

some harm, but much more came from gods who were evil.  This view had a long run

because, for many millennia, in spite of the horrors committed by humans against

humans, the evils likeliest to afflict a human family or tribe were still those of

earthquake, famine, and disease.

At a certain point in history, at the dawn of genuinely moral thinking, this view

was superseded by the opposite notion that God is Good but we are evil: we are fallen

angels infected with some version of original sin.  And today we have the updated

secular version of original sin, that we are risen animals.

These recent, civilized explanations are monistic, reductive, and comprehensive,

as we like our theories to be.  They solve the problem.  The origin of evil is identified,

and an explanation for goodness too is provided: evil is in every one of us, we are all

potential psychopaths; but those of us with courage and honesty – strength of

character – ward off the evil within.  Once upon a time, we would have said that we are

all "possessed by the devil" but some of us turn to Christ; now Alford wants to say that

we are all consumed by existential dread but some of us turn to art.  But there is no

mistaking the provenance of Alford's view: it is perfectly Biblical.

All variants of Freudianism support this crude notion that our ills are inherent in

our human nature and not to be mended by schemes of social amelioration.  Alford's

theory of evil is no exception.  As such, it also supports our inveterate moral laziness

and props up the conservatism of those who, in every era, implicitly believe that society
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reached perfection when they were children.  (It is rare to find a conservative who

genuinely wishes to "turn back the clock" to any date earlier than his tenth birthday. 

The typically bland conservative approves of all liberalism up to that date, and bel ieves

that it is only since then that "the liberals have gone too far.")

* Social conservatives also believe that if something hasn't worked for three

thousand years, we just need more of it.  More police, more punishment, more prisons. 

Freud was very nearly this type of conservative; and Alford too has little to say about

penal reform, in spite of having seen at first hand the inhumanity of the prison system,

and duly noting that many of the inmates he interviewed were more intelligent,

interesting people than a majority of the free population.

It was only in the realm of sexuality that Freud ever appeared to be a reformer –

so much so that he was mistaken throughout the 20th century for a social and political

liberal.  But even about sex, he was actually just a specimen late-19th-century

European male.  Tolstoy, who so perfectly understood hysteria in the decade before

Freud began practicing analysis, pointed out with contempt the popular view among

educated men of his own class that sexual "hygiene" requires a man to find an outlet

for his drive, according to the hydraulic conception that later became Freud's own. 

(Prostitution was rife in Freud's Vienna, as in Tolstoy's Moscow, with never a thought in

sophisticated circles that there ought to be less of it.)  Freud certainly took medical

case studies into uncharted territories with his sexual and cloacal speculations: he

helped to liberate the subject of sex.  But his views about sexual hygiene were

conventional.
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I am not trying to say, however, that Freud was second cousin to social

conservative William Bennett, the author of The Book of Virtues; I think Freud would

have viewed Bennett (correctly) as a yahoo.  I am interested in understanding Freud's

astounding success in the world of ideas.  In part, it was owing to the fervor with which

genuine liberals mistook him for one of their own; but it was also owing to the

shrewdness with which social conservatives recognized his usefulness to themselves. 

Freud's theory of human nature corresponds almost perfectly to their own: man is

unregenerate; the lower classes (those brutes who live closer to their instincts and so

lack "the quality of refinement") need an especially strong hand; and all social reform

(or at least, any that costs the rich money) is bound to founder on the rock of human

laziness and cupidity and therefore need not be attempted at all.

*

The reader may be thinking that, in spite of all my peregrinations, the psychopathic

moment still has to be accounted for – it is not, after all, implanted by extraterrestrials –

and that it cannot easily be blamed on anyone other than the perpetrator.  There is a

clear-enough logical fallacy involved in foisting evil off on religion and society: we

construct the religions and the societies.  Is society not, in the last analysis, the

individual writ large?

The short answer is no.  Instead, humans are microcosms of their religions and

cultures.  However strange it is to say so, we must read from the group back down to

the individual, and for the simplest of reasons: as biologist Stephen Jay Gould puts it,

we must always bear in mind "the principle of emergent properties at higher levels of
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organization."  The whole is more than the sum of its parts, and the parts, however they

once functioned in isolation, fall into conformity with the needs of the whole once they

are assimilated by the whole.

For example, life is a higher level of organization than non-life.  As E. E. Just

said: "The direct analysis of the state of being alive must never go below the level of

organization which characterizes life."  This means two things: not only that we cannot

comprehend life forms, which are mostly comprised of molecules of water, oxygen, and

carbon, by studying the ocean, the atmosphere, and coal deposits; but also that such

chemical studies will not even illuminate the uses to which life puts these very

molecules.

Societies originated in the last 10,000 years as super-organisms that replaced

the cultures of small bands of hominids.  Societies produce creatures that fit like cogs

in their machines.  The creatures that do not fit are killed or put into cold storage.  We

cannot study humans in primitive hunting-and-gathering groups and gain very much

insight into the behavior of humans in New York City.

It is therefore much truer to say that the individual is the society writ small. 

Psychopathic moments – the United States military invasions and occupations of

Panama and Iraq – abound among nations but are relatively rare among individuals. 

That is to say, every American administration, and every country that is bigger enough

than some neighboring country to get away with it, operates by means of violence,

threats, and coercion, whereas large numbers of individuals never similarly disgrace

themselves.  My country rarely acts in accordance with the best that is in me and the
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people I admire; instead, the worst individuals sometimes fall to the level of my

country's foreign policy.  Yet we have the effrontery to brand as sociopaths those who,

in personal feuds, do no more than adopt as their personal ethic the narcissistic values

of their nation.

What I have called the heart of evil – a refusal to empathize or learn – is almost

the guiding principle of international relations.  My government constantly bullies other

governments to get in line with American needs and wants, or else suffer the

consequences – and few citizens even think a foreign policy should be anything else.  I

do understand why we call it Realpolitik or "enlightened self-interest" (as opposed to,

say, "bullying" or "homicide") when the State Department does it; nonetheless, it is a

fact that an individual who behaves similarly toward his neighbor becomes the object of

a police inquiry.

It still happens

We can take at least a cold comfort by reminding ourselves that Darwin and Thoreau

were safely dead before the psychoanalytical calumniations of their character took

place; and we can rejoice that full-blown Oedipal psychoanalysis is in massive retreat. 

But Freudian-based therapeutic malpractice has not been eradicated.  I might have

filled this book with published examples.  I will cite only a single case from the 1990s.

A mother places her adopted twin boys in a special school.  At the time, the boys

are labeled ED (emotionally disturbed), which is a catch-all diagnosis that covers
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almost any type of child who cannot be successfully "mainstreamed" in the public

school system.  The therapists at the school believe that the boys harbor unconscious,

repressed feelings of abandonment by their biological mother.

I came to find out they weren't learning reading and writing and arithmetic. 
They spent fifteen minutes a day on these things and the rest of the day
was spent on therapy.  Therapy was getting together and sitting in a
group with the other little children and discussing what your problems
were.  And if you didn't discuss your problems, you were timed out.  If you
wouldn't talk, you were timed out . . . .

If the boys fought against being timed out, they were physically restrained.

So that's how the school would handle the problem.  They continually
badgered Danny and David about their biological mother, about why
Danny and David wouldn't talk about her, about how it was OK to talk
about her, about how it was OK to talk about the fact that she left them . .
. . 

In fact, the biological mother had not abandoned her children.  She had fought to retain

custody of them, but had been unable to care for them properly.  And the adoptive

parents had told the boys the truth:

I told the school the kids were not to be told that their biological mother
left them.  She did not leave them.  They were taken away from her. 
Instead, the school insisted on telling Danny and David that she left them
and they should talk about it, talk about it, talk about it.  If they didn't, they
would be, you know, reprimanded.

The therapists were in the grip of one of those Freudian ideas that have, unfortunately,

become a cliché.  It is often encountered in the knowing assertion, made by people who

have never read a word of Freud, that when a loved one dies, the bereaved survivor is
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"angry" at the loved one for having "abandoned" him.  This anger is said to afflict even

the most rational adult, unconsciously of course; therefore, like other psychoanalytical

syndromes, it can be confidently diagnosed 100% of the time when a death in the

family occurs.

Such a view implies that the unconscious is another person inside me – a

Doppelgänger we will call him – who is inaccessible to me, and holds a private opinion

of what has happened to me (or us) that is at variance with my conscious

understanding.  This is what Freud meant by dubbing this emotionally primitive part of

the mind "the It" and opposing it to "the I."  Now if this is really so, no amount of talking

about abandonment issues in therapy could ever persuade my Doppelgänger.  Even if I

decided to just take my therapist's word for what is truly going on, my Doppelgänger

wouldn't: I would not be able to dislodge the idea from my unconscious, because

whenever I looked for it, I would not be able to find it.  By Freudian definition, my

unconscious is the terra incognita on the other side of a border that cannot be crossed .

. . by me.  My analyst, needless to say, can see what is going on, by observing my

conduct; and he can recruit me to his interpretation.  But how can either of us effect any

change in the dynamic?  How can we reach the id and compel it to relinquish its

fantasy?  How can "the I" negotiate with "the It"?  "The It" can't hear me.  In a self-

defeating irony that he was barred by his theory-madness from appreciating, Freud, in

order to aggrandize his own authority over the patient, posited a membrane between

consciousness and unconsciousness that is too thick for the patient's forays to breach;

but if that is really the case, it must also be impregnable to a therapist's interventions.
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And why should I bother with the therapist anyway?  I already know what he will

say.  Why bring in my dreams?  I know ahead of time what they will reveal about the

contents of my id.  Freud mis-spoke when he called dreams "the royal road to the

unconscious."  They are only the royal road from the unconscious.  They bring the

news; they cannot take any back.  There is no route into the unconscious.  The It is

what It is.  (Viewed another way, Freud's motto gave away the dishonest game that was

afoot: dreams are a royal road to the contents of the unconscious – but only for the

therapist.  It is he who can travel to the land of my id.  But why he can make the trip and

I can't is never explained by the psychoanalyst, for the very same reason that a

Catholic priest never explains why he can manage my absolution but I can't.)

Freud's self-contradictory picture is highly literary, imaginative, and romantic. 

My "It" runs things and therefore "I" act against my conscious intentions; "I" then notice

the disparity and seek help from an expert, who tells me that my case is not quite

hopeless.  Fortunately for me, but especially for him and his pocketbook, my "It" reveals

itself in dreams, slips, and symptoms.  Notice that Freud has calibrated the theoretical

workings of the It very carefully to get the result he needs: the unconscious must be a

closed book to me, but not to him; he can tame it, though I cannot.  So in the Freudian

model, the It posts a dream censor who is not quite vigilant enough to prevent the

contents of the unconscious from sneaking across the border during sleep but is alert

enough to change the material into symbols; and the It guards against telling Its secrets

and almost succeeds, but is just careless enough to let occasional and seemingly

random slips of the tongue spill the beans in coded form.  And the cognitive dissonance
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engendered by my pained awareness of what I cannot consciously access – a paradox,

admittedly, my knowing what I don't know, but work with me here – causes a flight into

illness, whereupon I exhibit just those symptoms that, in symbolic language, will reveal

to the discerning eye of the analyst the truth about my intrapsychic conflict.

What we have here is a fairy tale, with secrets that give themselves up if

properly interrogated, that want to give themselves up in order to produce a happy-

ever-after.  The therapist is Oedipus in the guise that first stimulated Freud's

fascination with him: the solver of riddles.  To the accusation that psychoanalysis gets

its m.o. from fairy tales, Freud answered brazenly that fairy tales get their m.o. from

psychoanalysis – they are all intuitive parables of analytic psychodramas.  (How the

creators of the tales managed to encode these psychoanalytic truths hundreds and

even thousands of years before Freud discovered them is another pretty question, but

answerable by another recourse to that patient donkey, the unconscious.)

* If the fairy-tale comparison seems inapt to you, try Alexander Welsh's

suggestion that the charm of Freudian dream interpretations and case histories is that

of the detective story.  We start with a mystery of human behavior familiar to

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche and even Paul of Tarsus – "For the good that I would I do

not: but the evil which I would not, that I do."  I do seem to act at times against my own

consciously stated intentions.  The therapist sifts the clues, ignores the red herring of

my own account, and by noticing, like Sherlock Holmes, the little things that I

overlooked – crazy dreams, trivial accidents, a stopped-up nose – homes in on the

solution.  This is certainly fun, and could even, from time to time, be true; but it cannot
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be scientific.  To Wittgenstein's complaint that the Freudian detective would never

know where to stop in the application of his methodology, the only possible answer is

that the detective knows the solution before he begins to search for clues, and knows a

clue when he sees one because it supports the predetermined conclusion.  But if the

investigator knows the solution as soon as he is handed the case, he should save

himself the trouble of excavating the clues.  Philip Rieff all but agrees, and suggests

that the detective unearths the clues solely in order to be able to show them to his

client and convince him of his diagnosis.  But if I am a believer in psychoanalysis, I can

find the clues myself or just accept the diagnosis before they are even shown to me.  If I

am not a believer, it is unclear why I will be convinced after I see them.  (The sad little

secret of psychoanalysis – and it is a problem endemic to all therapies – is that my

acceptance or rejection of an interpretation is almost entirely a function of my respect

for the authority of the therapist.)

It sounds right, and even practical, to say, "Where id was, there let ego be": but

if my unconscious is as alien to my conscious awareness and as independent of my

sense of self as Freud says it is, I will not be able to experience the id's contents even

after I am told what they are.  I can only take the therapist's word for it.

But what if the feeling of abandonment does reach the surface in the form of

dreams, slips, and illnesses?  Well, even then, Freud's therapy makes sense only if the

ego's awareness of what is happening in the id actually empowers it to alter the

contents of the id.  Freud's slogan implies that it can, but nothing in the way he

conceptualizes ego and id permits us to believe that this would be possible.
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Curiously, then, if Freud's account of the unconscious is accepted, it is the

therapist, and not the id, who is the troublemaker.  Before I ever start down the

therapeutic route, ego is where id is trying to be, because I already believe consciously

and rationally that the deceased person did not abandon me but died of natural causes. 

My ego does not need convincing – only my id, which is trying to send messages of

abandonment in disguised forms across that wonderful Freudian border that is almost

impermeable yet slightly porous.  But on the Freudian model, the id cannot be reached;

my ego has no way to cross back over the border and set things right in the

unconscious.  It will not be able to find the border.  (It will be the harder to find for being

metaphorical.  Please do remember that the unconscious is not spatially located in a

particular batch of brain cells.)  But as a result of the therapist's intervention, my

confidence is shaken: before, I believed my ego, which, incidentally, spoke the

objective truth; now, I am disturbed by the therapeutically induced fear of a conflict

between id and ego – a conflict that cannot really be resolved, because there is no

reasoning with the irrational imperatives of the id.

Freud was led down the garden path by his belief in phylogenetic memory.  Only

a small part of the unconscious, on Freud's account, contains the repressed material of

my childhood: the much larger part of it contains the repressed material of humanity's

childhood.  Freud's putative unconscious is mostly a repository of universal complexes,

inherited racial memories, and archetypal instinctual responses such as the

abandonment reflex.  His theory that the unconscious reveals itself in dreams and

symptoms gives him something to do as a philosopher and faith healer, but an
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autonomous unconscious such as he describes would never bother to send me any

sort of message, coded or uncoded, to tell me what It was thinking; and I would have no

way of telling the It what I am thinking.

Freud's account of what might fruitfully transpire in therapy could be better

expressed by the motto "Where superego was, there let ego be."  The contents of my

superego were articulately implanted in my conscious mind long ago, but they were

subsequently forgotten – or rather, they were internalized so thoroughly that they seem

like truth itself.  (These ideas were not repressed; they were adopted, and then

converted into habits.)  What I have forgotten, I might be able to remember; but what

never passed through my awareness in the first place cannot be retrieved by jogging

my memory.  I haven't forgotten or repressed a feeling of abandonment: I never

experienced any abandonment consciously.  I always had a rational idea about what

happened; it was supposedly my Doppelgänger that, unbeknownst to me, had another. 

All this is just mental wheel-spinning.  But the life-stunting commandments of parents

and society were spoken out loud, were consciously understood, and then were silently

internalized by me.  They were not repressed, they were filed away.  By bringing them

back up from the basement of my awareness, I can shine the light of intelligence on

them and restore my freedom of choice in regard to obeying or disobeying them.  This

would be a far more salutary exercise than the excavation of the id (setting aside, for

the moment, the probability that the id is a figment of Freud's imagination), because the

ideals of the superego, contaminated as they are by all of the toxic values that authority

figures have purveyed throughout human history, are heavily implicated both in my
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perpetual sense of personal failure and in most of the world's evil.

The cautionary tale of Danny and David is told in a 1994 book by Edward M.

Hallowell and John J. Ratey titled Driven to Distraction.  The punch line is that the boys

were suffering from Attention Deficit Disorder.  As soon as this diagnosis was made,

and appropriate levels of medication prescribed, the boys began to thrive, and

completed four years of regular public school work in two years.

The heavy footprint of Freudianism is all over this case.  We have the

intrapsychic approach, which ignores both physiology and sociology.  We have the

concepts of infantile trauma, repression, and "flight into illness."  Most perniciously, we

have the concept of resistance.

While I am skeptical of the current fad for diagnosing ADD, and especially wary

of treating it with Ritalin, even the high-risk dangers of medication seem less sinister

than the psychoanalytic mind games that can be played by a therapist who has been

granted totalitarian control over his patients.  Two American children were confined to a

therapeutic gulag and tormented and harassed while their parents were bullied by

"experts."  Prison brutality is straightforward by comparison: the beaten prisoner

understands what is happening.  Therapeutic abuse is far more insidious in the long

run.

It is only fair that I let the reader know my own position on therapy.  I am unalterably

opposed to psychoanalysis and long-term psychotherapy.  But I cannot follow Jeffrey

Masson's path in denouncing all therapy.  As long as some people reach impasses in
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their personal lives and other people know how to help them, therapy will remain a

viable service – one that some will be willing to pay for and others will be able to

perform competently.  To ban it would only drive it underground.  To paraphrase

Thoreau, I ask for, not no therapy, but at once a better therapy.

Fortunately, efficacious therapies are all around us.  I find wisdom in the writings

of Eric Berne, Fritz Perls, and Viktor Frankl, among the authors who have put their

stamp upon specific therapeutic approaches; and there can be a great deal of value

even in the productions of the best-selling self-help gurus.

Some of these therapies operate according to theoretical premises that are

mutually exclusive.  How, then, can we explain the baffling fact that clients have

improved under the care of therapists with diametrically opposed theoretical stances? 

A homely metaphor has compared therapy to elephant soup.  Every recipe for elephant

soup starts with a whole elephant.  After that, each chef varies his ingredients: some

put in carrots, some put in parsnips.  In every successful therapy, the elephant is the

undivided attention of a certified professional.  The Freudian psychoanalyst puts in a

carrot called the Oedipus complex; the Rogerian, the Rational-Emotive, or the

Behavioral therapist puts in a parsnip called unconditional positive regard or a stalk of

celery called cognitive dissonance.  But every therapist is an authority figure who in

some sense validates the experience of the client and tells him that the problem is

solvable.  Notice that the "Wolf Man," giving an account of his own therapy with Freud,

speaks of the relief of being taken seriously:

The error of "classical" psychiatry had been that, ignorant of the existence
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and laws of the unconscious, it derived everything from the physical.  A
further consequence of this error was a too sharp distinction between
healthy and sick . . . . It will be easy to imagine the sense of relief I now
felt, when Freud asked me various questions about my childhood and
about the relationships in my family, and listened with the greatest
attention to all I had to say.  Occasionally he let fall some remark which
was witness to his complete understanding of everything I had
experienced.  My new knowledge, the feeling that I had, so to speak,
"discovered" Freud, and the hope of regaining my health, made my
condition rapidly improve.

The Wolf Man is right to credit Freud with a revolutionary departure from "classical"

psychiatry, and right also to frame it as broadly as possible.  When he comes to his

personal recovery, however, he neglects to mention Freudian theory; instead he gives

credit where credit is really due – to Freud's non-judgmental hearing of his story.  The

irony is that Freud, even by his own account, lacked the conspicuous healing touch of

such therapeutic masters of Sándor Ferenczi.  The moral is that so little is necessary.

For simple issues involving minor marital disagreements, disobedient children,

and the like, a number of clinics have embraced "brief therapy," which rarely requires

more than three sessions.  There is a convergence of several therapies toward this

model: some are called "narrative therapies," some are called "psychology of mind."  All

of them are resolutely anti-Freudian.  For those who are attracted to the more serious,

and lengthy, examinations of their souls, I recommend logotherapy, as formulated by

Viktor Frankl.

My own therapy of eight sessions, which was directed toward specific practical

goals but naturally involved an examination of my flagging motivation, was a most

enjoyable collaboration with a highly professional woman who had followed up a
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nursing degree with a few years of exposure to Bowenian "family systems" theory.  Like

all the best therapists, she was eclectic.  She mixed behavioral and cognitive

approaches with common-sense explorations of my family background.  She was not

afraid to frame one aspect of my effort in moral terms and to use the word

"commitment."  She was worth the money and I achieved the limited goals I set about

as quickly as I had ever thought I could.  The most seductive aspect of the therapy was

the pleasure it gave me to expatiate upon the endlessly fascinating subject of myself for

an entire hour.  I did not want to quit and had to give myself a stern lecture about self-

indulgence and impecuniousness.



Intellectual dishonesty

One of the symptoms of religious infatuation in a scholar or academician is a propensity

for lying,  although I am supposed to soften the imputation by calling it "intellectual

dishonesty."  The lying is probably beyond the conscious control of the individual, and

therefore very different from everyday lying, although at bottom it occurs for the same

reason as any other fudging of the truth – for advantage.  I probably should not be so

impolite about this; let us say, then, that the fixated theorist cannot help distorting the

evidence so that it fits his Theory of Everything.

A few examples.  In 1943, American intelligence officers commissioned a

psychological portrait of Hitler, which was done from afar by Walter Langer.  (Why not? 

The Master had psychoanalyzed Leonardo da Vinci with far less to go on than Langer

had.)  To explain Hitler, Langer resorted to that old standby, the primal scene: Hitler, he

averred, must have seen his parents having intercourse.  A few pages later, this

hypothesis is serenely treated as a fact, and this "fact" recurs throughout the book as a

piece of incontrovertible evidence shoring up the rest of the analysis.

Note the circular reasoning, which is present, to some degree, in almost every

psychoanalytic case study: based upon the evidence afforded by his personality, Hitler

must have witnessed a primal scene; since we know Hitler witnessed a primal scene, it

follows that we will find his personality to be thus and so.  This type of chutzpah – the
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invention of a hypothesis which, a few pages later, is treated as a fact – is so pervasive

in psychoanalysis that it amounts to a methodology.

Turning to the manner in which Freud himself has been defended throughout the

intellectual community, I will begin at the level of a misdemeanor by citing a typical "sin

of omission" – a besetting sin among Freudian apologists.  In an article published in

association with the Library of Congress exhibit about Freud, historian John E. Toews

lays out "The Evolution of Freud's Oedipus Theory as a Moral Fable."  After detailing

the replacement of the seduction theory by the Oedipus complex, he reassures us that

"Freud never denied that fantasies or dreams might have external reference."  But he

omits Freud's final position on father-daughter incest – that if a girl identifies her father

as her seducer, "there can be no doubt either of the imaginary nature of the accusation

or of the motive that has led to it."  A page later Toews concedes that the Oedipus

complex is thought by Freudians to be an "unvarying" structure and sequence, which

accounts for the "sameness" of the infantile fantasies dredged up by the analyst.  He

even quotes Freud to the effect that it does not really matter what the patient's personal

experiences have been.  But he neglects to mention here, or anywhere else in this

paper devoted exclusively to the theory of the Oedipus complex, that phylogenetic

memory plays an indispensable part in the theory.  Yet the sentences quoted from

Freud's writings are nonsensical without such a mention: according to Freud, the

reason that my fantasies will be identical to yours, no matter how different or

idiosyncratic our personal experiences, is that they draw upon our common fund of

inherited memories.
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So we have from Toews what appears to be an unbiased narrative by a sober

historian: but Freud is protected throughout by the selective omission of highly relevant

facts that would certainly diminish our confidence in the theoretician and his theory.

The tendency of Freudian idolaters to blind themselves (as a homage to Oedipus?)

deserves a chapter of its own; this chapter offers a brief survey of efforts to impose

upon others.  Consider this hilarious over-interpretation of a dream of Beethoven by

Maynard Solomon, the noted psycho-musicologist.  Here is the opening of the letter

containing Beethoven's account of the dream:

Dear Gleichenstein,
The night before last I had a dream in which you seemed to me to

be in a stable, where you were so wholly bewitched and captivated by a
pair of magnificent horses that you were oblivious to everything around
you.

Your purchase of a hat has been a fai lure, for yesterday already,
as I came out here early in the morning, it got a rip in it . . . .  [Beethoven's
emphases]

Beethoven goes on to ask Gleichenstein to return the hat to the vendor and obtain

satisfaction.  Solomon's learned analysis includes the following:

The dream's main symbols and associations are of a bisexual character. 
The hat, which in Freud's view has "a male significance as a rule, but [is]
also capable of a female one," here is "ripped," suggesting the onlooker's
feelings of anxiety and castration in the presence of a primal scene.  The
family romance fantasy is present in both of its classic routes – the
lowering of the parents (representation by animals; birth in the stable) and
the elevation of the parents ("magnificent," noble horses).  The horses
enact the primal scene, which takes place "in a stable," an
overdetermined symbol condensing such linked ideas as the bedroom,
birthplace of the Savior, and bowels of the mother, together with allied
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anal and excremental associations.  Mythology and psychoanalysis are in
agreement on the bisexual symbolism of the horse.  According to
Bachofen, it is the sacred animal of the phallic god who represents also
the tellurian "image of the generative waters."  Abraham noted that the
horse embodies "masculine activity and at the same time feminine libido;
it is also a symbol of the penis."  Jones discovered in a variety of myths
the coexistence of the mare and the phallic horse, concluding that "this
illustrates the remarkable interchangeability of the sexes in this whole
group of myths."  Jones also stressed the unconscious association –
confirmed by primitive myths – between animals and ancestors, the
animal in dreams and myths denoting "the action of the incest complex." 
In Beethoven's dream, the presence of "a pair" of horses apparently
designates a married couple, though the libidinal attachment to
Gleichenstein may here, too, have found its outlet in wish-fulfilling
homosexual imagery.  The vivid birth-content of the dream tends, in my
opinion, to make this aspect a subordinate one.

Such is the wisdom of Solomon.  He next says that the dream can be interpreted as a

womb dream: therefore it "may represent what Abraham describes as 'the strange

phantasy in which the son, during his life in the womb, becomes the witness of parental

coitus.'"  Strange indeed.

The stable symbolizes the birthplace of the Savior and also has excremental

associations.  Wouldn't these cancel each other out?  Wouldn't the stable have to

symbolize one or the other, but not both at once?  Ah, but the symbols in dreams are

"overdetermined."  Freud coined this term: it means multiple incompatible meanings. 

But to call such a symbol merely "overdetermined" is to do an injustice to its protean

qualities: it is truly the horn of interpretational plenty.  The 31 words of the dream report

have unleashed such a wealth of meanings as to suggest that Beethoven's personality

contains everything human.  He exalts his parents; he denigrates his parents; he is

divine, born the Savior; he is excremental, born out of his mother's bowels; he is
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masculine; he is feminine; he is bisexual; he is homosexual.

And the horses denote "the action of the incest complex."  This last is vague. 

Are Beethoven's parents committing incest during the primal scene?  Or is Beethoven

both watching and participating?  Solomon says so much that he says nothing at all;

the psychoanalytical meanings accumulate so rapidly we can't keep up.  It is like

listening to the "word salad" of a schizophrenic.  If Solomon didn't exist, we would have

to invent him for our own amusement.

But in regard to our topic of intellectual dishonesty, please note: Solomon

elucidates the symbolism of the torn hat at great length in his interpretation of the

dream.  But the hat is not in the dream.  It is the subject of a new paragraph that

introduces a wholly new topic.  It is a real hat; it really is ripped.

Was Solomon carried away?  Was he unable to resist trying to carry us away? 

Or – and given the personality of Freud himself, and those who respond to his

personality, this is the most disturbing and likeliest possibility – does Solomon think

that somehow (metaphorically, mystically) the ripping of the hat was not unconnected

to the dreaming of the dream?  Does he believe that Beethoven contrived to dream the

dream and to rip the hat as part of a unified unconscious endeavor?  If so, what exactly

is the unconscious trying to accomplish?

Solomon's gnosticism is less amusing when he performs a hatchet job on the great

American composer Charles Ives in an article written for the Journal of the American

Musicological Society.  (In trying to place what goes where in this treatise, with
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separate sections devoted to character assassination and to intellectual dishonesty, I

have had to try to decide which is the stronger element here: viciousness or

hallucination.  I do not know Solomon well enough to say, but I have lumped his attack

on Ives with the Beethoven analysis, in which we are more likely to be amazed by

Solomon's sheer inventiveness than aghast at his moral obtuseness.)

The main purpose of Solomon's article is to prove that Ives knowingly altered the

dates on some of his manuscripts in order to establish his priority in certain technical

innovations.  We pass from the relatively benign effort to label Jane Austen a lesbian,

Darwin a hysteric, and Thoreau a Mama's boy – to Freudians these are not necessarily

slanders – to labeling the designated subject a conscious liar.

Ives himself denied that priority mattered – when praised for having been the

first to experiment with certain techniques, he said sarcastically, "That's not my fault." 

But if Solomon can prove that Ives was a house divided on this subject, he will have

grist for the psychoanalytical mill.

A benign explanation for Ives's behavior, assuming that it took place, is that he

remembered the actual genesis of the compositions in question and altered the dates

to reflect, not the dates they were completed, but the dates they were conceived and

worked out.  For those who care, Solomon's conclusions have been rejected by other

scholars who have gone over the manuscripts; and most musicologists believe that the

whole business is irrelevant, because Ives worked in isolation from the Europeans and

came upon the new techniques independently of them, even if he arrived at them later. 

But what we want to notice here is the psychoanalytical standard for admissible
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evidence.

To buttress his case that Ives stole the innovations from the Europeans and then

altered the manuscripts to cover up the theft, Solomon wants us to believe that Ives

heard the works of Mahler, Stravinsky, Hindemith, and Schönberg in New York; but he

is unable to produce a single historical document placing Ives at a performance of any

of their pieces.  The best he can do is prove that Ives once attended a concert of the

New York Philharmonic that Mahler conducted.

As part of his work of destruction upon Ives's character, it is incumbent upon

Solomon to demonstrate that Ives was in the grip of a pathological father-fixation.  The

psychoanalytic diagnosis is that Ives both idealized and competed with his father. 

(Since it is axiomatic in psychoanalysis that every son both idealizes and competes

with his father, I do not understand why Solomon thought he had to prove it in Ives's

case.)

As evidence of the idealization, Solomon cites several anecdotes told by Ives

about his father's ear-stretching innovations.  The elder Ives played melodies in one

key and accompaniments in another; he constructed instruments that could play

microtonal intervals; he arranged for competing bands, playing different pieces, to

march from opposite ends of town past each other.  Solomon notes darkly that the only

evidence for most of these innovations is Ives's reminiscences.  Could Ives be lying? 

In the best psychoanalytical tradition, Solomon's suspicion on one page becomes a fact

on the next.

Ives also once said that his father was, in everything except a thorough
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European training, a better musician than his teacher at Yale, Horatio Parker.  This

claim seems unexceptionable to me.  Parker was celebrated in his own day, but is

totally forgotten in ours, except for his having taught Charles Ives.  But on the basis of

such statements, Ives is said by Solomon to have turned his father into a "fabulous

personage" – to have indulged in "fantasies and exaggerations" about his father, and to

have attempted to "remold reality."

Solomon also makes a mountain out of the molehill of Ives's silence on the

subject of his mother.  Since all of Ives's writings are about music, the probable

explanation is that she played little or no part in his training as a composer.

Solomon next sets out to prove that Ives, like any Oedipal son, was trying to top

his father.  He picks up a statement by Ives that his father "did but little composing." 

Ives also says, "I don't think he had the possibility of polytonality in composition in

mind."  Solomon sees these statements as putting the father in his place, beneath the

son in the son's chosen field.  An unprejudiced reader might conclude that Ives said

these things about his father simply because they were true.  Solomon produces no

evidence at all that George Ives did compose, any more than he produces evidence

George Ives did not conduct the experiments his son remembers.  In psychoanalysis,

what the psychoanalyst thinks is treated as empirical evidence.

So: Charles Ives was "simultaneously exaggerating and minimizing his father's

accomplishments," and was "careful not to claim too much for George Ives's

innovations."  Yet Solomon is unable to provide a single scrap of historical, as opposed

to psychoanalytical, evidence that Ives has not exactly described his father's
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accomplishments – and therefore claimed for them neither too much nor too little.

The reprehensible aspect of Solomon's analysis is its assumption, on no

evidence other than what is provided by what Freud liked to call "the analytical

material," that Ives was lying.  Solomon does not call it lying, because he has great

compassion for a man's struggle with his Oedipus complex.  He prefers to say that

"autobiographical writings are notoriously subject to distortions, deceptions, and special

pleadings."  But notice this: Ives could hardly have made the statements without

knowing that they were lies.  And conscious deception is an especially grave charge to

level against a man who was so moral that he refused to itemize the deductions on his

income tax because he did not want to cheat the government . . . a man so moral that

he divided the net worth of the country by the population in order to determine his fair

share as an individual.  Every penny he took in over that amount he put back into his

insurance company or donated to charity.

It is instructive to notice how psychoanalysis shuttles back and forth between the

conscious and unconscious mind as it suits the purpose.  If Ives wanted to trim his

father down to size, that motive would have been unconscious.  But the rearrangement

of the facts of his childhood would be conscious.  Given Ives's conscious morality, how

could he have rationalized consciously lying, even if the lies gratified his unconscious

wishes?

So as the article continues, the lies that Ives allegedly told about his father

become the primary evidence that he was afflicted by a father complex; but the father

complex has already been invoked, at the very beginning of the article, to persuade us



Intellectual dishonesty - 683

that any statements we examine by Ives about his father will be lies.  As I have

mentioned repeatedly, this type of circular reasoning is the psychoanalytic method.  But

when it is applied as part of a smear campaign directed against a famous dead man –

famous almost as much for his legendary integrity as for his achievements in business

and art – it makes old-fashioned character assassination look upright by comparison.  It

is intellectual recklessness so great that it should be judged as malice.

Can a psychoanalyst take a joke?

As a coda, let it here be noted that Solomon has no sense of humor whatever, and,

because he is inclined to psychoanalysis, will not allow you or Ives to have one either. 

He casts a stern eye upon the following dialogue:

Ives's brother: Some one might say that you imply that your music is
greater . . . than any of the so-called great masters!

Ives: I don't imply any such thing – I don't have to – I state it is better.

I know that nothing ruins a joke more than to analyze it, but I really want to help

Solomon here.  Ives is amused that his brother is scandalized by the "implication."  He

reassures him – "I don't imply any such thing."  He knows that his brother will hear the

words "any such thing" as italicized, so he pulls the rug out from under him by

retrospectively italicizing "imply" instead of "any such thing" and doubling the scandal:

"I state it."

Here is Solomon's unsmiling response: "It is difficult to recall any other
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composer who so frankly asserted his own preeminence."

Oh my, oh my.  This constipated response is wrong, not only on the main count

– Ives is just joshing – but on several subsidiary counts as well.  As regards assertions

of preeminence, most of the great composers left Ives in the dust, utterly discounting

their competitors in scathing and malicious terms.  While I cannot retrieve from my

memory, offhand, any composer who announced forthrightly that he was the greatest of

all time, I strongly suspect several of thinking it, including Mozart, Beethoven, and

Wagner.  (Beethoven was once asked tactfully, "Who is the greatest living composer

after yourself?"  Charles Rosen admonishes us not to take his answer of "Cherubini"

too seriously, inasmuch as he was unable to think of anyone at all for quite a while.)

Ives, although critical of such acknowledged masters as Mozart and Chopin,

repeatedly invoked the names of Bach and Beethoven with reverence.  Sometimes

composers as humble in reputation as Franck and Elgar came in for high praise.  It is

true that Ives held, as an article of his New England transcendentalist faith, the belief

that the art of music is in its infancy: therefore, as part of his idealism, he believed that

the music of Bach and Beethoven, and also his own, would be surpassed some day. 

While he hoped his works would help to point the way toward this freer music of the

future, he never once seriously claimed that he had succeeded in realizing this music

of the future, or that he had outdone Bach and Beethoven.  In fact, he said explicitly of

his "Concord" Sonata – his favorite among his own pieces – that its use of material

from Beethoven's Fifth Symphony could be justified along the following lines:

No true composer will take his substance from another finite being – but
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there are times when he feels that his self-expression needs some
liberation from at least a part of his own soul.  At such times, shall he not
better turn to those greater souls, rather than to the external, the
immediate, and the "Garish Day"?  [Ives, Essays before a Sonata]

Surely Solomon has read this well-known passage.  He knows that Ives referred to

Beethoven as the greater soul.  So I will swear my allegiance to the psychologist who

can answer me this: Is Solomon the liar here?  Even if he lacks a sense of humor, does

he not know for a fact that Ives revered the great masters of the past and never really

claimed preeminence over them?  Or is his drive to carry his psychoanalytical point

about Ives so pressing that it is Solomon himself, and not Ives, who engages in

"fantasies and exaggerations" and finally attempts to "remold reality"?



The Ethics of Belief

William Kingdon Clifford, a mathematician with a philosophical bent who is now all but

forgotten, concluded an 1877 essay with an unequivocal statement of a simple

principle: "It is wrong in all cases to believe on insufficient evidence."  By "wrong" he

meant "immoral."  The title of his essay is "The Ethics of Belief."  This chapter is an

indictment of prominent writers who have believed in Freudianism on insufficient

evidence.

The upholding of Freud against every type of criticism is a disconcerting

phenomenon, especially in those who, like Robert Jay Lifton, have done work that

directly contradicts the dogmas of psychoanalysis.  Philip Slater (in The Pursuit of

Loneliness) and Marilyn French (in Beyond Power) also reach conclusions diametrically

opposed to Freud's, yet quote him reverentially throughout and seem unable to see the

fallacies that they have themselves exposed.  French, for instance, locates all human

ills in patriarchy, which Freud resolutely embraced, embodied, and defended.  Her

panacea is pleasure: true happiness, she thinks, obviates the need to dominate other

people.  She locates Freud "on the side of the angels" presumably because he spoke

for "an infinitely freer sexual life."  She is as enamored as Freud himself of the pleasure

of sex – those who belong to the cult of the orgasm have always found a mighty

fortress in their Freud.  But she fails to recognize how dismal a view of sex his was, and
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how little hope Freud held out for any mitigation of the oppression of civilization.  Most

significantly, I think, the apostles of sensuality fail to realize that for Freud sex was the

crude sating of the physical appetite – the "bodily convulsion," as he himself put it.  No

writer gives less indication of sensitivity to the idea of erotic playfulness or to the power

of imagination (except in its negative manifestation as fetishistic fixation); no one

seems more oblivious of the truth of the old saying that the primary erogenous zone is

the brain.  Freud just felt that people, by whom he meant men, could not do without

their daily copulation, and his main regret – setting aside his despair over the failure of

any of his peers to develop a really effective and aesthetically pleasing contraceptive –

was that Viennese housewives were too well bred to get down and dirty with their old

men.  Not that he thought that they should, necessarily.  In any case, he did not grasp

that the men were impotent with their wives, and the wives frigid with their husbands,

for reasons other than a puritanical upbringing.  French's book suggests that

patriarchal domination is a historical phenomenon that can be remedied by an

expanded version of the pleasure principle; her thesis directly flies in the face of

Freud's own iron conviction that our destiny is anatomical and tragic.  Contemporary

Freudians who are closest to the Master's true thinking are bleak determinists all.

Robert Bly, the "men's movement" guru, is another commentator who sees

traditional patriarchy as a tragedy rather than a triumph; he too tries to analyze society

in a manner that no true Freudian would bother to do.  In his jeremiad The Sibling

Society, he has some trenchant things to say about our spiritually bereft times; but he

cannot get out from under the load of Freudianism he is doomed to bear as part of his
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cultural literacy.  On page 16, he invokes "the aggressive animal base" that he believes

is an inescapable part of our human inheritance; on page 27, he refers to the "fantasies

of the reptile brain"; on page 28, he cites Freud's "research."  To begin with the last,

Freud did almost no research.  As for the reptile brain, if it is indeed our primitive alarm

system, this may account for certain reflexive behaviors that we share with lizards, but

it is unlikely to be the seat of any fantasies – certainly not of the type Bly is writing

about.  I think we can lay it down as a fact that crocodiles do not daydream about

murdering their fathers and mounting their mothers; nor do they plan huge territorial

conquests and the establishment of thousand-year Reichs.  As for our aggressive

animal base, let us note once again that, while mammals eat each other and strike out

at perceived threats to themselves and to their young, they almost never display the

kind of truculence that causes, let us say, a Protestant Orangeman in Northern Ireland

to march through a Catholic neighborhood for no purpose other than to rub its

residents' noses in the memory of a famous English victory that happened hundreds of

years ago.  No faction of animals has ever followed the lead of the Khmer Rouge and

executed every member of its own pack who has been to college.

Reik, Fromm, Bettelheim

Theodore Reik's comments in interviews conducted by Erika Freeman shine an

interesting light upon the religious veneration of Freud.  Whenever Reik pushes an

interpretation that matches the Freudian theory, he cites the Master; whenever he
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contradicts Freudian theory, he omits any mention of Freud.  His own perceptions,

drawn from his practice, are sometimes at variance with Freud's.  For instance, he says

that women are generally more mature than men – an observation not merely contrary

to Freud's prejudices, but capable of being true only if certain core axioms about the

Oedipus complex are false.  (Freud thought that women are doomed to be shallower

and more narcissistic than men.)  When Reik offers these heretical propositions, he

never draws the moral – he never says, "If I think this, then I must also think that Freud

was wrong about women."  He neither jettisons the load of Freudthink, nor even sees

when he is contradicting it.  And this confirms the status of psychoanalysis as a religion

– for we see the same phenomenon among Christians who insist that Jesus is God and

then teach their children to defend themselves by violence.  When they agree with

Jesus, they cite him as the authority; when they go their own way, they never preface

their instructions with the comment, "Jesus was wrong about turning the other cheek." 

Italian Catholics blithely use birth control and get abortions (legal in Italy), and go to

church every Sunday and venerate the Pope.  So Freud has indeed attained the status

of godhead, where he can be safely ignored as well as religiously worshiped.

We have already seen that Erich Fromm continually throws sand in his own eyes when

trying to sort out Freud's mistakes.  Attempting to defend Freud as a scientist, he

unwisely takes his example from the most recalcitrant material: "Here is just one

example of Freud's scientific approach, his report on the case of Dora."  Fromm calls

our attention to the last session, at which Dora announces without prior warning that "I
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am here for the last time today."  Freud goes on with analysis as usual, in order to

prove his interpretation that her having made the decision to quit a fortnight earlier

means that she is giving notice as would a vengeful maidservant.  Fromm writes:

It does not matter here to what conclusions Freud came; what matters is
the purity of his scientific approach.  He does not get angry, he does not
ask the patient to reconsider, does not encourage her by saying that if
she stays working with him she will improve; he only states that since she
is with him, even though it is one of the last sessions, they may as well
use the time to understand what her decision means.

It certainly does matter what conclusions Freud came to; and if his scientific approach

had been pure, he would have come to correct conclusions.  However that may be, for

a psychiatrist, Fromm is disconcertingly obtuse in failing to read between the lines of

Freud's postscript to the case – it is quite evident that Freud was exceedingly angry,

and that his calm pose of continuing the work was a defense mechanism to cover his

hurt and indignation.  When he devotes the hour to helping her "understand what her

decision means," naturally this does not entail asking her and accepting her answer;

and when he concludes by ascribing vengeful feelings to Dora, he obviously projects

his own emotions onto her.  His vengeance was soon to take a more pointed form: he

wrote up the entire case, incomplete as it was and with the outcome still in doubt, to

prove to her that he was right all along.

I would like to stay with Fromm's gullibility for a moment.  Freud praised himself

for his "moral courage," and he is routinely, and uncritically, praised by others for his

equanimity in the face of opposition, misunderstanding, and intolerance.  Hanns Sachs

said that he never heard Freud raise his voice in anger or excitement.  It is interesting
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to counterpoint Theodore Reik's deeper penetration of Freud's taciturn moods:

He was capable of much love, but he was also a good hater.  He tried to
suppress his desires to avenge injustices he had received: but often they
broke forth in a word, a gesture or an intonation.  In old age, despite his
self-control, more than one bitter word broke through the bars.

And the poet Hilda Doolittle, recounting her analysis in her book Tribute to Freud, gives

us this glimpse of the 77-year-old "Professor":

I did not know what enraged him suddenly. . . . For myself, I veer round,
uncanonically seated stark upright with my feet on the floor.  The
Professor himself is uncanonical enough; he is beating with his hand, with
his fist, on the head-piece of the old-fashioned horsehair sofa that had
heard more secrets than the confession box of any popular Roman
Catholic father-confessor in his heyday. . . . Consciously, I was not aware
of having said anything that might account for the Professor's outburst. . .
. The Professor said, "The trouble is – I am an old man – you do not think
it worth your while to love me."  [Emphasis in the original]

Janet Malcolm, ever loyal to Freud but unable to resist so delicious a morsel, includes

this incident in The Impossible Profession – but buries it in a footnote at the back of the

book.  A most Freudian ambivalence.

Back to Fromm.  He makes the following damning admission:

It cannot be denied that Freud often gives us the picture of an obsessive
rationalist who constructs theories on the basis of practically nothing, and
does violence to reason.  He often made constructions using scraps of
evidence that led to conclusions that were nothing short of absurd.

Fromm proceeds to tear apart one of Freud's most famous surmises, that the Wolf Man

witnessed his parents having sexual intercourse three times in one afternoon when he
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was one-and-a-half, as proven by his having dreamed of five wolves in a tree when he

was four-and-a-half:

To form a hypothesis about what actually happened when the boy was
one and a half from a dream which says nothing more than that the boy
saw some wolves, seems to be an example of obsessional thinking with
complete disregard for reality.  To be sure, Freud uses this association
and weaves it together into a whole fabric but the fabric does not stand up
with any claim to reality.

Even so, Fromm, in the very next paragraph, finds something to praise in Freud's

obsession:

His capacity to observe and take into account even the smallest detail, in
the dream as well as in the associations of the patient, is admirable. 
Nothing, small as it may be, seems to escape his attention; everything is
reported with the greatest accuracy.

Fromm does not seem to understand that this capacity, by itself, is nothing at all.  Many

lunatics possess it.  Roy Porter gives us a better assessment of Freud's listening skills:

Freud was evidently both an extremely good and an extremely bad
listener.  He was totally selective, and his appropriation of his patients'
stories for his own theoretical purposes was arguably more aggressive
and insensitive than the stone-deafness of his predecessors . . . .

Porter styles some of the reports in the case histories as "dialogues of the deaf," with

the patient expatiating on his personal history while Freud pursues far-fetched linguistic

connections that may even involve etymologies in foreign languages unknown to the

speaker.
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Fromm venerates Freud as a conquistador while ruthlessly exposing his limitations,

whereas Reik is selectively blind to Freud's failings.  Bruno Bettelheim occupies a

middle ground between the two.  His completely positive review of Fromm's book,

Sigmund Freud's Mission, shows him willing to entertain doubts about Freud; but his

own book, Freud and Man's Soul, sidesteps the disturbing problem of Freud's

pseudoscience by painting Freud as a humanist and poet.  Bettelheim's Freud is an

existential psychologist and healer, someone who resembles Socrates or Krishnamurti:

The purpose of Freud's lifelong struggle was to help us understand
ourselves, so that we would no longer be propelled, by forces unknown to
us, to live lives of discontent, or perhaps outright misery, and to make
others miserable, very much to our own detriment.

Actually, Freud confessed that he had l ittle aptitude for or interest in the healing art,

and preferred attacking the kinds of cultural and historical matters he took up after his

50th birthday:

After a lifelong detour over the natural sciences, medicine, and
psychotherapy, my interests returned to those cultural problems which
had once captivated the youth who had barely awakened to deeper
thought.  These interests had centered on the events of the history of
man, the mutual influences between man's nature, the development of
culture, and those residues of prehistoric events of which religion is the
foremost representation . . . studies which originate in psychoanalysis but
go way beyond it.  [Postscript to An Autobiographical Study (1935)]

I became a physician through being compelled to deviate from my original
intention; and the triumph of my life lies in my having, after a great detour,
found my way back to my original direction.  [The Question of Lay
Analysis]

Bettelheim is right to argue that Freud pictured the actual practice of psychoanalysis as
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an art, but as we have seen, Freud always insisted that the theory is scientific.  In any

case, scientific or not, Bettelheim believes it: he takes it for granted that "Freud showed

how deeply the Oedipus complex shapes us all through life."

Bettelheim is another instance of the familiar phenomenon.  He is full of valuable

insights that go way beyond Freud's, yet he clings to Freud's greatness.  He floats the

possibility that ritual woundings of young males during rites of passage express

unconscious envy of the vagina.  Vagina-envy!  Does he think that this idea can co-

exist with penis-envy?  Does he think that the Master would have pronounced his

blessing upon a "dual envy" theory?  In the last year of his life, Freud suggested that

the puberty rites of primitive peoples can only be understood as expressions of

submission to the father's will.

Again, in a moving tribute to Janusz Korczak, the orphanage director who chose

to perish at Treblinka with the children under his care rather than abandon them,

Bettelheim praises the Polish educator's deep understanding of children and how to

raise them.  He particularly recommends a novel by Korczak, King Matt the First, in

which children establish their own republic and pass several reforms:

Of these reforms, for personal reasons one of them in particular pleased
me: the children's wish to abolish being kissed by adults.  Many years ago
I suggested this idea, without any awareness that Korczak had done the
same much earlier, because all children I knew who dared to express
their opinion on such matters were uniform in their abhorrence of being
kissed indiscriminately.  My suggestion was met with the strongest
objections.  This, among other experiences, taught me how difficult it is for
adults to accept that children do experience things differently than they,
and how ready adults are to forget how they felt as children.  Most adults
are convinced that what to them is an obvious expression of love and
affection must be the same for children; they do not realize that children
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and adults can experience the same event very differently.  Children need
and enjoy bodily contact, not in a form which is part of adult sexuality,
such as being kissed, but rather through being held, carried, and cuddled
– that is, through involvement of the whole body in pleasurable kinesthetic
experiences, rather than a contact concentrated on a particular bodily
organ, such as the mouth.  All through his lectures and his writings
Korczak told how children are delighted when adults show them affection
in the way they desire to receive it: foremost, by taking them seriously,
and secondly, by treating and playing with them on the level they enjoy. 
[Emphasis added]

Well!  Bettelheim has just knocked the entire Oedipus complex into a cocked hat.  Yet

he can devote an entire chapter of Freud and Man's Soul to the wonders and

intricacies of Freud's treatment of the Oedipus myth.

This paragraph, incidentally, takes us back to Freud's original insight of the early

1890s: that hysterical patients have experienced sexual overtures from adults at an age

when they were too young to understand them.  But of even greater importance is the

contention of Korczak and Bettelheim that children do not want this.  While none of us

can remember the material out of which Freud builds a universal human psychology,

we all do remember how we hated being petted and fussed over by doting aunts, and

how incomprehensible sex was when we first heard about it prior to puberty.  Speaking

as one representative male, I can assert that my prepubescent inability to ejaculate

cast a pall of utter mystification over what the point of intercourse could be.  Similarly,

the psychoanalytic interpretation of the childish remark, "When I grow up, I will marry

Mommy," is a stunning example of a deep explanation when a shallow one will serve:

the little boy is just trying to work out the adult concept of marriage with the few tools of

understanding at his disposal.  Infantile sexuality exists in the sense that the genitals
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are seats of pleasure; and certainly all children have strong feelings toward their

parents.  But nothing in the psychoanalytic literature has ever provided a convincing

rationale of why we should replace common sense with Freud's overwrought ideology. 

Pace Freud, children are incapable of experiencing sexuality as a drive to engage in

intercourse and to have an orgasm.  The pleasure they get from early masturbation is

similar in kind to the pleasure they get from back rubs.  If trauma related to infantile

sexuality does cause adult neurosis, look no further than the puritanical and prurient

reaction of parents to a child's interest in sex.  Such parents project their own

lasciviousness onto their children and then punish them for it.  It is not too difficult to

understand why this dynamic would produce a neurotic individual later in life.

Our discussion of this point demonstrates one strategy for dealing with the

religion of psychoanalysis.  While the core axioms of psychoanalysis are metaphysical,

and therefore no more amenable to scientific refutation than those asserting the

existence of God, nonetheless we can at least offer alternative hypotheses – many of

them capable of testing – and point out that they explain more and require fewer

intellectual epicycles to keep them orbiting.  The socialization process, not the

intrapsychic dynamic, is the place to look.

The oxymoron of feminist psychoanalysis

I must commend Nancy Chodorow for persevering in her calling as a "feminist

psychoanalyst."  She must tire of hearing the same joke over and over.  I will leave it to
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the real feminists to carve her up like a turkey.  I wish only to point to the extent of the

subterfuge required to defend the Master to feminists.

Chodorow wants to credit Freud with two important contributions to feminist

history and thought.  First, like Marilyn French, she wants to say that he was a sexual

emancipator: he generously recognized the many varieties of sexual expression.  She

just happens to omit one tiny codicil: that Freud considered every variation on

heterosexual vaginal intercourse, including too much attention to the clitoris, to be a

sexual perversion.  Second, she wants to say that he wrote insightfully about how

difficult it is for a woman to meet the demands of her assigned role.  She ignores one

inconvenient aspect of this insight: that Freud thought women needed to shut up and

fulfill that role, however difficult it might be.  She neglects to mention that he privately

referred to his patients as "disgusting," and publicly sneered at "the literary productions

of 'emancipated' women."  She fails to note that he was the implacable enemy of the

feminists of his own time, who were attempting, in the face of ridicule and even

persecution, to make precisely the point that Chodorow claims Freud was making. 

Strange how they failed to notice his support; passing strange, how he neglected to

rally to their cause and instead mocked and scorned them.

It really is not possible to soften, or mistake, the import of Freud's statements

about women.  In 1937, summing up his long experience in the paper "Analysis

Terminable and Interminable," he wrote as follows:

At no point in one's analytic work does one suffer more from the
oppressive feeling that all one's efforts have been in vain and from the
suspicion that one is "talking to the winds" than when one is trying to
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persuade a female patient to abandon her wish for a penis on the ground
of its being unrealizable . . . .

*In light of this statement, I do not understand why Freud ever asked his famous

question to Marie Bonaparte, "What does a woman want?" – he always wrote as if he

knew the answer to his own question.  Freud never remained baffled for long by an

intellectual problem that he seriously took up.  His show of befuddlement here is a ploy,

a means of supplying ironical quote-marks around a rhetorical question.  But as usual,

he completely duped four successive generations of Freudians, who have cited the full

quote ad nauseam – "The great question that has never been answered and which I

have not yet been able to answer, despite my thirty years of research into the feminine

soul, is 'What does a woman want?'" – earnestly believing that it refutes the charge of

misogyny while demonstrating anew his humility and his scientific caution.  A reader

well versed in Freud's writings should be able to supply the subtext: "Biology has fitted

woman for one role only, yet wives rebel against the domestic yoke by becoming

restless, irritable, and worst of all, frigid with their husbands; but worse happens if they

take their rebellion out of the house and indulge in such freaks of nature as 'female

emancipation.'  They are one and all neurotic by definition, refusing to accept reality. 

One may justly demand of this entire tribe of complaining and psychologically deformed

neurasthenics: What do you want?!!"  (He did not mind showing his true feelings to

Bonaparte: all the ranking women psychoanalysts cheerfully accepted the

psychoanalytical postulates of woman's inferiority generally and their own status as

brilliant if maladapted exceptions.)
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My question to Chodorow would be, "As a feminist, what on earth do you want

with Freud's idea of what you want?"

Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, the editor of the anthology Freud on Women, follows in

Chodorow's footsteps.  Out of the millions of words Freud wrote, she seizes upon the

half-dozen or so that make him out to be a social psychologist.  "Freud shows himself

very sympathetic to the distortions in female sexuality produced by forms of social life

based upon the oppression of women."  Freud the sympathizer is almost as ludicrous a

picture as Freud the feminist.  Or she reads, without umbrage, Freud's portrait of the

shallow, vain, narcissistic female, and then takes heart at his mild disclaimer that this

type is "not universal."

"That pure types of the sort Freud sketched hardly ever exist in fact, he knew

quite well."  Ms. Young-Bruehl is driven to desperate measures here.  Freud offered his

sketch as "the type of female most frequently met with."  We do not meet frequently

with people who "hardly ever exist in fact."

In saying so much, Young-Bruehl simply adopts Chodorow's comforting

distortions wholesale.  But as we work our way through her selections and her editorial

comments, we also come to realize that Young-Bruehl is riding her own favorite hobby-

horse, which is universal bisexuality.  So we have an anthology of Freud-on-women

that omits the letter to Martha Bernays and the case history of Katharina, but includes,

and editorially cross-references, every passing whim of the Master on the subject of

bisexuality and female homosexuality, including those that crossed his mind fleetingly
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when he was engaged in casual correspondence.

This illustrates the religious nature of Freudianism to the nth degree.  It is

commonly said by fundamentalists that the Bible can be opened to any page and i t will

yield an answer to life's problems.  So it will, to a fundamentalist.  Similarly, Young-

Bruehl proves that anything can be found in Freud.  Her own psychology of women is

vastly different from his, but like a Christian warrior who reads the Sermon on the

Mount and finds a justification for killing his enemies, Young-Bruehl opens Freud's

writings on women and finds an enlightened understanding of female bisexuality

presented from a feminist perspective.

Peter Gay

With more determined apologists for Freud, we enter the area of scholarly ethics.  I

have already devoted a chapter to intellectual dishonesty.  In Peter Gay, we encounter

a writer far more scrupulous than Maynard Solomon.  Nonetheless, bear in mind that a

man cannot see what he cannot see.  Here is a relatively harmless and amusing

instance, only one word long, which illustrates what can happen when an idolater is as

beguiled by his hero as an intellectual by his theory.  Gay, in his brief biography of

Freud in the Standard Edition, describes Jung as "self-willed."  Bless my soul: Freud is

just about the most self-willed man I have ever read or heard about; I would have

thought that even his admirers would concede as much.  Shouldn't someone

psychoanalyze Gay?  We would expect him to project his own weaknesses onto his
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critical opponents; but here we have him projecting his hero's weaknesses onto his

hero's opponents.

Gay often adopts a strategy of praising with faint damns.  Throughout the

biography, he shows himself ever ready to be critical of Freud, and sometimes even

scathingly critical – but only at the outskirts of the man and the theory.  If the reader

goes along, he ends up feeling that Freud is all the greater for the few all-too-human

flaws that Gay exposes.

For instance, Gay casts a skeptical eye on the excesses of the early Viennese

disciples in the Wednesday Psychological Society.  These men spent most of their

energy pitilessly analyzing each other in group encounters that resemble nothing so

much as Communist Party "struggle sessions" of self-criticism.  (Just as the party

member must be candid about the counter-revolutionary tendencies in his revisionist

soul, the disciple of psychoanalysis must own up manfully to mother-love, father-

fixation, latent homosexuality, murderous fantasies, perversions, and transferences

hither and yon.)  Every slip of the pen in a letter, every slip of the tongue in casual

conversation, was fodder for instant analysis and hurt feelings.  Where was Freud while

all this was going on?  Presiding at the head of the table.

Furthermore, indiscretion, of a type that would get a therapist kicked out of any

professional organization today, was rampant, with Freud again leading the way:

Ernest Jones was appalled that Freud confided to him the nature of Stekel's sexual

perversion, and vowed never to repeat it to another soul.

Gay frowns upon all this conduct and admits that the first followers were
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mediocrities to boot.  But somehow after all the condemnation, we take away a picture

of Father Freud the benignly negligent genius – a bit indulgent, a bit slow on the

uptake; occasionally driven to crack the whip, but more often enduring with a sigh the

pedantic literalisms or overblown speculations of his crew of unruly boy analysts.  The

impression is that he was too far above them to know how to cope with them – that his

capacious mind was always on other, loftier matters, that he longed for colleagues with

more mettle but had to take what he could get.  The alert reader has to sift the facts for

himself to realize that all these fine fellows, Freud included, were practicing therapy

without a license – or should we say, with a license, and sometimes a licentiousness,

that no modern therapist would ever countenance.  And whenever Freud did encounter

an intelligent, independent-minded colleague, he got rid of him.

Gay frequently displays his own mastery of one of Freud's most reassuring

techniques: the forthright acknowledgment of the opposition's criticism.  But where

Freud usually trots out a refutation or two, Gay often employs a bolder tactic: he tries to

deflect the complaint by laughing it off, as if to say, "We've heard that one so many

times before, there must be nothing to it."  In the index to his biography, one entry

under "sexuality" reads "ubiquity of, in Freud's theory (alleged)."  On page 451, he

complains wearily that "the old accusation that Freud was obsessed by sex" just never

seems to go away.  Well, why not, I wonder.

When I embarked upon my own reading of Freud, I was actually in Gay's camp. 

I expected to find the old accusation to be false.  Reading Freud for yourself is the best

way to come to understand the truth of the allegation.  Freud's first axiom is that
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everything is sex; his second axiom is that everything that isn't sex is repressed or

sublimated sex.

Freud was, in his intellectual soul, a monist.  I believe he traced everything back

to sex, not because he was a lascivious prude – although his biography gives me

pause – but because, as a reductionist, he could only countenance one fundamental

wellspring of human behavior.  The Theory of Everything was everything to Freud.  He

was in his middle 60s before he grudgingly introduced a second drive into the psychic

economy.  Even then, it had to pass a stringent test: it had to be just as humiliating to

human moral pretension as his original contention that the life force is exclusively

sexual.

Gay also breezily dismisses the charge that Freudianism is a secular religion. 

The reader may recall my chapter on the topic.  I reduced the discussion to five topics:

the Infallible Founder; the Inerrant Revelation; the Inner Circle of Disciples; the

Priesthood; the Loyal Congregation.  Later, I came upon Gay's treatment of the subject

in A Godless Jew, and found, with a certain degree of satisfaction, that he and I at least

agree on the nature of the indictment:

It is only too tempting to describe Freud as the pontiff of psychoanalysis,
the Committee that his intimates formed around him as the college of
cardinals, the fundamental principles informing psychoanalysis as its
articles of faith, Freud's disputes with Jung and Adler as heresy trials, and
the defectors themselves as apostates.

A temptation I, for one, am unable to resist.  How does Gay plead?  He never bothers

to answer the charge and instead asks the judge to throw the case out of court:
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The belief that God exists and the belief that the unconscious exists are
not, whatever captious critics might say, identical kinds of assertions; they
call on quite different evidence and produce quite different results.

In other words, Gay says that psychoanalysis is science, not religion, and quickly

moves on.  But he has chosen one of the most verifiable and least objectionable

aspects of Freud's theory to cite at this critical juncture.  The belief in God is very much

like the belief in the existence of the castration complex and the death drive – which is

to say, poorly supported by empirical data, and directed toward the explanation of

phenomena that can be more convincingly explained by other means.  So with the

belief that civilization began in the renunciation of the instinct to douse fires with a

stream of urine, or the belief that religion originated in the guilt over the murder of the

primal father.  The weakness of the "death drive" as a postulate explaining aggressive

behavior is not only its essential mysticism but also the availability of many superior

explanations.

The resemblances between Freudianism and orthodox religion cannot be

disposed of so easily, and sometimes even work to the advantage of religion.  Theistic

belief is sustained, not only by sacred texts, but also by certain ineffable experiences

rightly understood; Freudian belief is substantiated by certain elusive dreams suitably

interpreted.  Which method of verification is more inherently trustworthy?

Gay does not think it worth his while to enter into sustained debate with critics

who are so frivolous as to complain about the over-valuation of sex in Freudianism and

the resemblance of the psychoanalytic movement to a religious cult.  But his
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indignation must not be allowed to pass for a refutation.

Phyllis Grosskurth

As an antidote to Gay's misrepresentation of the religious atmosphere surrounding

Freud, let us take up Phyllis Grosskurth, a writer who delved deeply into the history of

the "Committee" – that top-secret palace guard of "paladins" who swore to protect and

defend the nascent science of psychoanalysis against all its enemies.  She spent years

reading the correspondence among the seven original members.  Perusing her account

The Secret Ring, we sense that she was taken aback – but why wasn't she positively

floored?

The Committee was riven almost from its inception by intense rivalries among

the six disciples who joined Freud as charter members, and was kept intact for 14 years

only by the immense intellectual authority of "the professor" and by the slavish devotion

of the other members to both his person and his ideas.  His leadership, if it can be

called that, actually precipitated most of the crises: for over a decade, for instance, he

stubbornly supported Rank against all his detractors, only to reverse his position

suddenly and for no good reason.  He also allowed – nay, encouraged – this group of

exceptionally neurotic men to analyze each other's neuroses.  Indeed, he set the tone

himself, although whenever he would characterize the pathology of X, it was rarely to X

himself but instead to Y.  And Y, of course, after being taken into Freud's confidence

and hearing X traduced, would be in psychoanalytical seventh heaven for a day or two,
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and sometimes have to share the exciting news with Z.

Grosskurth had three piles of correspondence to compare.  "Circular letters"

perpetually made the rounds, with each member adding comments for all the others to

read.  In addition, the members all wrote privately to Freud, usually to stab each other

in the back with secret codicils to their public pronouncements in the circulars.  Finally,

cliques and temporary alliances formed and re-formed within the Committee, so that

certain disciples wrote to each other, usually to set up an ad hoc subcommittee

attacking some other cabal of disciples for an imagined offense against

psychoanalysis, and sometimes even going so far as to regretfully note Freud's

blindness to the gravity of the treason.  Thus Rank and Ferenczi formed a Vienna-

Budapest connection, collaborating on a book and capitalizing on their close proximity

to Freud, while Jones and Abraham formed a London-Berlin axis, furiously plotting,

from an inconvenient distance, the overthrow of Rank.  When Ferenczi, sensing

Freud's own change of heart, switched sides, it meant the end of Rank and even the

end of the Committee.  The final chapter was written in the ink of Ferenczi's own

apostasy several years later.

It is ironic, but predictable, that Jones and Ferenczi were at such loggerheads

throughout the early 1920s, because these men were utterly alike in their desperation

to ingratiate themselves with Freud.  Only their styles differed: Jones was a straight-

ahead sycophant and idolater; Ferenczi was a far more creative individual who was

unfortunately, even tragically, tied to Freud by an umbilical cord of complicated

emotions, which caused his mood to oscillate between petty grievance and gushing
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gratitude.

Neither Jones nor Ferenczi ever quite grasped that there could be but one crown

prince (or rather, only one at a time); nor did they learn from Jung's unhappy

experience in that office to shun the honor.  All of the members of the Committee,

incidentally, larded their letters to Freud with abuse of Jung's ideas and character, even

a decade after the schism.  Partly they were just kissing up to the Master by the most

dependable means, but they were also sincere: no more than Freud could they credit

the motives of anyone who disagreed with them.  The Committee makes a fascinating

case study in collective narcissism.

Freud would inevitably begin his change of heart about his heir-apparent on the

day the new prince was designated.  His inability to understand either himself or other

people was so complete that he would fall victim to the crudest projection: afflicted

always by his own irrational fear that he would be overthrown by his analytic "son," he

would immediately read signs of usurping ambition into the heir.

The letters are unintentionally comical in their portrayal of a situation that more

resembles the final days of Stalin or Mao Zedong than anything to do with the world of

scientific research.  Freud is the touchy self-adoring icon, rendered indecisive and

tentative by age, yet invested with god-like authority.  His toadies monitor each other

jealously: accusations of father-complexes and brother-complexes thicken the air; the

tiniest slights and social indiscretions are belabored for months as if they were major

provocations; the best defense at al l times is a good offense; but when cornered, the

optimum strategy is a manful confession of neurosis and a commitment to renewed
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analysis.

As a microcosm of these doings, let us note an episode instigated by the

everlasting troublemaker A. A. Brill.  Jones had confided to Brill in a letter, whose text

we have, merely that Rank had not given a clear account of finances for three years

running, whereupon Brill promptly reported to the others that Jones had called Rank "a

swindling Jew."  Jones found himself accused of anti-Semitism by a virtual Star

Chamber of fellow Committee members, and did not even have enough presence of

mind to deny it.  Rather than produce his copy of the letter and brand his accuser a liar,

Jones apparently submitted, like any good Marxist in a re-education center, to the

criticism of his comrades for the betterment of his soul.  (Brill, possessed of the

stubbornness and arrogance that peculiarly marks men of little real talent or

consequence, distinguishes himself throughout Grosskurth's pages as an imp of the

perverse.  Ferenczi may or may not have said to Brill, in a moment of exasperation, that

Freud had no more insight than a child; in any case, Brill rushed to Freud with the

quote.)

Throughout all the uproar, Freud remained a legend in his own mind; and in

spite of everything, he remains one to Grosskurth.  True, she finds him a flawed human

being: she is especially appalled that he seems, in his letters, unable to empathize with

the misfortunes of others.  Indeed, he often used the occasion of some tragedy in the

life of a Committee member to write back to the afflicted disciple about his own past

sufferings, inevitably implying that they had been much greater.  Once we understand

Freud's narcissism, we should be neither surprised nor shocked at this; and we should
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also remember that Freud treated all the diseases and catastrophes among his

disciples – including the fatal illnesses that carried off Abraham and Ferenczi – as

neurotic symptoms.  Of course, he vehemently maintained that his illnesses were all

genuinely physical, which is the usual stance of such a confirmed hypochondriac.

Grosskurth finds the history of the Committee to be bizarre and sad; I find it

revolting.  She finds Freud to be less than sympathetic; I find him to be deluded and

absurd.

Paul Robinson

Freud has no more likable apologist than Paul Robinson.  The author of Freud and His

Critics is so fair-minded and scrupulous in his presentation of opposing views, and so

refreshingly lucid in his writing style, that it is painful to take issue with him.  I have

already mentioned his approving treatment of three neo-Freudian radicals in The

Freudian Left, a book written in 1969.  In Freud and His Critics, written in 1989, he

impressively dismantles three of Freud's most assiduous critics – Frank Sulloway,

Jeffrey Masson, and Adolf Grünbaum.  But from my point of view, these three are straw

men.  Each takes a narrow, untenable position.  Sulloway argues that Freud never

really abandoned biology; Masson argues that Freud never really abandoned the

seduction theory; and Grünbaum imagines that he has brought down the house of

cards by pulling a single joker out of the ground floor.  I differ from these critics in

locating my dissent across the broad spectrum of Freudian methodologies and ideas. 
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Therefore Robinson does not seem to have preemptively refuted my own critique of

Freud.

Why does Robinson love Freud so?  I can glean two reasons.  First, Robinson

credits Freud with discovering the modern concept of the self that is divided and

deceitful, complex and ambivalent, and a stranger to itself.  So far so good.  Had Freud

done no more than propose such a self, I would agree with him – after pointing out

Nietzsche's priority in the discovery.  (As we have already had occasion to note,

Nietzsche's dissection of Christian ressentiment implies the elements of repression,

projection, distortion and reaction-formation.)  Unfortunately, Freud went on to give a

detailed account of the self that is wrong in almost every particular.

Second, Robinson, like several other pro-Freudians already cited in this study,

views Freud as the great emancipator of sex.  He does at least acknowledge, in light of

Freud's favorable view of repression, that Freud would have been unenthusiastic about

1960s-style "sexual liberation."  I have already argued at length that Freud's view of

sexuality borders on the puritanical and is bereft of any appreciation of an erotic, as

opposed to biological, dimension.  If Bettelheim is deluded in thinking that Freud would

have allowed his theory of vagina envy to go unanswered, Robinson is even more

deluded if he thinks Freud would thank him for the honor of being credited as the

scientific godfather of Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse.

I will conclude with a single example that points up both Robinson's ability to

take a balanced view of Freudianism, and the way his love of Freud can blind him. 

Robinson finds "a genuine intellectual weakness of psychoanalysis":
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Psychoanalytic theory provides its adepts with too many interpretative
alternatives – too many choices – which often seem to function as
intellectual escape routes when the evidence is unaccommodating.  In
particular, concepts like resistance, ambivalence, overdetermination, and
reaction formation let the analyst have it both ways – or, as Popper would
insist, have it any way whatsoever.  Thus, when one of Freud's patients
reported dreams that apparently revealed no hidden wish, Freud
notoriously interpreted them as revealing the wish to disprove his dream
theory!  Clearly Popper was onto something when he charged that
analysis is closed to the possibility of contradiction.

I could not have wished for a more succinct statement of my own view.  But only a few

sentences later:

Of course, the very flexibility of psychoanalytic theory means that the
analyst must be exceptionally disciplined in its application, because the
temptation to intellectual abuse is so great.  In lesser hands, Freud's
ideas too often invite the sort of intellectual bad manners that Popper
complains of.  [Emphasis added]

But Robinson's own example of a notorious abuse is drawn, not from lesser hands, but

from the hand of Freud.  It is questionable whether any other analyst who ever lived

would have had the chutzpah to interpret a non-wish-fulfillment dream that way.  And

who else would have called the intellectual questioning of psychoanalytic theory an

instance of resistance and therefore a confirmation of the truth of the theory?  Who else

would have asserted "without boasting" that he had never imposed an interpretation

upon a patient by abusing his power of suggestion?  Who else would have analyzed

his own daughter?

Philip Rieff
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Not even Robinson finds more fault with Freud than Philip Rieff.  While apotheosizing

Freud as the heroic discoverer of "psychological man," Rieff nonetheless casts a

skeptical eye upon the more questionable sidesteps of Freudian theory and practice. 

When, toward the end of my researches, with most of this essay written, I came upon

his Freud: The Mind of the Moralist, I felt that he had anticipated many of the criticisms I

wanted to make, and in some cases captured in a few brilliant words the insights that I

had struggled over many months to verbalize.  Yet we stood poles apart in our estimate

of Freud.

He sees all of Freud's prejudices, tautologies, over-reachings.  Here, in a few

well-chosen words, he explodes the methodology of dream interpretation:

Freud is less than convincing when he claims it is the dreams themselves,
not his interpretations, that are witty and ingenious, even playful, in their
manipulation of verbal tones.  No one who has sampled the unrelenting
brilliance of The Interpretation of Dreams can doubt that much of Freud's
analysis of dreams and other symptoms reflects his own, not merely his
patients', intellectual virtuosity.

If this is the case, where does it leave psychoanalysis?  And what are the implications

for the theories that are "verified" by "analytical material"?  As with Fromm, Bettelheim,

and Robinson, the criticism that is proffered so diffidently seems to me to be absolutely

devastating.  Is not dream interpretation completely discredited?  Yet Rieff goes on to

pronounce Freud the inventor of the modern self.

After the publication of the hardback edition of Rieff's book in 1959, the first

collection of Freud's letters, edited by his son Ernst, appeared in print.  You might think

that these letters would have dashed Rieff's spirits a little.  I have already devoted a
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chapter to the love letters, which strike me, Erich Fromm, and even Peter Gay as rather

an embarrassment.  Instead, Rieff sees them as the final confirmation of all the merit he

had attributed to Freud.  Indeed, in the preface to the paperback edition of his book in

1961, Rieff ratchets up the praise:

Freud's greatness of character comes through his letters swiftly, and
particularly in his love letters to Martha Bernays, during the four long
years between their engagement and their marriage.  Great letters are
written by great characters; they must be intensely personal and
revealing, yet make us feel that, however familiarly we lean across the
shoulder of the writer, we are in the presence of greatness.  Freud's
letters show that presence already there in his early twenties [sic].  Only
great characters can survive this test of intimacy.

.     .     .

That Freud was a great old man can be denied only by denying his
achievement.  Now, from his letters, we see that if he had greatness, it
was in his person long before his achievement set it at large.

.     .     .

The young Freud was one of those rare unlucky ones, burdened in youth
with the wisdom of age.  He was never really young.  When, at twenty-
three [sic], he remarks to Martha on "the absurdity of this world," this is no
passing adolescent sadness; it carries the full poignancy of full
comprehension, and only deepens with time.  Such strokes of wisdom
often left him in one of his "wretched moods."

(Rieff somehow miscalculated Freud's age, which was 26 when he proposed to Martha

only two months after meeting her, and 30 when he married her after getting to know

her largely through the medium of their correspondence.)

There is much here deserving of comment.  May I ask, for starters, why Freud's

offhand comment, at the age of twenty-six, on "the absurdity of the world" is anything
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other than passing adolescent sadness?  Has there ever been a moderately observant

teenager who thought otherwise?  What is it about Freud's insight that distinguishes it

from mine – I believe I was 15 – and reveals "the full poignancy of full comprehension"? 

Here Rieff takes his place alongside Bettelheim and Janet Malcolm and all the other

Freudian apostles of Tragic Man.

Told from the inside, Freud's life takes on depth, even heroic proportion,
not because of the external pace of events, which is in fact steady, but,
rather, because of the heavy burden of knowingness about life that Freud
carried from the beginning, on his back, as it were.  Yet he never bent
over in defeat; difficult as he found the task, he forced himself to remain
emotionally and morally upright to the last, "defiant" of his corrupting
knowledge – although as he himself admitted, in a letter splendid with
modesty, he did not know quite why he thus maintained his integrity.  All
he knew, at the end of his life, was that, as a moral man, he could not be
otherwise.

Thus did Rieff swallow Freud's self-portrait to James J. Putnam at one gulp.  He finds

that letter, rampant with vanity and self-deception, to be "splendid with modesty."  I will

sign off with the Wisdom of Solomon – the bona fide Solomon of the Old Testament

Proverbs: "The ways of a man are always clean in his own eyes."  Yes.  Would Rieff be

taken in by any other man's assessment of his own ways?  Would he be taken in by the

preening false modesty of the following confession if anyone else had written it?

I was enchanted to learn that you are so ambitious for me, my sweet child;
in the beginning, I wasn't; I was seeking in science the satisfaction which
the effort of searching and the moment of discovery offer; I never was one
of those people who can't bear the thought of being washed away by
death before they have scratched their names on the rock amidst the
waves.  [September 9, 1883 to Martha Bernays]
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As we have already noted, Freud was deeply, incessantly ambitious early, middle, and

late in life.  More than money and fame, he craved lasting recognition as one who has

answered the riddle of the Sphinx.

We touch, once again, upon the question of the religious temperament of the

venerator.  Rieff has attributed to Freud a feat as rare as resurrection in the body: the

ability to objectively assess himself – not only his own achievement, his own intellect,

his own personality, but his own motives and his own morality.  And the irony is that

Rieff simultaneously believes that it is this same Freud who, as the prophet of

psychological man and the modern self, has shown us that no man – or at least no

other man – could ever possibly succeed in such an endeavor.

Steven Marcus

Those who, even though they may be among the most perceptive critics of Freud's

slapdash methodology, cannot relinquish their faith in the scientific value of

Freudianism, take a certain sustenance precisely from Freud's many false positives. 

Surely, they think, a man who ran through so many theories, almost all of them wrong,

must have eventually found the right one.  As I have already suggested, the problem

with grasping at this straw is the unlikelihood that such a promiscuous theorizer would

recognize the fruitful theory when he accidentally conjured it up with the rest of that

week's batch.

Indeed, I feel, along with many others, that Freud did come close to the truth in
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1896, with the publication of the "seduction theory"; but then he careered away from it. 

All it took to discourage him was a chilly reception at a scientific meeting and a few

nagging doubts about the abyss of parental perversion that seemed to be opening up in

front of him.  Partly he could not face the truth, which is that an appalling number of

men do molest their daughters; and partly he turned away because he had, as usual,

given even this most accurate of his theories too comprehensive and totalizing a

statement.  By defining hysteria so broadly that his sisters and he himself were swept

up in the definition, thus forcing upon himself the false conclusion that his father was a

sexual monster, he had gone too far.  Facing, then, a few difficulties, and needing to

proceed slowly and painstakingly, he rushed with characteristic impatience to jettison

the theory.  He threw the baby out with the bath water, pushed past the truth, and

wandered for the rest of his life in perpetual error.  As Francis Bacon noted, the more

formidable the intellect and energy of the scientist who is headed in the wrong

direction, the faster he gets away from the correct answer.  Leaving the open country of

adult sexual predation as recounted in actual memories, and entering the enchanted

forest of infantile sexual yearnings revealed by dreams suitably interpreted, Freud

could never get into the clear again, and kept throwing bad theory after bad.

For Freud's admirers, the enchanted forest is so magical and alluring that it must

be true; but they also recognize that the credibility of the Oedipus complex must be

bolstered by the trustworthiness of its discoverer, since he discovered it in a bout of

self-analysis.  Accordingly, Freud is presented as the precise opposite of what he really

was.  I know of no more breathtaking demonstration of self-induced blindness about
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Freud than Steven Marcus's belief that he exemplified Keats's concept of "negative

capability." 

Here is how Keats defined his famous coinage: "when man is capable of being in

uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason." 

Freud, surely, showed less talent for negative capability than almost any other

important figure in history.  He reached repeatedly, sometimes on an almost daily

basis, for newly minted theories that would explain all hysteria, all neurosis, all mental

phenomena, all culture, all history and pre-history.  Every uncertainty, every mystery,

engendered a new hypothesis immediately in a desperate attempt to make the

discomfort of doubt go away.  I would expect Freud's defenders to acknowledge as

much, and to try to turn the deficit to an advantage by the expedient of claiming that so

assiduous a seeker after truth would be bound to find it in the end.  This is the strategy

of choice for most Freudians – they take his most obvious liability and reframe it an

asset.  Marcus is rather an anomaly: he not only fails to see the liability; he attributes to

Freud the asset that is its exact opposite.  In this, he resembles Philip Rieff: both are

able to offer trenchant criticisms of Freud's recklessness and hubris; both then elevate

Freud to godhead, not by the familiar ploy of recasting the recklessness and hubris as

boldness, but by staring straight at the rampant theorizing and calling it science, and

pointing to the arrogance and calling it humility.  Abasement before one's deity can do

no more.

Janet Malcolm
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Janet Malcolm makes an interesting case study in the ethics of justification.  She has

written two books that mercilessly expose the collective neuroses of the American

psychoanalytical establishment.  The impish journalist in her relishes the abundance of

irony and even slapstick comedy in the stories she tells about the New York

Psychoanalytic Institute and the Freud Archives.  I would recommend her highly

diverting studies to anyone who wishes to understand the intellectual corruption of

modern Freudianism.  Yet she remains committed to psychoanalysis and protective of

Freud.

Her first book, The Impossible Profession, exposes the sterility of the

psychoanalytic milieu at the highest levels of the professional establishment in New

York.  Through myriad conversations with "Aaron Green," she elicits a hilarious portrait

of analysis interminable: so lengthy has his training been, so protracted is the talking

cure, that Green, slouching toward his 50th birthday, has never yet completed a single

classical analysis.  Malcolm also reveals the insularity of the friendships and

relationships among members of the New York Psychoanalytic Institute, and the

backbiting and inanity of institute politics.

Her second, more important, book, In the Freud Archives, manages, in spite of

her biases, to tell the deliciously comic story of Jeffrey Masson's tenure as heir

apparent to the directorship of the Freud Archives.  Masson turned out to be the bull in

the Freudian china shop.  The book remains a most entertaining and readable source

of information for anyone who wishes to understand the Freudian establishment's lack

of intellectual integrity.
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Notwithstanding her stance as an objective journalist, Malcolm's animus against

Masson is so obvious that I heavily annotated my original copy of the book with

protests against her prejudicial interpretations.  Five years later, I learned, along with

the rest of the country, that she had removed several tape-recorded quotes from their

necessary contexts and even reworded them, always with results unfavorable to

Masson's character.  The Supreme Court of the United States found Malcolm's conduct

so egregious that it voted 9-0 that five of the six fabricated quotes were actionable by

Masson.  A jury subsequently agreed that Masson had been libeled, but deadlocked on

the damages he deserved.

In an amazing postscript to this imbroglio, Malcolm's next book examined the

subject of journalistic ethics!  Malcolm focused on the way a sleazy, albeit commercially

successful, reporter named Joe McGinnis had misled convicted killer Jeffrey

MacDonald by pretending to write a book that would help to prove his innocence. 

Instead, the finished book proclaimed the author's belief in his subject's guilt.  The

parallels between the underhanded way that McGinnis – himself a defendant in multiple

actions at law – duped MacDonald, and the way Malcolm misquoted and defamed

Masson, are so close that the reader is tempted to wonder whether Malcolm was using

her book to indirectly apologize (after her fashion) for the way she had abused Masson. 

After all, everybody's initials in both books are J. M.  (I could not resist this last

observation as an exemplum of Freudianized superstition.)

Throughout In the Freud Archives, Malcolm seeks to deflect attention from

Masson's ideas by portraying him as an empty, destructive, narcissistic man.  It is the
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oldest trick in the psychoanalytical book – she puts her opponent on the couch and

analyzes his infantile neuroses.  By contrast, Malcolm portrays Kurt Eissler and Anna

Freud, Masson's antagonists in the battle over the stewardship of the Freud Archives,

as genteel, lovable Old World victims of the American upstart.  Yet Eissler and Anna

Freud were formidable enough when it came to denying access to relevant historical

materials – always on the grounds, which they did not even have the wit to conceal,

that the results might be unfavorable to Freud's reputation.

Having based part of my own attack on Freud on his personality, I might seem

poorly positioned to complain about Malcolm's attack on Masson's character.  But

Freud's mind, character, and personality are relevant to the theories he propounded,

because the theories originated nowhere else.  When you seek the facts from which he

worked, you cannot find them; when you attempt to prove the existence of the Oedipus

complex experimentally, you cannot do it.  Masson's facts, on the other hand, are a

matter of record, and are clearly set forth in his book The Assault on Truth: any scholar

can replicate Masson's intellectual odyssey – which ended in his complete

disillusionment with psychoanalysis – by repeating Masson's research and reading the

relevant documents.

Malcolm's defense of Freud is perfectly Freudian.  She quotes, with carefully

worded sympathy, Freud's own outrageous contention in the New Introductory Lectures

of 1933 that "no one has a right to join in a discussion of psychoanalysis who has not

had particular experiences which can only be obtained by being analyzed oneself." 

She, like Freud, sees opposition to psychoanalytic precepts as evidence of resistance. 
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As it happens, Masson had been analyzed himself.  So finally Malcolm disposes of him

by averring that some of us have what it takes and others of us do not:

From the beginning of psychoanalysis to the present – from Adler, Jung,
Rank, and Stekel to Fromm, Sullivan, Horney, Alexander, and, possibly,
Kohut – there have been people within psychoanalysis to whom
psychoanalysis was never really congenial.  After sojourning for a while in
the chilly castle of psychoanalysis, they pass on to smaller, cozier
habitations.

Presumably her arrogance is unconscious.  Her list actually amounts to an honor roll of

those who saw through Freud, or went beyond him, during his lifetime, and those who

have made significant contributions in the field of psychology since his death.  Her

metaphor is a perfect piece of Freudthink: if you disagree with psychoanalysis, it is

because you cannot bear its truth – you do not have the fortitude for a stay in the chilly

castle high up in the intellectual mountains.

Malcolm also falls heir to another curious failing of the Master: while he was

endlessly ingenious when expounding dreams and slips of the tongue, he could be

utterly blockheaded about more obvious human motivations and institutions.  Thus, for

instance, he defined love as a fusion of passion and tenderness, and clung to this

definition in the face of all the evidence that, by this criterion, the world is almost

entirely bereft of love.

Malcolm shows herself to be almost as romantic as the Master.  In Part II of In

the Freud Archives, she examines the thesis of Peter Swales that Freud had an affair

with his sister-in-law Minna Bernays.  The only person in a position to know who ever

made the allegation was Carl Jung, and Freud's defenders naturally impugned his
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trustworthiness.  But Swales put together a convincingly documented case that Freud

arranged an abortion for Minna in Italy.  Part of his thesis was admittedly speculative:

he proposed that Freud's discussion of a slip of the tongue in The Psychopathology of

Everyday Life, known as the Aliquis analysis, is actually autobiographical – that it was

Freud himself, not a young man he met on a holiday trip, who had been concerned

about a woman's late period.  There is no way to test Swales's thesis, although it is well

known that Freud presented many personal experiences under the guise of anecdotes

about his patients.  I am interested in Malcolm's grounds for rejecting the thesis:

But if Freud had had the misfortune to fall in love with his wife's sister,
and to make her pregnant, and to have to get her an abortion, is it
probable, psychologically speaking, that he would have sat down a few
months later and cheerfully worked these miserable and sordid events
into his clever and lighthearted Aliquis analysis?  [Emphasis in the
original]

Yes, Ms. Malcolm, yes, because he was a creative man who wrote throughout his life,

and was driven to share his every insight; and because the Aliquis analysis was just too

perfect to pass up, as its subsequent fame attests.  Freud would have known from past

experience that he could probably get away with the subterfuge of presenting his

autobiography as someone else's case history.

Malcolm fails to understand what makes an intellectual tick.  It isn't delicacy.  It is

a perfect illustration of a theory.  But finally, she is blinded by her schoolgirl notion of

love.  Swales's thesis does not require Freud to "fall in love," as she assumes, or to

experience the liaison as a "misfortune."  When a man of the world finds his marital

privileges at an end – whether from exhaustion in the wife or the "almost universal"
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impotence of men in the presence of decent women – he may think nothing of taking

his wife's sister to bed, and then doing what has to be done when she inconveniently

misses her period.  This is even truer if the wife is a hausfrau who thinks that

psychoanalysis is a form of pornography and the sister is an admiring disciple.

Freud, as we have already noted, took a cavalier attitude toward indiscretions

among his followers, and spoke famously in favor of "an infinitely freer sexual life," so

he was not monogamous as a matter of principle.  In fact, the continuation of the

famous battle cry has autobiographical implications and is tantalizingly suggestive:

I stand for an infinitely freer sexual life, although I myself have made very
little use of such freedom.  Only so far as I considered myself entitled to. 
[Emphasis added]

Let us not even try to imagine how far a Viennese patriarch's sense of entitlement might

extend.

As to whether Freud had an affair with his sister-in-law, I had, at the time I read

Malcolm, no firm opinion, other than to say that the case could be made.  Freud and

Minna did travel to Italy together while Martha stayed home with the children.  The

guardians of the Freud Archives have always behaved as if they had something to

hide; and it was a very grave charge to level at Jung that his rivalry with Freud led him

to tell a flat-out lie – one that tarred the reputation of Minna Bernays, who had

befriended him and confided in him.  (Indeed, it is only the Freudians themselves who

do impute this degree of vindictiveness to Jung; and here we have another textbook

case of projection.  It was Freud who invariably hated the apostates, not the apostates
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who hated Freud.  Almost all those who fell away from Freud, including Jung, continued

to speak respectfully of him, whereas he execrated all such traitors to psychoanalysis.)

Nothing is at stake except a point of pure gossip: but for those who find

themselves irked by the truculent response of the psychoanalytic community to every

criticism of Freud on issues both substantive and trivial, there had to be a great deal of

satisfaction when, in 2006, intrepid researcher Frank Maciejewski bothered to go over

the registration books of an Italian hotel and found that on August 13, 1898 Freud had

taken a single room for himself and his "wife."  Not even Freud's most adamantine

defenders could deny his signature on the ledger.  They had to content themselves with

the limping assertion that nobody can know for sure what went on in that hotel room

between Sigmund and Minna.  Why it matters so much, to a Freudian of all people, to

maintain Freud's reputation for monogamy, must remain a mystery to the rest of us,

who will gladly show Freud no mercy for his mad science but prefer to pass over in

silence his conduct on a point of such intimacy.

Marital infidelity is so commonplace, and the salient details in each case so

irretrievable, that in the view of a mature person Freud neither gains nor loses from this

revelation: it no more reflects on his failings as a psychologist than it undermines the

essentials of his boast that he was, as the world wags, a thoroughly decent fellow.  I

find it more pertinent to focus upon the wealth of information suggesting that Freud was

erotically stunted.  I am not even tempted to resort to the obvious psychological

interpretation that he channeled an imperious sex drive into the voyeuristic activity of a

therapist specializing in sexual neuroses.  Freud is much more interesting to me as a
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man whose workaholic tendencies, ambition, and intellectual competitiveness clinch

the case for Adler's and Jung's interpretations of libido against his own.  For a man who

supposedly achieved his lasting insights into human psychology through pure

introspection, it is fascinating to me that he noticed so little about his own Adlerian and

Jungian drives.  (The contention that his drives toward mastery and achievement were

sublimations of his sexual drive is, as we have several times noted, impossible to test

in any way, much less prove, and therefore is literally meaningless.)

To finish with Malcolm: since Freudianism is a religion that must be taken on faith, an

allegiance to its propositions is always indicative of the believer's emotional makeup. 

The propositions cannot command assent by virtue of their empiricism or their

rationality: therefore, to use Wittgenstein's incomparable word once more, they must

charm the person who adheres to them.  We can thus draw well-nigh infallible

conclusions about the temperament and maturity of any individual who finds them

appealing.

Malcolm's career in journalism has revealed her to be a perpetual adolescent. 

On October 23, 1997 she took to the pages of The New York Review of Books to praise

a repellent screed by academician Jane Gallop titled Feminist Accused of Sexual

Harassment.  Thinking that we cared, or that it mattered, Gallop had offered the public

a book-length explanation of how she came to be mildly chastised by her university for

planting a big unwanted public kiss on one of her female graduate students.  Part of her

defense of her strange conduct involves a cheerful account of her own days as a
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graduate student, when she had campaigned with great determination to seduce two of

her male professors, and had finally succeeded in spite of their marked reluctance, or

downright aversion.  (Like tabloid newspaper headlines, her revelations manage to be

simultaneously outlandish and boring.)

The book's ulterior purpose – we should be reminded of Freud's case history of

Dora here – is transparently vindictive: Professor Gallop is evening the score with the

student who objected to the distasteful physical encroachment.  To provide a cover for

this noxious motivation, Gallop purports to have an important thesis to announce, which

is that all good teaching is imbued with elements of eroticism.

Malcolm agrees wholeheartedly.  She imagines, with impeccable narcissism,

that her own psychology is the universal template.  Her use of "we" rather than "I" in the

following sentence is strongly symptomatic:

We are never embarrassed by Gallop.  We are sometimes astonished by
her, and we sometimes find her absurd, but she never makes us cringe,
because she never invades her own privacy.

But I was embarrassed by each and every quotation from the book.  I cringed

especially at Gallop's use of a teenager's vocabulary as the fitting expression of her

adult sexuality: "screwing these guys"; "constantly in heat"; "the hottest thing I'd ever

seen."  If the style is the woman, she violated her privacy on every page and bared her

very soul – and I, for one, regret ever having caught a glimpse of it.  (What Malcolm

should have said is merely that Gallop is unashamed of anything she has done.)

I am equally embarrassed for Malcolm, who is so openly enamored of Gallop. 
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Her only criticism of her soul-sister is that Gallop underestimated "the tragic dimension"

of these Freudian transferences, and so found herself burned by "the sirocco of the

oedipal universe" – which sirocco is a figment of Malcolm's own humid imagination, and

unavoidably invites speculation as to whether her erotic history is as flamboyant and

pathetic as Gallop's.

What we get from her review, as is inevitably the case when material is

permeated by this sort of romantic Freudianism, is a self-portrait.  I admired certain

teachers without being moonstruck by them, because they vividly presented information

that engaged my intellectual curiosity.  The only way to render these relationships

"erotic" is by the psychoanalytical trick of calling sex "sex" and everything else

"sublimated sex."  In asserting an "essential connection" between pedagogy and sex,

Malcolm has invaded her own privacy and admitted something that she would have

been wiser to conceal – that she cannot imagine a love of knowledge for its own sake,

but can only be interested if she can see a potential for the pedagogy to further action

at a distance between two aroused bodies.  In this, she and Gallop are two peas out of

the same pod of arrested development.

Jeffrey Masson

It will be pleasant to end this chapter on a positive note, with a bow toward the one-time

ardent Freudian whose commitment to the ethics of belief played such a salutary role in

undermining the Freudian empire.
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In an unusual memoir, My Father's Guru, Jeffrey Masson tells a coming-of-age

story that ends with his renunciation of mysticism and supernaturalism.  Throughout his

childhood, his parents had been captivated by a charismatic guru named Paul Brunton,

a native of Britain who had spent most of his life in India.  Brunton, known to his several

disciples simply as "P.B.," was apparently a peculiar but not atypical case of spiritual

quackery who deluded himself as severely as he deluded his credulous backers. 

When we remember that paranoia features grandiosity as the flip side of morbid

suspiciousness, Brunton can easily be diagnosed as a classically paranoid personality

rather than a conscious charlatan.  He had, to say the least, an extraordinarily inflated

notion of his importance to the work of the universe.  But for his devotees, his serious

mental deficits were occluded from their view by his genuine knowledge of Eastern

religions, his ascetic lifestyle, and his sincere espousal of compassionate awareness. 

So convincing was his performance in the role of holy man that Masson and his parents

overlooked such obvious warning signs as his claim to have emigrated to the earth

from a planet in another solar system.

The account of Masson's personal odyssey is smoothly continued in his memoir

about his psychoanalytic career, Final Analysis, a book that elucidates his early

devotion to Freudianism and later his disillusionment with it.  The key point here is that

for Masson, Freud merely replaced Brunton as his guru, and did so by seeming to be

Brunton's opposite.  Masson's change of allegiance from the British seer to the

Viennese sage (mediated to him by his psychoanalytic mentors) is thus a microcosm of

what transpired on the world-historical stage when psychoanalysis came of age as a
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new religion by seeming to transcend religion itself:

I thought that P.B. was describing the true nature of the world to me, a
reality that was merely invisible.  It did not occur to me until many years
later that he was creating an imaginary world, though not for my benefit. 
He believed in it too.  [Emphasis in the original]

Thus Masson describes his teenaged years.  But the same paragraph would do for his

twenties and thirties if we replaced "P.B." with "Freud."  Reality in psychoanalysis is just

as invisible as it is in Tibetan Buddhism.  If the psychoanalyst answers indignantly that

the invisible forces give rise to visible symptoms and behaviors, we can only patronize

him with a knowing smile: so do the invisible spiritual forces in all religions from

animism to Christianity.  Few changes in a human being's behavior are more dramatic

than those that ensue from being "born again."

I thought my role in this world would grow.  I was young, but P.B. was still
imparting knowledge to me that would help me when I grew up, that is,
this knowledge would help me in helping the cause.  The cause here was
spiritual advancement for me personally and the ultimate triumph of
spiritual values in the larger world outside of me.  [Emphasis added]

The last sentence is perhaps the most succinct explanation for the tremendous power

that psychoanalysis has exerted in the lives of its adherents.  From Freud himself and

the first generation of disciples, through Lucy Freeman, we encounter the hope that

eventually the entire world population will be analyzed and the human condition

infinitely improved thereby.  The Freudian adept enters analysis with a burning desire

to better understand himself; he also joins the cause of bettering the world through the

spread of enlightenment.  Freud's aversion to a term like "spiritual" should not deflect
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us from understanding that analysis offers spiritual nourishment and very little else. 

Patients enter psychoanalysis in order to become more aware, more fully human –

more spiritual.  It is because psychoanalysis is all about "spiritual values" that it has

had such a spectacular run in its short history – no mere psychology or social science

could have possibly inspired such an intensity of commitment.  Therapy is a spiritual

quest.  Freud's writings are the esoteric texts that guide it.

Since, throughout his childhood, all the talk all day every day was about Truth

and the importance of finding it, Masson was ironically being groomed to be the man

who would eventually want to get to the bottom of Freudianism.  But naturally enough, it

took him a long time to shed his discipleship: at first he merely transferred it from P.B.

to Freud.  It makes perfect sense that after he became resolutely secular, and

correspondingly dismissive of all the past-lives, other-planet spiritual claptrap that had

imposed upon his credulity during his youth, he fixed upon Freud as his new hero: a

man who seemed to him to be the most courageous seeker of truth in all history, an

atheist who contemptuously lampooned the religious impulse, an empiricist undaunted

by the horrors that he was discovering in the psyche, a hero undeterred by opposition

and scathing criticism.  Masson, a man already disappointed by religious fraudulence,

entered the psychoanalytic church doubly wide-eyed – a naif both past and newly

reconstituted in the present.  He was a veteran religious enthusiast who had indignantly

shed his early indoctrination, but he was also still susceptible to the idea that the truth

must be out there somewhere: so he was perfectly poised to be gulled by the purveyors

of a "scientific" dogma that was masquerading as everything that his old religion was
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not.  He reveled in this new orientation that was scientifically respectable, and he

swallowed its scripture whole.  But catastrophically for himself as an analyst in training

and for the psychoanalysts who so eagerly took him up, he was, just as he always had

been as a child, actually interested in the truth.  This ethic was the first strike against

him, of course; the second was his fundamental decency, his concern for his patients,

his compassion for the mistreated.  He should have immediately recognized that the

smug, self-satisfied, ego-ridden, lying senior analysts were dead ringers for his former

guru, minus Brunton's genuine love of animals and authentic vegetarianism.  Masson

was put off by them, and year after year found it perplexing that they could subscribe to

this religion of truth and yet be so mendacious, so self-aggrandizing, so envious of

each other, so callous toward their patients, and above all, so uninterested in the truth;

but he kept seeing every instance of their perfidy as a strange exception to, and

departure from, the purity of Freud himself.  He was in the grip of the Ontological

complex – the belief that, even though you now see that the Truth of your parents'

religion is a sham, the Truth does nonetheless exist.

The scientific veneer of Freudianism kept him fooled for two decades.  These

analysts were not long-robed self-appointed Masters gabbling about spiritual forces,

auras, and their past lives on other planets: they claimed that all the data came from

their case histories, and that the behavior of their patients confirmed all the axioms. 

Masson was gripped by that vision of real and final truth; and he kept himself duped by

his belief that Freud had embodied the ideal of the disinterested researcher and that

the modern psychoanalytic misbehaviors and scandals were a degradation of Freud's
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original theory and practice.  After his unusual childhood, it was very hard for Masson

to relinquish his hope that somewhere a real guru truly existed.  Janet Malcolm

encountered him when he was nearing the end of his infatuation with Freud, but had

not yet worked through his Ontological complex.  (Masson's fault in her eyes was not

that he had failed to completely divest himself of Freud's pseudoscience, but that he

had ever questioned it in the first place.)

Masson came to hate psychoanalysis, especially its abuse of patients, and he

loathed the hauteur and intellectual dishonesty of his colleagues; yet he continued to

be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed about Freud the Ascended Master.  Reading his own

account of how he kept disrupting psychoanalytical meetings (with the truth, be it said),

the reader almost begins to sympathize with the senior analysts.  Masson's spectacular

self-absorption kept him from seeing that his colleagues could assent to his

propositions only by admitting that they had gotten almost everything of importance

wrong throughout their entire professional lives.  (Understanding other people has

obviously never been Masson's strong suit, and in recent years he has wisely turned to

writing  about the emotional lives of animals.)

Masson was like a devout Christian fundamentalist who cannot repress his

search for the verifiable facts about the Christ.  Imagine someone to whom the Bible is

sacred and the repository of all spiritual truth, who nonetheless keeps probing it and

bringing the news of his findings to his congregation.  Yesterday it was his discovery

that Jesus forbade public prayers; today it is his discovery that the miracle stories were

drawn from classical sources and designed to show that Jesus out-performed the
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deities of competing religions; tomorrow it will be his discovery that the doctrine of the

Trinity is nowhere set forth in the original Greek New Testament and that there are

irreconcilable discrepancies in the gospel accounts of the Resurrection.  In each case,

our eager truth-seeker is astonished that his fellow believers are either pointedly

incurious about his revelations or highly irritated: is not Jesus the most important

human being who ever lived?  If for no other reason, do they not wish to know

absolutely every true thing about him?

If this comparison seems forced, the reader is urged to consult the works of the

respected scholar Bart D. Ehrman, a one-time fundamentalist whose belief in the literal

truth of every word in the Bible instilled in him a passionate desire to read the oldest

manuscripts in their original tongue.  He survived the initial shock of learning that there

are no definitive earliest manuscripts in existence, but only copies of copies that

disagree with one another; but eventually his own integrity undermined his faith. 

Single-mindedly pursuing the truth wherever it led, he found that it took him by stages

first to liberal Protestantism and finally to agnosticism.  His best-selling books do not

tell the Christian believer anything that their pastors have not known for decades; but

they talk frankly about what the pastors have preferred not to talk about at all; and they

acquire added force from his compelling account of a personal journey out of credulity

into skepticism.  Paradoxically, Ehrman's adolescence, when he was converted by

charismatic evangelicals to born-again Christianity, primed him to become the scourge

of such Christianity: his church leaders instilled in him a burning zeal for the truth about

Christ, little thinking that the boy would grow up to value the truth more than the zeal
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and eventually more even than the Christ.  The parallel with Masson's childhood is

striking.

In the course of time, Masson's own empirical bent, skill as a researcher, and

love of the actual truth prevailed.  He clung to Freud's integrity as long as he could, but

finally it all gave way.  His position now is a radical skepticism so great that he opposes

all therapy on the questionable grounds that one person never has more truth than

another – or at least that the disciple must never psychologically subordinate himself to

the master as a way of acquiring it.  Whatever the value of this final stance, for his part

in unmasking the multiple dishonesties at the core of Freudianism, the world owes him

its gratitude.



Dora today

Ida Bauer, known throughout the world of letters simply as "Dora," is the most important

person, after Freud himself, in the history of psychoanalysis, and deserves, as "Anna

O." does not, to be considered the first patient of genuine psychoanalysis – that is, the

first to be treated by means of the Oedipal diagnosis and the therapeutics demanded

by it.  Earlier patients, most of whom failed to respond, were merely talked to and

eventually diagnosed based upon the information they provided; Dora was talked at,

based upon a diagnosis that was complete before she walked in the door, and also

failed to respond.

Dora, you will recall, was the troubled 18-year-old girl whose adored father was

having an affair with a neighbor's wife.  The father had tacitly offered to hand Dora over

to the neighbor as a quid pro quo, when she was 15 years old.  Dora's sin was to refuse

to be so handed.  Freud diagnosed her as hysterical based upon this refusal: he could

not understand it any other way, because the neighbor was a handsome-enough fellow

(twice her age) and might even have married her in the course of time (or so Freud

speculated).  In fact, Dora was doubtfully hysterical but definitely beleaguered and

upset.  Freud's etiological finding was Oedipal love for her father, subsequently

transferred to the neighbor, and finally to the 44-year-old Freud himself.  Dora's

manipulativeness and "resistance" were proven by her disagreement with Freud's
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interpretation.  When she broke off treatment, he saw it as a manifestation of spite: he

believed that she had been intentionally showing him up by refusing to get better under

his treatment.  Her subsequent improvement on her own he took to be a confirmation of

her spitefulness.  All this he published as a case history, including his contemptuous

assessment of her character, knowing that many contemporary Viennese citizens would

recognize the families involved in spite of his use of pseudonyms.  Although she

refused to corroborate any of his "constructions" about her infantile sexuality and her

Oedipus complex, he went ahead and confidently discussed in print, as if they were

facts, his unverified surmises about her fantasies of oral sex, her bed-wetting, her

childhood masturbation, and her supposed vengefulness toward him.  When, later in

life, Dora sought other psychoanalysts for help, they too dutifully loathed her out of

loyalty to the Master, and vented their loathing in print under the guise of making a

professional assessment of her repellent personality and hopelessness as a patient. 

Even Freud's harshest critics have tended to take these "truthts" about her on faith; and

few commentators have ever questioned the ethics of the undertaking.

In all this, we see a signal instance of personal narcissism, and the spread of

that person's narcissism to a group.  Freud, encountering someone who exhibited a

failure to thrive under his tutelage, interpreted the failure as evidence of a personality

deficit in the patient, while at the same time experiencing a deep and lasting

"narcissistic wound."  His "Fragment of an Analysis," a record of a therapeutic failure,

was written in haste and published at leisure: this indicates that he felt the desperate

need to purge himself of his pained feelings as quickly as possible; but after four years
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of wisely keeping his cri de coeur in a desk drawer, he could not resist the temptation to

serve his dish of revenge when it was cold.

The belief among many psychiatrists today that "borderlines" are manipulative

and hostile, and devoted primarily to thwarting the therapist, is just one more of the

rotten fruits of Freudianism.  From Freud's day to our own, psychoanalysts have been,

of all therapists, the ones most ready to blame their patients and not themselves, and to

interpret the innocent coping mechanisms of their clients as demonstrations of animus

against their therapists.  Would that more patients of analysis had been capable of

Dora's brave rebellion!  Instead, the sad history of Freudian malpractice is replete with

the names of women who went on trusting their analysts even after they had been

subjected to sexual predation.

Because Dora's case concentrates all the essentials of Freudianism, both

theoretical and practical, into such a small space, it is the thermometer that gives us an

exact reading of the temperature of every Freudian devotee's faith.  Like other religious

believers, few Freudians swallow the scripture of psychoanalysis whole.  Just as

Biblical fundamentalists no longer bother to sacrifice animals, throw stones at sexual

offenders, or turn the other cheek, Freudian fundamentalists show little appetite for

taking every word of the Standard Edition with literal exactitude.  But Dora flushes them

out and runs them to ground.  The case is a touchstone for revealing the hard core of

Freudian allegiance that may be lurking behind a more politically correct and socially

acceptable cover story.

Freud's treatment of Dora was intellectually preposterous and emotionally
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abusive from beginning to end, and clearly demonstrates not only his pseudoscience

but his misogyny.  In a word, then, his defenders are defending the indefensible.  That

they are nonetheless willing to do so gives us a precise measurement of their thralldom

to gnosticism.

But in standing by him, they do well.  To abandon Freud's interpretation of Dora

is indeed to abandon Freudianism lock, stock, and barrel.

To vindicate Freud while appearing to be politically sensitive and intellectually

independent is no easy task.  The modern side-step is to support Freud's diagnosis

while deploring his handling of the case.  Peter Gay and Janet Malcolm try to gain

points for their supposed objectivity by lambasting Freud for his treatment of Dora – but

entirely on grounds of technique.  Both accept without a peep of dissent the essentials

of Freud's interpretation of the case, which are Dora's Oedipal fixation on her father,

her transference of it to Herr K, her subsequent transference of it to Freud himself, and

her homosexual attraction to Frau K.  They fault him only for going too fast and

intruding himself too much.  In other words, they repeat Freud's self-criticism.  Even this

is a thinly veiled barb directed at Dora: she was too dull-witted and immature to accept

Freud's insights and benefit from them.

Janet Malcolm

It might be worth while analyzing a tiny piece of intellectual dishonesty in Malcolm,
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since at first glance she inspires more confidence than committed Freudians like Lucy

Freeman or Maynard Solomon.  During the course of his analysis of Dora, Freud

deduced (or thought he deduced) that Dora's father was unable to complete the act of

genital intercourse with Frau K.  How, then, could Dora continue to insist that the two

were lovers?

Her answer showed that she had no need to admit the contradiction.  She
knew very well, she said, that there was more than one way of obtaining
sexual gratification. . . . I questioned her further, whether she referred to
the use of organs other than the genitals for the purpose of sexual
intercourse, and she replied in the affirmative.  I could then go on to say
that in that case she must be thinking of precisely those parts of the body
which in her case were in a state of irritation – the throat and the oral
cavity.  To be sure, she would not hear of going so far as this in
recognizing her own thoughts . . . . [Emphasis added]

Let us pause – it is always advisable to pause during a Freudian analysis – and note

precisely what has been established so far: Dora has heard of alternate methods of

sexual satisfaction, but denies that she has heard of fellatio.  Freud assumes she is

dissembling.

But the conclusion was inevitable that with her spasmodic cough, which,
as is usual, was referred for its exciting cause to a tickling in her throat,
she pictured to herself a scene of sexual gratification per os [by means of
the mouth] between the two people whose love-affair occupied her mind
so incessantly.

Here we have an interpretation by Freud, with the best part in Latin, as usual.  (I will

pass over in silence Freud's "proof" about oral sexual fantasies – Dora's sore throat

and cough.  But if she had been suffering from hemorrhoids, we know what that would
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have meant.)  Please note that Dora never agreed that she had pictured such a scene. 

To Freud, this interpretation "was inevitable," but he was honest enough in print to

differentiate between what she said and what he thought.

A very short time after she had tacitly accepted this explanation her cough
vanished – which fitted in very well with my view.

Tacitly.  That is, silently.  She never admitted to fantasizing a scene of fellatio between

her father and Frau K.

Malcolm, in The Impossible Profession, refers to this passage and takes Freud

to task for bad manners.  She alludes to his "dragging a fellatio fantasy out of the girl." 

At the risk of tedium, let me reiterate: Dora explicitly denied ever entertaining such a

fantasy; she denied that she was thinking of the mouth when she acknowledged

knowing about the use of organs other than the genitals for the purpose of sexual

intercourse ("she would not hear of going so far as this"); and she never so much as

nodded her head in assent when Freud dragged a fellatio fantasy out of himself and

projected it upon her.

It is by such Freudian slipping and sliding that the truths of psychoanalysis

continue to be "verified."  Along comes Robin Lakoff in 1990, and she calls Freud's

analysis of Dora "abusive in intention and in execution"; yet she credits Freud with

curing the cough by means of the fellatio interpretation, and uses the incident as an

example of the way psychoanalysis works.  She thus joins the legion of critics who

make a show of support for Dora while vindicating psychoanalysis.  She convicts Freud

of "clear malpractice, at least by our contemporary standards"; but she thinks his
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interpretation was correct.

Freud's certainty rests upon his old metaphorical equivalence trick.  He loves

what Frederick Crews calls the "thematic affinity" between the fantasy and the

symptom.  The disappearance of the symptom strengthens his confidence in his

interpretation.  He could conceivably be right, although there is no reason to think so. 

But Malcolm is not right to blur the distinction between the facts and the interpretation;

and Lakoff too should be more scrupulous about distinguishing what Dora said she

knew from what Freud thought she knew.  It is a fact that Dora knew about non-genital

gratifications.  Everything else is guessing.

Hannah S. Decker

Turn now to psychiatrist and professor Hannah S. Decker, one of the latest authorities

to weigh in on the subject of the famous first patient.  In her book-length treatment of

Freud, Dora and Vienna 1900, Decker puts her finger to the wind, senses which way it

is blowing, and gives Freud a thorough spanking.  She is critical from first page to last:

Freud victimized women with the best of the male chauvinist pigs, had no empathy, did

not understand adolescence, was blind to his own feelings of attraction and resentment

toward his patient, bungled the case badly.

But.  He was a genius, understood Dora's psychology, took her seriously,

alleviated her symptoms, gave her courage, learned from the case, and humbly issued

a wise evaluation of his own failure.  (Notice that Decker's praise directly contradicts
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some of her blame.  Hero-worshipers are blissfully blind to the paradoxes they

espouse.)

Decker's book is the most maddening of all.  She is able to see all the premises

and still deny the conclusion.  In spite of her original research into history and

sociology, she ends exactly where Peter Gay, Janet Malcolm, and Robin Lakoff end:

Freud's mistakes with Dora were not really mistakes of interpretation; they were errors

of "bluntness and timing."  Here we go again: Freud was right, but said so too plainly

and too soon.

This leads us inevitably to the favorite explanation of all the writers who deign to

fault Freud at all: his failure to master the transference.  This strategy maximally

protects Freud as a theoretician and genius while allowing the critic to sternly deliver

an uncompromising critique of his therapeutic clumsiness.  The problem with this

defense is that no believable evidence exists that the transference took place – most

analysts today agree that, in their experience, a transference does not have time to get

started in only three months.  We know that Freud thought Dora wanted a kiss from

him; but this merely reveals the extent to which his fantasies were contaminating the

therapeutic environment.

The technical term for the therapist's maladroit attempt to fit the patient's

transference into his own erotic history is countertransference.  Decker's addition to the

negative critique of Freud is several pages on precisely his failure to master, or even

recognize, his own feelings toward Dora.  Oh, she pummels him good – with her kid

gloves.  But since there was no transference to begin with, "countertransference" is
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altogether the wrong word.  Freud's difficulty in mastering his erotic feelings was not a

response to Dora's transference: Freud, from the first session, found her erotically

stimulating and enjoyed fantasizing about what he believed she was fantasizing about. 

He set out to master, not his feelings in response to her feelings, but her.  Call it a

complete failure of detachment; call it an appalling lack of professional ethics; call it a

case of rampant will to dominate, subjugate, and win; or call it ordinary transference,

started by him and going in the wrong direction.  Just don't call it countertransference,

which implies that it was a response to something started by Dora, and thereby further

impugns her integrity or at least her taste in men.  Save all that for the shrinks'

convention.

Decker's book is, throughout, an impossible mixture of condemnation and justification. 

If we were Freudians, we could use the concept of Oedipal ambivalence to diagnose

her, so inextricably does she enmesh her rivalry with the father of psychoanalysis with

her defense of him – now knocking him off his pedestal, now nursing him back to health

and respectability.  In the same sentence, she explains how he could have so

misjudged his women patients, and then adjures us not to fault him for it:

Born in 1856, himself from a most traditional background, leading a
conforming married life, Freud cannot be blamed for his conventional
views.

Why not?  In spite of his traditional background, he had radical ideas about sexuality

and religion; and he blamed his opponents for their conventional views.  Keep in mind
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the distinction I have made before, between a prejudice in some unrelated sphere of

activity and one that obstructs a scientist's view of his own field.  That Freud had a

conventional view of politics need not alarm us; that he had a conventional view of the

vaginal orgasm as the proper sign of a wife's feminine "passivity" and "lasting

thralldom" toward her husband should send up a red flag when he lays out a universal

psychology of women.  Freud is not like a chemist who believes that the CIA

assassinated John F. Kennedy; he is like an astronomer who believes in astrology.

Next we have Freud the social critic:

Keenly aware of its harmful effects, [Arthur] Schnitzler and Freud were
critical of the middle-class life they saw around them.

Decker has just gotten through saying, three pages earlier, that Freud cannot be

blamed for his conventional views, given his middle-class background: now, suddenly,

he is a sharp-eyed observer of middle-class foibles.

Decker is not alone among Freudians in crediting him with acumen precisely in

the area where he was blind as a bat: it is an especially brazen and familiar gambit.  In

fact, Freud saw middle-class life as harmful to men – they don't get enough good sex

from their laced-up wives, which forces them into the arms of prostitutes.  He was

critical, all right – of women for their narcissistic self-love and their masculine

complexes – so he devoted himself heart and soul to bringing his female patients into

compliance with patriarchal middle-class values.  His master plan for Dora was that she

would reciprocate Herr K's love, precipitate a divorce, and find fulfillment as Herr K's

adored and adoring second wife.
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Yet Freud did rid Dora of her depression, temporarily alleviate her worst
physical symptoms, and spell out for her the dangers of using illness to
bend people to her purpose.

Some symptoms went away while treatment was in progress.  It is impossible to know if

Freud deserves any credit for this.  For his part, he honorably admits that she broke off

treatment before he completed the analysis.

By being the first adult to take Dora seriously, Freud gave her the
courage to confront the Ks and gain from them an admission of the actual
roles each had played in her life.

I do not know what Decker means by saying that Freud took Dora seriously.  He did not

take anything she said seriously.  He claims a great deal for himself, but he does not

even suggest that it was his analysis that gave her the courage to confront the Ks.

To Decker, the case history is a cornucopia of famous "firsts":

It contains Freud's first mention of "fixation" as an arrest of psychosexual
development and an unhealthy attachment to the point of arrest.  The
case also displays clinically two subjects that up to then had had only
theoretical attention: the importance of the mouth as an erotogenic zone,
and bisexuality.  Finally, the notion of a primary as well as a secondary
gain from emotional illness, the precise way Freud analyzed dreams,
element by element, and the powerful role of sexuality in psychological
distress are other fundamental points neophytes have never failed to
absorb.

Let us reinstate reality here.  Freud never proved that the mouth functioned as an

erotogenic zone for Dora or for anyone connected with Dora.  He never proved that she

was bisexual, and nothing in her later life suggests that she was.  He never proved that
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Dora's psychosexual development was arrested at all, or that her health problems had

anything to do with her "unhealthy attachment to the point of arrest."  He never proved

conclusively that she gained anything from her emotional illness, either primarily or

secondarily.  He did analyze Dora's dreams "element by element," but nothing indicates

that he analyzed them correctly.  He never proved that her sexuality had a powerful

role in her psychological distress – her distress was caused by the dilemma posed by

Herr K's sexuality, and by her father's willingness to barter her in return for his own

access to Frau K, body for body.

Freud believed that Dora was homosexually attracted to Herr K's wife, but he

never got around to telling Dora this, much less verifying his belief.  Freud fantasized

that Dora fantasized about oral sex, but when he got around to telling her that, she

explicitly denied it.

In the end, just as Malcolm merely intensifies Freud's self-criticism, while

vindicating his analysis, Decker further intensifies Malcolm's critique, and withdraws a

smidgen of the praise, while leaving the propositions of Freudianism unchallenged and

Freud's halo as a cultural hero unsmudged.  This is her opinion, and she has a right to

it.  But she backs her opinion with "proofs" that are merely restatements of Freud's

untested assertions.  Without this wholesale conversion of pure speculation into

empirical data, psychoanalysis would collapse as quickly as the theology of the Branch

Davidians, and for precisely the same reason: because our duty to science precluded

our assigning any objective truth value to David Koresh's sincere belief that his

opinions were facts.
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Patrick Mahony

When we turn to Freud's Dora by Patrick J. Mahony, a professor of English at the

University of Montreal who loves psychoanalysis heart and soul, we encounter

Decker's arguments, but rhetorically exaggerated and drenched in postmodern

sensibility.  Mahony credits Decker occasionally, but fails to say that his conclusions

are, in substance, precisely her own.  True, he soars far beyond her – and beyond the

text of the case history, beyond the social background so usefully supplied by Decker,

beyond anything we know for certain about Dora or Freud – and in the rarefied

atmosphere of his own intellect and wit, he psychoanalyzes, with supreme confidence,

both the patient and the therapist, exhibiting a sweeping disdain for facts that shows

him finally to be more Freudian than Freud.  In manner also, Mahony leaves Decker in

the dust, writing in a style that is finicky and fancy, clever here and laborious there.  Let

us begin with a citation from Mahony's chronology:

1853 Ida's (Dora's) father, Philip Bauer, is born on August 14.  (Bauer
means "farmer" or "peasant" in German.)

1862 Dora's mother, Katharina (Käthe) Gerber is born.  (Gerber means
"tanner" in German.)

We never learn the significance of these etymologies, but we are encouraged to

believe that the scholar who has excavated them is a depth psychologist indeed.  Later

Mahony trains the heavy artillery of his rhetoric on the doctor-patient dance:

A manifold ambivalence prevailed; they each wished to overpower the
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other, to seduce and be seduced, to dislike the other and yet stay, to
seduce and stay, to seduce and leave, to leave unless seduced or
rescued, to cause departure as a defense against wanting to seduce.

If any word of this were true, it would still be badly written.  But this depiction of Dora as

Freud's formidable opponent is utter nonsense.  It is part of the attempt of a nominally

sympathetic commentator to reframe her "resistance" as strength of character, while

upholding Freud's view of it as resistance nonetheless.  In fact, Dora was a browbeaten

young girl who, in the face of Freud's ridicule, wearily stuck with her story.  She was by

no means a wily antagonist in a high-stakes psychoanalytical pas de deux: she rather

resembled Little Hans, who knew the real reason for his horse phobia and insisted, with

childlike honesty, in producing it.  But it is worth noting how often psychoanalysts then

and now have projected onto their women patients all the hoariest libels of misogyny. 

To Mahony, Dora is a sexpot, a cunning little vixen; but with post-Freudian savoir-faire,

he looks upon this approvingly.

Mahony's whole exercise reminds me of New Testament redaction criticism – of

scholars who search for the historical Jesus behind the lines of the gospels that

purposely misrepresented him.  But at least there are four gospels, and we can play

them off one another.  The only way we know anything about Dora's case is through

Freud; and Freud, Mahony says aggressively, failed to understand her and gave an

unreliable account of her.  But Mahony nonetheless thinks that, by reading the one

corrupt text closely enough, he knows Dora.  His account is so reckless and

unsubstantiated that Freud seems sober and scientifically restrained by comparison. 

Freud at least saw the girl for 11 weeks, and drew upon hours of observations to reach
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his conclusions; Mahony reaches his, armed only with Freud's dishonest account and

his own capacious intelligence, at a removal of a hundred years.

Yes, Mahony daringly suggests that Freud is flat-out untruthful:

In light of the fact that there are a series of lies in Freud's description of
the Rat Man case and two lies in the "prefatory Remarks" to the Dora
case, I am inclined to doubt the full reliability of Freud's report of material
concerning the second dream.

In spite of his alleged tendency to lie, and notwithstanding that Mahony himself claims

to see several levels deeper than the Master, Freud was, in Mahony's words, "a forty-

four-year-old genius functioning at the height of his intellectual powers" when he

undertook his analysis of Dora.

Let us begin by noticing how Mahony corrects the Master in relation to the fantasy that

has already received so much of our attention:

Dora merely referred to gratification per os but did not specify who was
doing what to whom. . . . Over time Dora's coughing would have appeared
to acquire the meaning of cunnilingus with Peppina [Herr K's wife]. . . .
Within this context Freud's misunderstanding of Dora's cough – a
derivative of his homosexual conflicts with Fliess – doubly denies a
woman's same-sex orogenital love: he replaces it with a heterosexual
scene of the woman giving pleasure to the man.

Before we get carried away, let us once again stop to remind ourselves of the actual

facts, which Freud, to his credit, treats more scrupulously than do his psychoanalytical

descendants.  Dora never "referred to gratification per os," merely or otherwise, and

Freud never says she did.  He says quite clearly that he made the inference; and he is
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honest enough to report that she rejected it.  Therefore, Dora could not have specified

"who was doing what to whom," because she wouldn't have known until Freud told her. 

It is also clear that Freud did specify who was doing what to whom, and had a right to

so specify, as it was his own construction.

Now Mahony, who usually reads the text a word at a time with the pedantic

thoroughness of a Talmudic scholar, and frequently pauses to correct the faulty

translation of the Standard Edition, skates right over the truth here, because he is as

committed to Dora's fantasy per os as Freud is.  And he thinks he is even smarter than

Freud, although it turns out that he is only more politically sensitive and up-to-date.  In

the academy, where Mahony plies his trade, feminism, queer theory, and gender

studies are all the rage.  Mahony makes a 1990s heroine out of Dora, giving her a

fantasy of lesbian cunnilingus that, although more perverted to Freud, is acceptable in

the circles that Mahony frequents.  In one sentence, Mahony touches all the bases:

Freud's fallibility (he misunderstood the cough); Freud's own unconscious homosexual

conflict (which is, of course, an open book to Mahony); and Freud's patriarchally

conditioned denial of "a woman's same-sex orogenital love."

We find here in microcosm all the elements that render Mahony's account

distinctive: he is more Freudian than Freud; he is a better feminist than the feminists. 

Janet Malcolm, Robin Lakoff, and Hannah Decker – feminists all – fall for the false

heterosexual interpretation of Dora's fantasy, and in the final analysis mute their

criticism of the Master.  Mahony speaks up for a woman's right to love a woman; and in

general, he gives it to Freud both barrels, in the purple prose that is his own
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contribution to psychoanalytical pretentiousness:

The case of Dora has an array of negative distinctions.  It is one of the
great psychotherapeutic disasters; one of the most remarkable exhibitions
of a clinician's published rejection of his patient; spectacular, though
tragic, evidence of sexual abuse of a young girl, and her own analyst's
published exoneration of that abuse; an eminent case of forced
associations, forced remembering, and perhaps several forced dreams,
forced remembering of dreams, even forced remembering of forced
dreams.  Without any stretch of the imagination the case, the published
history, and the subsequent reception can be called an example of
continued sexual abuse.  Dora had been traumatized, and Freud
retraumatized her.  And for roughly half a century the psychoanalytic
community remained either collusively silent about that abuse or, because
of blind adoration, simply ignorant of it.

So Freud is obviously a monster, right?  Yet, read carefully, Mahony's critique proves to

be only the old charge of therapeutic ineptitude, this time shouted from the rooftops:

We might conclude that in treating Dora, Freud once more held at bay his
own feminine identification and kept in suspense the enmeshed
difficulties with transference and homosexuality that he had with Fliess,
the husband of another Ida.

Fliess the husband of another Ida!  Freud's own feminine identification!  Ideas to give

us pause, if not stagger us into speechless wonder.  But as to the essentials, Mahony

differs from Peter Gay only in decibel level and supersubtlety.  Once again, Freud's

diagnosis of hysteria, which was supposedly produced by Dora's Oedipal love of her

father and of Herr K, and exacerbated by her homosexual love of Frau K, is affirmed:

On the positive side, it is safe to say that for Dora learning about her
repressed love for her father and Hans [Herr K] dissipated her suicidal
ideation and to a certain degree some of her more intense depressive
complaints.  [Emphasis added]
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Indeed, Mahony is saying that, in spite of clear malpractice, Freud cured her:

The treatment did have its positive side, which I will touch on again: Dora
did receive some validation of what she had suffered, she did manage to
go on and marry, she did learn the history of her desire, which had left
aches throughout her body in verbalizable meanings.

This is Decker's thesis to the last jot and tittle – Mahony hasn't even dressed it up.  She

ought to claim half his royalties.  Strangely, however, Freud never claimed as much for

himself.  We have a phenomenon worthy of the study of a genuine depth psychologist:

the disciple's delusion of grandeur on behalf of the guru is greater than the guru's own.

Postmodern Dora

In his 1972 essay "Freud and Dora: Story, History, Case History," which originally

appeared in Partisan Review, Steven Marcus shows himself to be the grandfather of all

the contemporary writers on Dora who have taken up the case as putatively

independent-minded advocates of psychoanalysis.  He anticipates the strategy of

damning Freud's therapeutic technique while defending the theory.  First, he cites

Freud's own modest self-criticism: "I did not succeed in mastering the transference in

good time."  Then he adds forthrightly that "there is a reciprocating process in the

analyst known as the countertransference, and in the case of Dora this went wrong too"

– thus he foreshadows Decker and Mahony.  He even goes so far as to speculate that

Freud wrote the first draft of his "Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria" in a
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white heat, while the wound of Dora's departure was fresh in his mind, precisely to deal

with the unresolved countertransference and to get a handle on his negative feelings

toward Dora.  I agree with him, although this is an excessively kind way of framing an

act of revenge visited by a medical doctor upon a patient who failed to respond to his

treatment.  Nevertheless, writing in 1972 as a committed Freudian, Marcus

demonstrated considerable courage in going so far, and all later commentators on Dora

stand in his debt.  Indeed, in his quiet voice, he dared to push his negative critique

further than many of Freud's avowed enemies: his condemnation not only embraces

Freud's handling of both the transference and the countertransference, but also

expands to include Freud's tendency to force the evidence, to succumb to "the demon

of interpretation," and to promulgate "demented and delusional science."  For all that,

Marcus testifies on almost every page to his belief that Freud is a genius and

Freudianism a scientific psychology that is here to stay.

I have accordingly placed him last among the commentators who have

canvassed the case history of Dora, even though he is chronologically the first,

because in spite of his elaborate circumspection he is in some ways the most radical of

them all, in both the depth of his criticism and the manner of his ultimate justification of

Freud.  He does not attempt to discredit Freud's theory of infantile sexuality; but he

does cast doubt on Freud's interpretations of Dora's dreams and associations and

therefore undermines our confidence that Dora is any sort of valid illustration of the

theory.  Marcus is ahead of the times, then, in doing a more comprehensive – and, I

must say, a more honest and adroit – job of demolition than Decker and Mahony.  But
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when Marcus ends his essay by vindicating Freud as a genius, in spite of having just

laid waste to Freud's conclusions, he also boldly points the way to the postmodernist

ploy of the 21st century, which is to treat the case history of Dora merely as a "text." 

He thus anticipates those devotees who like Freud because he tells a good story. 

Unfortunately, because the case history of Dora is not ostensibly a story – it is not

found on the same shelf of the bookstore as James Joyce's Ulysses – but is instead an

account of the symptoms and treatment of an actual patient, Marcus is skating on thin

ethical ice to adopt, wittingly or unwittingly, a postmodernist stance toward this

particular piece of writing.

Decker and Mahony do seem to care about Ida Bauer, the real person who, as a

matter of historical fact, underwent a course of therapy in the city of Vienna with Dr.

Sigmund Freud in the year 1900 and broke off the treatment against medical advice

after three months.  They do consider it a matter of importance to determine whether

she was treated justly – not only during her therapy, but in the essay that Freud wrote

about it and in the comments that were published by later psychoanalysts who wished

at all costs to defend Freud's animus against her.  If they believed, as Marcus

apparently does, that Freud not only bullied her but also misdiagnosed her symptoms

and misinterpreted her dreams, they would probably abandon Freudianism as

quackery; whereas Marcus, believing that Ida Bauer has, by the alchemy of art, been

re-imagined as a fictional character named Dora and placed in a modern experimental

novel, can afford to be cavalier about the injustice done to her, and even blandly pass

along in a footnote the gossip that she was "repulsive" and that her death was a
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blessing to everyone who knew her.  (Having treated Freud's reckless surmises with

admirable skepticism, Marcus is strangely credulous about the motives of those later

psychoanalysts who retailed this vicious, not to say indiscreet, post-mortem.)  Indeed,

Marcus devotes a footnote of his own to the far-fetched surmise that Freud's choice of

the pseudonym "Dora" for Ida Bauer was owing to his love of Charles Dickens, and that

this allusion to David Copperfield's wife proves that Freud had a positive as well as

negative countertransference toward his patient.  Such a final foray into the domain of

fiction gives us the clue to Marcus's seeming lack of concern about the defamation of

Ida Bauer's character: "Dora," he seems to be saying, is a fictional personage; to

expend real outrage at Freud, the author, over this character's mistreatment by the

novella's protagonist would be as silly as to vent real anger at Charles Dickens for

hastening his fictional Dora to an early grave.  Nothing changes for Marcus merely

because Freud named his fictional protagonist "Freud" and wrote this roman à clef in

the guise of a medical case history and himself believed it to be a medical case history.

Thus does Marcus pioneer the present-day effort to save the "Fragment of an

Analysis of a Case of Hysteria," and with it Freudianism itself, by calling it a work of the

imagination in a new genre by a literary master.  Notice how carefully worded Marcus's

encomium is:

Freud is a great writer and [the case history of Dora] is a great work of
literature – that is to say, it is both an outstanding creative and
imaginative performance and an intellectual and cognitive achievement of
the highest order.

These compliments would be apt if they were applied to Hamlet, but they sound a little
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off-kilter describing a physician's report on a patient's symptoms and course of

treatment.  Marcus refrains from calling that report accurate and the achievement

scientific.  Let us see why.

Dora came to Freud for treatment in October, 1900, after her father had already offered

Freud a tainted account of her behavior.  Marcus quotes Freud's disclaimer: "I had

resolved from the first to suspend my judgment of the true state of affairs until I had

heard the other side as well."  Yet on October 14, Freud was already writing to Fliess: "I

have a new patient, a girl of eighteen; the case has opened smoothly to my collection

of picklocks."

It could hardly have failed to do so: Freud knew before Dora came in that she

suffered from symptoms of hysteria (or what he took to be hysteria); therefore he

thought he knew that the lock would be Oedipal and that it could be picked by

interpreting her dreams as infantile wish-fulfillments of a sexual nature.  He did not

need to see her in order to reach these conclusions: the conclusions were already

givens of his theory.  He only needed to meet with her in order to elicit the dreams

themselves.

Marcus is appropriately wary of Freud's claim of suspended judgment: he thinks

that Freud came to the case with "a large body of assumptions, many of them definite,

a number of them positively alarming."  With an amazement akin to my own, he goes

on to cite Freud's disbelief and even disapproval of Dora's negative reaction to Herr K's

first clumsy attempt to seduce her (if not sexually assault her) when she was barely out
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of childhood.  He pursues this matter to the point where Freud confidently insists (in

spite of her denial) that she must have felt Herr K's erect penis pressing against her. 

Freud next contends that a healthy girl would have responded positively and wet her

pants with pleasure, whereas Dora was so frigid that she felt only an unpleasant

sensation down there.  Freud then takes this response as proof positive of hysteria. 

His final intellectual coup is to diagnose Dora's sore throat as a displacement of the

negative sensation originally felt in the lower half of the body to the upper half.

Marcus is dubious: "This passage of unquestionable genius contains at the

same time something questionable and askew."  At the least, he thinks that Freud erred

in projecting a grown woman's sexuality onto a 14-year-old girl.  The upshot, says

Marcus, is that when Freud produces his triumphant solution to the symptom of the

sore throat, he is "as much a novelist as he is an analyst."  Freud himself admits that

his interpretation is a "reconstruction . . . formed in my own mind"; yet, Marcus notes,

Freud goes on to convert this surmise into "the principal 'reality' of the case."  And "this

reality remains Freud's more than Dora's, since he was never quite able to convince

her of the plausibility of the construction."

I have elsewhere called this stealthy converting of surmise into fact one of the

mainstays of Freudianism's version of the scientific method.  The other is the proving of

one part of the theory by citing another part of the theory – a procedure also on display

throughout the case history of Dora.  Those of us who take the "Fragment" at face

value, as a medical case history, will therefore render a verdict that Doctor Freud is

guilty of malpractice.  But what Marcus, with his training in literature, sees is an author
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who has become entangled in his work – and who, if he is wise, will turn his

predicament into an asset by resorting to all the modernist tricks of authorial self-

reference.

In short, Marcus thinks that Freud is writing an imaginative work in which he is

himself the main character.  Yet he cannot deny that Freud seems to be unaware of his

breakthrough in the technique of the modern novel:

The writer is or ought to be conscious of the part that he – in whatever
guise, voice, or personality he chooses – invariably and unavoidably
plays in the world he represents.  Oddly enough, although there is none
of his writings in which Freud is more vigorously active than he is here, it
is precisely this activity that he subjects to the least self-conscious
scrutiny . . . .

What is odd to Marcus is plain to the rest of us: Freud has no idea that he is

"representing a world" and "playing a part" in it.  It is also curious that Marcus fails to

see that such unawareness would be fatal to any work that is conducted along

postmodernist lines: surely, authorial self-consciousness can be aesthetically

productive only in an author who is conscious of himself.

By the end of the therapy, Freud, Marcus thinks, is running amok:

It is his own mind that chiefly matters to him, and it is his associations to
her dream that are of principal importance.  [Emphasis in the original]

Yet Marcus can lavish praise on Freud in the very next sentence:

At the same time, as the account progresses, Freud has never been more
inspired, more creative, more inventive; as the reader sees Dora
gradually slipping further and further away from Freud, the power and
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complexity of the writing reach dizzying proportions.

We could expatiate similarly about "The Hunting of the Snark."  Translating Marcus into

English, he is saying that as Freud abandons scientific sobriety and fantasizes with

ever greater abandon about an 18-year-old girl – or put another way, as Freud plunges

deeper and deeper into error –  his report gets better and better stylistically.  It is as if

power and complexity are qualities that are bestowed on writing by inspiration,

creativity, and invention regardless of content.  To this point are we brought by the

aggressive aestheticism of the modern literary establishment and its guiding motto that

greatness isn't what you say, but how you say it.  Doesn't it matter at all whether Freud

is getting anything right about this case?

With Freud's assertion that excessive masturbation can be cured by cauterizing

the "gastric spot" in the nose, Marcus is driven to complain that "we have passed

beyond interpretation and are in the positive presence of demented and delusional

science."  But a little later, having digressed onto the unhappy subject of Freud's

analysis of his own daughter, he says complacently, "Genius makes up its own rules as

it goes along – and breaks them as well."

Don't you wish you were a genius?  Although, come to think of it, doesn't the

aphorism work better if we say that "Narcissism makes up its own rules and break them

as well"?  It was in fact Nancy Reagan, and not Albert Einstein, who exemplified this

slogan: in 1982 she had vowed, under pressure from an irate public, to stop wearing

"borrowed" designer clothing to White House functions (in order to avoid either buying

them or registering them as gifts subject to taxation), but had then secretly resumed the
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practice until caught six years later – whereupon her press secretary said in defense of

the First Lady, in words that so eerily echo those of Marcus, "She set her own little rule,

and she broke her own little rule."

Marcus presents us with another sobering example of the blinkered vision that

afflicts a hero-worshiper.  He starts promisingly with his skepticism about Freud's claim

of suspended judgment in the case, noting that Freud's objectivity is already

compromised by his assumptions about female sexuality.  The course of the therapy

justifies the skepticism: Freud ignores Dora's account of her feelings, and instead

imposes a clever construction of his own.  Marcus finds that there is something

"questionable and askew" in this construction, but also states, in the same sentence,

that the construction is given to us in a "passage of unquestionable genius."  Put more

bluntly, Marcus thinks that Freud gets everything wrong, but that this does no harm to

his wonderful piece of writing.  To salvage the sense of a position this self-

contradictory, we must treat the case history of Dora as a work of imaginative literature:

then it will no more matter whether Freud understood Ida Bauer than it matters whether

Hemingway told the truth about Agnes Von Kurowsky when he created the character of

Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms.  But I think that even Decker and Mahony

might agree that to go down this road is tantamount to scrapping Freudianism as an

intellectual discipline.

Marcus's essay reads like a caricature contrived by postmodernism's enemies,

wherein objective truth and falsity are chimeras, even in the sciences.  Whether we

believe that Ida Bauer masturbated frequently as a little girl is going to be determined,
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not by conducting an investigation into relevant documents or interviewing those who

might be in a position to know, but by seeing whose discourse embodies the most

compelling construction.  "What really happened" is ultimately settled politically: the

discourse with the most votes wins.  We are all hunting the snark.  There is no there

there, but the Freudian expedition is the best trip.  I agree that if postmodernism is

right, then Freud holds on to his mantle of greatness – he just has to share it with Lewis

Carroll, whose dark work is as redolent of the unconscious as anything in the Standard

Edition, but far more entertaining.

Having recast Freud as a poet and a novel ist rather than a scientist, Marcus

ends where Mahony ends, with the utterly false picture of a feisty Dora locked in a

contest of wills with Freud:

In this extraordinary work Freud and Dora often appear as unconscious,
parodic refractions of each other.  Both of them insist with implacable will
upon the primacy of "reality," although the realities each has in mind differ
radically.  Both of them use reality, "the truth," as a weapon.  Freud does
so by forcing interpretations upon Dora before she is ready for them or
can accept them.

Are we allowed to point out here that Dora is in a position to know the truth and Freud

isn't?  Dora resisted Freud's "constructions," while Freud resisted Dora's

straightforward statements of her own feelings.  Dora merely insisted that Freud was

wrong about her conscious motives, which she alone would have known; Freud insisted

that Dora was lying to him when she denied that she loved Herr K and wanted to sleep

with him.  Yet nothing in her past or her future as it is known to us either in Freud's

case history or in the research of all subsequent historians entitles us to disbelieve her.
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Unlike Mahony, Marcus does not next offer the absurdity that Freud cured her. 

But even this conclusion, with its implied criticism of Freud, is phrased in words that

point to Dora's failure as a person: true, he forced interpretations on her before she

was ready for them or could accept them; but this obviously implies that the

interpretations were correct, and had she been more intelligent and mature, she would

have been ready for them.  With the adoption of Marcus's postmodern strategy by the

latest generation of Freudian apologists, the ongoing assassination of Ida Bauer's

character enters its second century.



Freud at The New York Times

In December, 1995, the Library of Congress, under pressure from a petition signed by

42 scholars, indefinitely postponed a planned exhibit on Sigmund Freud, citing lack of

funds.  The petition had not requested a cancellation; it had asked only that the exhibit

"adequately reflect the full spectrum of informed opinion about the status of Freud's

contributions" and "suitably portray the present status of knowledge" on Freud.  While

some signers, like Peter Swales and Gloria Steinem, were notable debunkers of

Freudianism, among the others were Oliver Sacks, who considers Freud "a genius and

a hero," and Freud's granddaughter Sophie Freud.

Swales, a researcher who was a veteran of repeated clashes with the keepers of

Freud's papers, well understood the secretive and autocratic ways of Freud's partisans

and protectors, and had pushed for the appointment of a neutral party to the exhibit's

advisory committee – someone who, in his own words, "would report back to us." 

Michael Roth, a curator of the exhibit, balked at this request and instead offered what

he thought was a concession to the protesters – he asked Patrick Mahony to come

aboard.  Dinitia Smith, canvassing the whole affair for The New York Times on

December 10, 1995, dutifully calls Mahony "a critic of Freud," which is a little like

calling Lenin a critic of Marx.  The protesters, alert to such familiar tactics, were neither

fooled nor mollified, and the upshot was that the exhibit was temporarily put in cold
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storage.

At The New York Times, Freud is still important and the attitude is still

reverential.  Smith's article is a classic of contemporary Freud partisanship.  The tone

is ostensibly neutral, and the unwritten premise – that Freud is a giant and his attackers

are pygmies – is taken for granted.  But the massiveness of her own certainty about

Freud makes it impossible for Smith to carry her pose as an objective journalist.  Her

very first sentence is a howler:

The postponement of an exhibit on Sigmund Freud by the Library of
Congress following protests by scholars may demonstrate the growing
politicization of museums or it may be an example of censorship.

Anyone who cares about the Orwellian debasement of the English language in our

increasingly sub-literate age should clip this one for the scrapbook.  It happened that a

group of concerned citizens wrote a letter to a public institution complaining that its

exhibit would poorly serve the current state of scholarship.  The institution ended by

concurring in that judgment.  To label this "politicization" is highly misleading: when one

physicist questions the evidence that another physicist offers in support of string

theory, we do not say that cosmological science has been "politicized."  On the other

hand, Freudianism is politicized – primarily by its proponents.  The exhibit had been put

together by committed Freudians, which today is no more intellectually respectable

than an exhibit on Communism organized by Marxists.  But Smith outdoes herself half-

a-sentence later: to label the postponement of the exhibit "an example of censorship" is

not merely misleading, but absurd.  Here, words lose their moorings in denotation and
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become polemical sledgehammers to be used against heretics.  A dictionary could set

her straight about the definition of censorship, if she wished to be set straight.  I will

only point out to her that the Library of Congress has the right to exhibit anything it

wishes, and that no one interfered, or even threatened to interfere, with that right.  But

perhaps there is a whiff of de facto censorship in the air, after all: if a group of

interested people cannot write a letter expressing an opinion without provoking the

accusation of censorship, then we may well have reason to be concerned about the

climate of free speech in this country, and we certainly ought to wonder how many

opponents of Freud were cowed for half-a-century by the prevailing orthodoxy of the

academy.  (To turn the buzzwords of left-wing political correctness back against the

perpetrators, were not the critics of Freud "marginalized" and "silenced"?)  In any case,

authorities at the Library of Congress, acting freely in accordance with their own best

judgment, recognized the force of the arguments brought against the exhibit.  Prior to

the postponement, the only group in danger of being censored was the party that

questions the legacy of Freud.

After the announcement, and the appearance of Smith's article, a number of

Freudians reacted with hysteria.  Frederick Crews picks up the story in his introduction

to Unauthorized Freud:

Jacques Lacan's biographer Elisabeth Roudinesco began recruiting
international signatures on a rival petition to the library denouncing the
"unheard-of violence" of the critics and characterizing them as "puritans"
and "inquisitors" whose nefarious scheme must not be allowed to prevail.

In fact, the funding shortfall was apparently genuine, and the intention to go forward
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with the exhibit was reaffirmed in February of 1996.  When it was finally unveiled in late

1998, the exhibit was reasonably balanced and eminently worthwhile.

Smith's article acknowledges "the range of people who signed the petition."  And

she admits that the modern psychoanalytic movement is in decline.  But then she asks

why everyone is "working so hard to crush a movement that may be dying on its own." 

This prepares the ground for the standard defense of Freud these days, which glides

over the particulars of his interesting Weltanschauung – inherited memory, threatened

castration, female inferiority, the death drive, and various other embarrassments – and

relies instead upon the two all-encompassing, fuzzy, ad hominem propositions that

served Janet Malcolm so well in the 1980s:

1. Freud's critics do not understand him.

Sometimes, in other hands, the harshness of this charge is palliated: the damnable

translators did not do justice to Freud's thought; the tacky popularizers have watered it

down; later generations of psychoanalysts have themselves failed to understand the

Master and so misled the little ones.  Smith, however, dishes it out as a straightforward

insult to the critics' intelligence.

2. Freud's detractors lack the courage to accept his hard truth about
what Paul Robinson calls the "divided self"; what Philip Rieff calls
"psychological man"; what Mark Edmundson calls "the civil war in the
psyche" and "our tragic lot"; what Freud himself called his "very grave
philosophy."

This is an attack on the character rather than the intellect of the naysayers.  It is also
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the old charge of resistance in its broadest and vaguest form.  It allows Smith to set up

her pins and knock them down with impunity:

Pushing aside the question of whether the petition's signers fairly grasped
Freud's ideas, one must ask why it is necessary to suppress them.

She no more demonstrates that the signers tried to suppress Freud's ideas than that

they failed to understand them.  I cannot refrain from suggesting that Oliver Sacks and

Gloria Steinem probably know a thing or two about Freud that Smith doesn't.  But Smith

assumes that to understand Freud is to agree with him.  Like Malcolm, she is probably

unconscious of her superciliousness and does not really mean to impugn the character

and intelligence of these people – she just cannot imagine any other explanation for

their opposition.

To Freudians, the never-ending backlash against Freud confirms both the
potency of his theories and the inevitability of resistance to them.

Too true it does – to Freudians.  But the word "potency" is interesting here.  I wonder if

Smith started to write the word "truth" and then thought better of it.  As for the century-

old imputation of resistance, it is time we took this to be an interesting fact about the

imputers rather than the imputees.  Indeed, any opposition at all from us resisters only

strengthens the commitment of Freudians to Freud – just as any attack on the inerrancy

of the Bible redoubles the faith of fundamentalist Christians in it.  This is a fact about

the believers of inestimable psychological importance; but it can hardly serve, as Smith

wishes, to substantiate the theories themselves.  We opponents might want to resist a
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hard theory out of our inborn weakness; but given that a hard theory is not, merely by

virtue of its hardness, certain to be true, our resistance to it could be owing to its

falseness rather than its hardness.  Or put another way, we could be weaklings, yet still

be accidentally right.  That possibility has to be considered, does it not?  I am sorry to

pose the question so naively, but Freudians display a startling ingenuousness here: Is

it asking too much of Smith and Company to distinguish between these possibilities,

and to prove that the hard theory is also a true theory?  Instead, she argues, in effect,

that any theory as unpopular as Freud's must be true.  In this, she follows Freud

himself.

By way of conclusion, Smith patronizes us one last time:

In the end, says the Yale historian Peter Gay, a Freud biographer who
was on the exhibit's advisory committee, the latest furor is evidence, if any
more were needed, that "Freud's message is really hard to take." 
Professor Gay added, "Society wants people to behave, but the kid in all
of us wants everything."

Calling Gay a historian and Freud biographer is a little like calling Luke a scholar and

biographer of Jesus.  Gay's presence on the original committee is itself prima facie

evidence that it was stacked in favor of Freud, for Gay is no more a neutral biographer

than Mahony is a genuine opponent.  But notice how Gay's argument takes the

standard defense and adds more than a dollop of condescension: we opponents of

Freud can't take his message; we are like kids who want everything.  I would like to pay

back the arrogance with interest and give Gay a little lesson in science and logic.  It

may well be the case that Freud's message is hard to take, and that we opponents of
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the message are cowards and babies – yet these happenstances would not prove that

Freud's message is true.  Freud must still be judged on the evidence: it is a logical

fallacy to think that his critics can be refuted by citing their immaturity.  Those who care

to delve deeply into Gay's idea of evidence will find that the analogy with Christian

fundamentalism is exact: just as, to a believing Christian, the inerrancy of the Bible is

"proved" by the Bible's own statements about itself, so also, to Peter Gay, the putative

facts that undergird psychoanalysis are "proved" by Freud's own unsubstantiated

assertions, strewn through the Standard Edition, of his scientific detachment and his

moral rectitude; and just as the truth of the Bible is thought to be further verified by the

existence of such a large number of believers and their heartfelt attestations to the

efficacy of belief, so the truths of psychoanalysis rest, not upon scientific experiments

and empirical demonstrations, but upon statements of blind faith made by clinicians

and their patients.

The kid in Peter Gay wants a hero to venerate.

Robert Stewart's Freud

During my perusal of Freudian materials, I had to draw a line and arbitrarily cut myself

off from some of the choicest nuggets, for there seemed to be no end of them.  But

some gifts were too good to return unopened, and The New York Times could be relied

upon to deliver them.  On March 6, 1994, reviewer Robert Stewart took a look at the

first published volume of the Freud-Ferenczi correspondence.  Here is some of what he
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saw, laid out sequentially:

1]  Ferenczi tells Freud that Frau Gizella Palos is his patient
2]  Ferenczi tells Freud that Gizella is now his mistress
3]  Ferenczi tells Freud that Gizella's daughter Elma is now his patient
4]  Ferenczi tells Freud that Elma is now his mistress
5]  Ferenczi asks Freud to take over Elma's analysis
6]  Freud writes regular reports to Ferenczi about the analysis
7]  Elma learns of this, feels betrayed, and returns to Ferenczi
8]  Ferenczi marries Gizella and marries off Elma

A similar but more complicated scenario was played out among Freud, Jung and

Sabina Spielrein, one of Jung's lovely protegées.  Yes, the first generation of

psychoanalysts cut quite an amazing swath through the women of Central Europe and

left behind a string of broken marriages and sexual scandals.  Freud, ever the advocate

of an infinitely freer sexual life, looked upon such doings with a tolerant eye – except

when he thought that Ernest Jones had an eye for his daughter Anna.  Then Papa

intervened decisively.

An interesting point.  We know that disciples overlook the foibles of their

leaders, but leaders are often just as blasé about the peccadilloes of their followers. 

Freud preached – admirably, I think – the importance of abstinence in the therapeutic

environment, but took an indulgent attitude toward the lapses of the early

psychoanalysts who trained under him.

As the above chronology indicates, there were other types of infidelity besides

the sexual.  When Victor Tausk complained to his analyst, Helene Deutsch, about

Freud's treatment of him, Deutsch dutifully reported back to Freud.  How big a part this

played in Tausk's subsequent suicide is a question most Freudians prefer to duck.
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Our intrepid reviewer, in the politically correct 1990s, is not going to wink at this:

What are we to make of this tableau of indiscretions?  It is a hapless
misadventure, and it will not stand as a sterling chapter in the history of
psychoanalysis.  Clearly Freud and Ferenczi muddled "real-life" and
"transference" relationships to a shameful degree, and knowingly
collaborated in the betrayal of Elma, even as they agonized over it.  After
painstaking self-analysis, Ferenczi traced the "cruelty and severity toward
Frau G." and his "impiety" toward Elma to deep and shadowy "infantile
revenge against my mother" – a revenge that he also saw at the root of
his endless yearning for Freud not only as a father figure, but as an
indulgent and maternal one as well.  In a moving letter, Freud, seeing
Ferenczi for the child he was, promised – "until you object" – to address
him as "dear son."

These dramatic events force us to further examine psychoanalysis
and the men who created it.  It is fashionable today to criticize Freud for
his lack of scruples and scientific rigor, and the correspondence between
Freud and Ferenczi raises complex questions about these issues. 
Certainly Ferenczi went too far, yet . . .

Yet.  You knew it was coming, you just did not know when – especially from a reviewer

who can speak of "the texture and beauty of the letters to Wilhelm Fliess."  Let's back

up a little: "Certainly Ferenczi went too far"?  Where was Freud when all this

happened?

Perhaps I should interject here that a number of the letters between Freud and

Ferenczi deal with telepathy – a subject of serious interest to both men.  Indeed, a

séance was held in Freud's own house in 1913.  Freud's, not Ferenczi's.  This may be

why the letters were withheld from the public for so long: no need to encourage the

skeptics to salivate over these little tidbits about Freud.

Now let us return to the review:

. . . yet in the long run we must ask whether condemnation is our most
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useful response.  Surely there is more to be gained by taking as our
starting point the separation of the biographical in the evolution of
psychoanalysis from the system of thought itself.  After all, Ferenczi was
an innovative and prolific pioneer; he completed more than 30 papers in
the years these letters were written.  These works should be evaluated
solely on their theoretical and clinical merits, and I am reminded here of
Karl Popper's relevant remark that "theories, and the conduct of their
protagonists, belong to two entirely separate worlds."

It is brazen of Stewart to quote Karl Popper here, since Popper considered

psychoanalysis to be a pseudoscience par excellence.  As we have noted before, when

we are adjured to separate the life from the work, we must remember that in the case of

Freudianism – as distinct, say, from the case of Einsteinian physics – the system of

thought originated, not in empirical data, but precisely in the mind of Freud.  If we want

to understand how or why he "discovered" that all humans have a death drive, that all

men have a castration complex, and that all women are ethically as well as biologically

inferior to men, we not only cannot afford to separate the biographical from the

theoretical, we must start from nowhere other than the biographical.  When we realize

that, as a biographical fact, he always thought that humanity was a bad lot and that

women were destined by nature to be adored sweethearts and endured matrons, we

are well on our way to understanding the origin of psychoanalysis; and when we reflect

upon his situation in Vienna in 1897, between the rock of his ambition and the hard

place into which he had put himself with his theory of childhood seductions, we are able

to complete our understanding.

We can, needless to say, follow our reviewer's lead and simply deal with the

theory qua theory.  Because Freud was intelligent and determined, we will find that it
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hangs together, and does not require any biographical fact to make it clearer.  It is

already appallingly clear.  But assuming that the reader, having followed me this far,

agrees that there is no reason to believe that the theory is true, then a more interesting

question poses itself: Why would anyone, Freud first of all, and the rest of the

Freudians later, ever have thought it was true?  Freud's susceptibility to his own ideas

is of interest here, but only insofar as he was the exemplar of a Freudian.  And since he

was by no means the most credulous and committed Freudian – that distinction

belongs to some of his followers – the psychological examination of his latter-day

partisans may prove to be even more valuable than the examination of Freud, for such

devotees are holding fast to the faith in the face of widespread proofs of its intellectual

bankruptcy.  Freud's biography is the first place to begin our researches; but as we try

to understand why anyone still believes it, it might also be profitable, time permitting, to

investigate the biography of a typical Freudian believer, if Mr. Stewart would be

amenable to our prying into his affairs.

Here is a further bouquet strewn by Mr. Stewart in the course of his review:

Freud's own accomplishments in these same years were nothing short of
heroic: he published, in succession, the case of "Little Hans," the case of
the "Rat Man," the Schreber case, the "Five Papers on Technique,"
"Totem and Taboo," the essay on Leonardo and the exquisite paper on
narcissism.

Well, let's see.  The mother of Little Hans really did threaten to cut off her son's widdler

if he didn't stop playing with it, so Freud was able to trace the origin of the castration

complex to a single Viennese household, whereupon he pronounced it to be a



Freud at The New York Times - 774

universal human phenomenon; however, even a casual reading of Freud's own case

study also makes it obvious that the little boy's horse phobia was caused, not by

Oedipal ambivalence, but by a real accident involving a real horse.  Schreber was the

poor soul driven mad by his fanatically religious but covertly sadistic father: Freud

diagnosed the son as suffering from repressed homosexual love for this same

"excellent" father, without ever bothering to learn about the details of Schreber's family

life.  Totem and Taboo revealed to a waiting world that civilization and conscience

originated in the murder of a father by "the brothers banded together" – which murder

we all feel guilty about, since we carry phylogenetic memory traces of the deed, and so

experience the primal brothers' guilt as our very own.  Leonardo da Vinci was unwise

enough to scribble two lines of a childhood dream into his diary, thereby rendering

himself psychically naked before the penetrating gaze of Dr. Freud; unfortunately the

vulture, upon which bird so much of the analysis depends, turns out upon closer

linguistic inspection to be a common kite.  The "exquisite" paper on narcissism

proposes that self-loving shallowness epitomizes the purest and commonest feminine

type.

I suppose we can all agree that these accomplishments – taking, as they did,

only six years – were heroic.  But can I offer one demur?  Had Freud done any serious

field work, the amount of prose he produced and the range of problems he tackled

would be impressive indeed.  But when the research consists of reading books and

then sitting at your desk and thinking, the achievement loses some of its luster.

Freud was an intellectual.  It is no more remarkable that he wrote seven
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substantial studies in six years than that Cal Ripken, Junior – a baseball player –

played in over 900 baseball games in six years.  Let us judge Freud by the same

measuring stick we use for judging Cal Ripken, and ask what his batting average is.

Looking at it another way: Freud's psychoanalysis of Leonardo's dream,

mistranslated vulture and all, is mighty interesting.  So is the precise hour-by-hour

account rendered by Tibetan monks of what, exactly, happens to the soul after death

and before the next reincarnation.  But is there any more empirical evidence for the one

than the other?

Richard Shweder's Freud

Richard A. Shweder, writing as a professor of human development at the University of

Chicago and a fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences,

gives us another way to view Freud in The New York Times of December 15, 1995:

Psychoanalysis has a popular appeal, not because it is a form of
medicine or alternative therapy but because it is a secular religion that
tries to address the deeper meanings of life.  This is a time for
psychoanalysis to discover its true identity.  It is time for a divorce from
medicine.  It is time for a remarriage with theologians.

Freud taught that to be happy one must maximize pleasure (the id),
be moral (the superego) and survive (the ego).

Here is a Freud to give one pause: Freud the teacher! of how to be happy! Bagwan

Freud.

Shweder is close to my own thinking when he identifies Freudianism as a
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secular religion; but he has, like any other theologian, made his God preach what the

chorus wants to hear.  Freud's undiluted medicine is harder to swallow: he didn't think

you can be happy – you can only be a little less sad.

Shweder diplomatically neglects to point out what the contents of the id and

superego are, according to Freud: the unconscious desires of the id are without

exception lustful, aggressive, selfish, and destructive; the so-called "morality" of the

superego is just a bunch of parental and societal rules that have no purpose other than

the thwarting of these desires.  You can't maximize pleasure and be moral: the

pleasures are all immoral.  Happiness or morality – pick one.  Freud thought that the

war between the id and the superego never abates: at the very best, you might get

away with telling the superego to back off a bit and maybe have sexual intercourse a

little more often.  But the closest you will come to happiness is a dour satisfaction at

having sacrificed it to morality, for the betterment of civilization.

Aren't there any harmless pleasures?  Sort of.  But Freud thought they are all

poor substitutes for ejaculation – mere sublimations.  They certainly aren't what the id

wants; and you can never make what the id wants go away.  Is there an alternative to

an externally mandated, rule-based morality?  Not really.  The modern notion of self-

realization – of a more spiritual life that can be freely chosen as a personal good

irrespective of society's approval – does not exist in Freud.  He certainly would have

scoffed at it.

As a postscript to this view, Shweder managed to get himself quoted in The
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Washington Post on April 11, 1996 regarding a matter of morality.  He was wondering

aloud why the Unabomber's brother turned him in.  Most of us think it is because David

Kaczynski did not want to see any more of his fellow citizens blown up when they

opened their mail, and felt that he had a moral obligation to prevent that from

happening.  But Shweder isn't so sure.  He worries that loyalty is in decline and

suspects David of "sibling rivalry."  I will rest content with pointing out that loyalty is not

a moral quality.  It is a social virtue.  If Shweder cannot work out for himself why this is

so, then his students need to find another teacher.

In speaking up for family solidarity (at a cost to society of an occasional letter-

bomb murder), Shweder touts an ethic that falls to the level of Freud's: we have seen

that in his personal conduct, Freud evinced Aristotle's virtues, which are purely matters

of "enlightened self-interest," and never rose to the level of a spiritually beautiful

morality.  That is to say, he was a regular fellow, obedient to the law and honorable in

money matters, but at the same time "worldly" about militarism, chauvinism, the

patriarchal subjugation of women, and the inevitability of poverty.  He not only wasn't

Gandhi, for which we need not fault him: he also thought that people like Gandhi are a

little bit off.

Freud considered ethical behavior to be "unpsychological" because it is

inexpedient.  Inasmuch as turning his brother in was a purely moral act, David

Kaczynski behaved in a manner that makes no sense to a Freudian like Shweder. 

Naturally a psychoanalytically inclined critic turns next to motives that do make sense

to him – like sibling rivalry.  This is one more example of the grubby habit of turning
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even our best moments into residues of infantile nastiness.  I happen to have met

David Kaczynski – he radiated honesty, compassion, and humility.  His decision was

wrenching and taken only after carefully considering every alternative.  Shweder's ugly

speculations tell us everything about Shweder, and Freudianism, and nothing about

this rare individual whose behavior should be a light to guide us.

Mark Edmundson's Freud

Finally, in an article titled "Save Sigmund Freud" in The New York Times Magazine of

July 13, 1997, we get Freud the tragic philosopher – a Freud close to the heart of the

Master himself.  Author Mark Edmundson is a professor of humanities at the University

of Virginia, and is partly attracted to the literary qualities, as opposed to the hard

science, that he finds in Freud:

Despite its flaws, Freud's work still seems to me to offer an arsenal of
provocative ideas: he is brilliant about dreams, about childhood, about
love, about authority, about dozens of other things.

I would say that he is demonstrably wrong, sometimes monstrously so, about dreams

and childhood.  He is depressingly bourgeois, and staggeringly unimaginative and

naive, about love and authority.

But Freud isn't just desire's advocate.  He understands that civilization
requires prohibition.  Without laws, morals and the inner agency of
authority that Freud calls the superego, anarchy would be unleashed. 
The superego, he says, is society's garrison . . . .
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Which is to say, Freud isn't desire's advocate in the least.  But does Edmundson think

that Freud's distinctive contribution to the history of ideas is his advocacy of the

superego?  During Freud's lifetime, every pastor in Christian Europe was already the

superego's advocate – with what good result Freud himself was able to witness in the

Great War.

Every moralist since God Himself in the Garden of Eden has argued that without

law and authority, "anarchy would be unleashed."  The moralists then make the laws –

to wit, "Don't eat the fruit."  And upon the eating of the apple, anarchy is unleashed – by

God.  On it goes: the murder of Abel, the marking of Cain, and the institution of the 613

Laws.  The punishments never work, but the authorities never admit defeat.  When are

we going to give up on the superego and try something else?

Edmundson makes the same hilarious mistake that Freud made: he thinks we

stand in danger from either the psychic death that follows from repressing our desires

due to an overly active superego, or the "anarchy" that ensues from decommissioning

the superego and giving way to the id.  (Obviously a lose-lose situation, which is what

Edmundson thinks is so tragically profound about Freudianism.)  But throughout human

history, we have always stood most in danger from those garden-variety moralists

whose notion of duty requires them to impose the death penalty upon whole

populations, always, of course, in order to bring about the end of anarchy – anarchy

being defined, say, as the tendency of some people to reject the sacrament of infant

baptism.

If Freud looked out into American culture in the 1990's, I believe he would
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see us trying to evade the civil war in the psyche, the inner conflict that,
from his point of view, is both painful and inevitable.  From a Freudian
perspective, we Americans simply will not accept this tragic lot.

The civil war in the psyche.  Our tragic lot.  At bottom, Freudians are the most

thoroughgoing sentimentalists and romantics.  They never notice that millions of us are

not riven by an inner conflict of the type they posit: therefore it isn't inevitable and the

pain is avoidable.  And while they have some warrant for saying our lot is tragic, it is

mostly for the reasons suggested by George Bernard Shaw – an exact contemporary of

Freud – and none of the reasons given by Freud himself: our tragedy has been the

rapaciousness of the rich and the gullibility of the poor, the tyranny of the moralists and

the docility of the masses.  But Edmundson thinks our tragedy in entirely intrapsychic:

Something violent may come of our suppression and disavowal, as the
appetites build and the self-consciousness we need to control them
dwindles.

Here we have Aristotle's cathartic theory updated as Freud's hydraulic theory – silly

and ultimately mystical metaphors run amok, unsubstantiated by anything other than

poetic sensibility.

Our human dignity, Freud says, does not come from trying to overcome all
that is natural in us – drives, dreams, emotions.  We can never still the
war that rages inside.

The war that rages inside.  Forgetting to notice that he is a happy, bookish, law-abiding

college professor in a peaceful, prosperous community, Edmundson falls in love with

the idea of himself as divided and his lot as tragic – which is as foolish a fiction as
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Timothy McVeigh's idea that Armageddon, the war that rages outside, was already here

in the form of a pandemic persecution of white Christian patriots.  But whatever the

state of Edmundson's soul, he is flat wrong about Freud, who thought that the natural

must be overcome, via sublimation, in order to build what he was pleased to call

Culture – by which he meant turn-of-the-century middle-class Vienna.  Like all

contemporary Freudians, Edmundson has latched on to the Freud who wanted a better

condom, a little more leeway in the sodomy laws, and a more worldly acceptance of the

occasional affair, and made of him the great emancipator of the emotions.  In fact,

because Freud thought that the cauldron of unholy desires in the id is so much more

noxious than even Byron, Poe, or Nietzsche suspected, he wanted the lid of the

superego screwed on almost as tightly as ever.  True, he wanted the ego to understand

the contents of the id and the origin of the superego; but after insight comes

submission.

Let us nevertheless credit Edmundson with a statement of Freudianism so clear

that no one can miss the obvious fact about it: that it is a secular updating of original

sin.  The civil war in the psyche, the war that rages inside, the inner conflict that is both

painful and inevitable between the raging appetites and the need to control them: this is

John Bunyan's universe, with natural man wholeheartedly given over to Satan – unless

redeemed by the second birth of psychoanalytical self-consciousness.

Erica Goode's Freud
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As a light-hearted coda, let us examine an article found in the science pages of the

Times on November 2, 1999.  With the centennial anniversary of the publication of The

Interpretation of Dreams approaching, and due to be celebrated by a new translation of

the first edition, the headline promised consolation to the Master's shrinking pool of

adherents: "Freud Is Vindicated (Sort Of)."

It turns out that a careful reading of Erica Goode's text offers no vindication

whatsoever.  Thereby hangs a cautionary tale for those of us who get our information

from a cursory glance at our newspapers.  It is not uncommon, especially at The New

York Times, for the paper's unofficial ideology to be promoted by a headline that

promises something that the article does not deliver.  It is also common for the writer to

spin the article toward an ideologically acceptable conclusion that is nowhere actually

reached.  Both factors were operating on this day.  According to the text, neurological

researchers of the 1970s believed that dreams originate in "the most primitive part of

the brain," whereas researchers of the 1990s had reinstated the importance of "higher

brain centers."  End of story.

The first set of findings did pose a dire threat to Freud's theory, by making his

hypothesis of sophisticated self-censorship during dreams an impossibility; the second

set of findings removed that threat.  But the article is forthright in saying that no positive

evidence for Freud's theory of dreams has ever been produced by neurological

research.  All that had occurred was the removal of a stumbling block.  At present, the

neurological evidence does not allow us to say that dreams have any meaning at all,

much less the meanings Freud attributed to them.
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That dreams have a symbolic significance that can be correctly interpreted by an

expert is one of the oldest ideas of humanity.  The interpretation of dreams is found

throughout the Old Testament of the Bible.  Freud's great contribution to dream

interpretation cannot possibly be his resuscitation of Biblical divination and his

willingness to accord it probative value, any more than his great achievement in the

science of the mind can be his threefold division of the psyche into wanting, scheming,

and moralizing.  What Freud trumpeted in November of 1899 – and about which the

neurological studies one hundred years later are completely silent – is the theory that

all dreams are wish-fulfillments.

Goode interviewed a number of psychoanalysts who were nonetheless

heartened by the latest findings and treated them as if Freud had been vindicated; and

she bent her own prose in the direction of the Freudian myth.  We find all the usual

features: Freud was a pioneer, wrote a classic, was misunderstood even by his

supporters, was betrayed by his translators, and was denounced by philistines

throughout his long life.  The much-maligned James Strachey is taxed once again for

interposing "yet another layer of 'medicalized' language" between Freud and the

reader.  Wilhelm Stekel is blamed for Freud's decision to add a section on specific

dream symbols to later versions of the book, even though another  part of the myth

requires us to honor Freud for the kind of integrity that would absolutely preclude his

caving in to any sort of pressure to adulterate his work.  The truth is that none of his

disciples could ever move him away from his prejudices, and it is unimaginable that he

was swayed by Stekel against his own better judgment.  Then the familiar refrain:
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Over the years, Freud lamented that his ideas about dreams, insofar as
they reached the public, were often misunderstood.

"If you ask how much of dream-interpretation has been accepted by
outsiders," he wrote in 1932, "the reply gives little cause for satisfaction."

A few concepts, he continued, had "become generally familiar,
among them some that we have never put forward – such as the thesis
that all dreams are of a sexual nature."

The following three statements, culled from Freud's most respected psychoanalytical

writings (as opposed to his letters or conversations) have all been quoted elsewhere in

this study:

! Every dream is a wish which is represented as fulfilled.

! The wish that creates the dream always springs from the period of
childhood.

! The powerful wishful impulses of childhood may without exception be
described as sexual.

The logical inference is that all dreams are of a sexual nature; indeed, in light of

Freud's categorical language – every dream fulfills a wish that always springs from

childhood and is without exception sexual – no other inference is possible.

Yet Freud brazenly denies that he ever put forth such a thesis.  And his disciples

quote his denial and write their letters to the magazines, taking Freud's critics to task

for their misrepresentations.  In The New York Review of Books of November 4, 1999,

philosopher Colin McGinn offered an essay about his re-reading of Freud.  He

undertook the assignment thinking of himself as "vaguely Freudian," but his own closer

look at the writings demolished his respect for Freud as a scientist.  His piece
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engendered the usual spate of letters, "many of them," McGinn noted in response,

"vituperatively ad hominem."  One that was civil and came from Mortimer Ostow,

President of the Psychoanalytic Research and Development Fund, but it included the

following gentle correction of McGinn's putative misconception: "Dreams do not deal

exclusively with the sexual wishes repressed in early childhood."  Now Ostow's

statement is technically true, since Freud thought that all dreams are "overdetermined"

– therefore, to be perfectly accurate, we should say that, according to Freud, every

dream without exception does deal with the sexual wishes repressed in early childhood,

but not exclusively, because every dream without exception also deals with a residue of

the previous day's events.  However, the day residue is just the manifest froth on the

ocean of latent infantile sexual longing: Freud's wording leaves no doubt that the dream

originates in repressed sexual wishes, and these wishes are the motivating force of the

dream and determine all the important content.  When Ostow writes his letter, in a tone

of having to regretfully correct the record that has been once again distorted by a

careless misreading of Freud, he makes Freud sound more reasonable than he is, and

implies that only intellectual animus can explain why Freud's detractors continue to

maliciously mischaracterize his ideas.  This ploy has become, in recent years, almost

the only card in the Freudian deck.

McGinn concludes his reply to the letters (in the February 24, 2000 issue) this

way:

The fact is that it is not too difficult to find out what Freud believes . . . .
He is a perfectly clear writer for the most part, and a rhetorically
persuasive one.
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I have insisted on this point throughout this treatise, and would only add that, as a

stylist, Freud's fault is always a specious clarity rather than obfuscation.  So we

opponents are very tired of being told that we don't understand Freud – or,

alternatively, that we can't accept Freud's hard truth about us.  But it is really hitting

below the scholarly belt to "correct" our "mistakes" about Freud by lying about what

Freud said, in order to make us seem to lie about what Freud said.

Elsewhere I have pointed to Freud's indignant defense against the charge that he

guided the dream interpretations of his patients, even though every unprejudiced

reader is struck with amazement at the way he controls the dialogue when he treats

Dora and the Wolf Man.  We are asked to deny the plain evidence of his own case

histories – to read black and speak white – simply on his say-so.  Now I actually do

understand how someone as narcissistic as Freud thought he should have the right –

like Milton's God – to make the truth be simply whatever he says, rather than what it

manifestly is.  I am less patient with a reader who goes along simply out of an infantile

need to have a hero to worship.

I will close with one of Freud's more interesting attempts to have it both ways. 

One of his most quotable mots is his offhand witticism that "sometimes a cigar is just a

cigar."  (The quote has never been run to ground, but it is true to Freud's steadfast

refusal to subject his nicotine dependency to analysis.)  Needless to say, the famous

pronouncement – in spite of its coming from a man who smoked 20 stogies a day and
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therefore being patently self-protective – is frequently cited by his apologists to refute

the charge that he was obsessed with sex.  I hope a careful perusal of his work has

shown the unbiased reader that Freud expounded, in all his writings, a deterministic

theory that every product of human consciousness does have a meaning.  The man

who suggested that a staircase in a dream is always a sexual symbol is hardly in a

position to argue that a cigar is not.  This is the same man who proposed that what you

say about a dream is just as much fodder for interpretation as the dream itself; who

argued that what you can't remember about a dream is also a symbol (of "a gap" in a

woman's anatomy); and who argued that when you are sick with a real virus your

symptoms are nonetheless symbols of your particular neurosis.  Even if a cigar is just a

cigar when you point it out to the proprietor of the tobacco shop, it is also the penis-

shaped object upon which you intend to suck, and to which, if you are Freud, you have

become addicted.  And he did call masturbation the "primary addiction," and went on to

say that "it is only as a substitute and replacement for it that the other addictions – to

alcohol, morphine, tobacco, and the like – come into existence."

In conclusion, it is a true statement that sometimes a cigar is just a cigar; and I

am entitled to make it.  But Freud isn't.



Epilogue

Friedrich Nietzsche was talking about philosophers, but he might just as easily have

included scientists in his criticism of 19th century truth-seekers:

And what did they not find – in that innocent, rich, and still youthful period
of the German spirit, to which Romanticism, the malignant fairy, piped and
sang, when one could not yet distinguish between "finding" and
"inventing"!

He could not have limned Freud any more truly:

They all pose as though their real opinions have been discovered and
attained through the self-evolving of a cold, pure, divinely indifferent logic
(in contrast to all sorts of mystics who talk of "inspiration"); whereas, in
fact, a proposition, idea, or "intuition," which is generally their heart's
desire abstracted and refined, is defended by them with arguments
sought out after the event.  They are all lawyers who do not wish to be
regarded as such; astute defenders, also, of their prejudices, which they
dub "truths" – and they are very far from having the conscience that
bravely admits this to itself; very far from having the good taste or the
courage to let this be understood.  [Emphasis in the original]

Every word here bites Freud: he treated his opinions as discoveries; he laughed at

mystics as though he had nothing to do with them; he abstracted and refined his heart's

desire – which was to solve the riddle of the Sphinx in such a way as to preserve the

high opinion he had of himself and the low opinion he had of humankind generally, and

the even lower opinion he had of women; he found his arguments after the event; he
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called his prejudices truths; and he was very far from having the conscience to admit all

this.

We are thrown off by his burning sincerity, his intelligence, his wit, his integrity,

his gift for polemic; but why should we be?  All the greatest misleaders of humanity

have been similarly gifted with charisma.  We are further confused by the loyalties he

commanded, by the extent of his influence, and by the existence of the culturally

important institution erected in his name; but again, why?  This tells us nothing about

him and everything about us.

When I taught Freud to college sophomores who were uneducated enough to be

unaware of his exalted status in the world of thought, I found that they treated him

immediately with the disrespect that he deserved, but that I had painfully acquired only

over a long period of reading and thinking.  Responding to a series of readings in the

theory, they said that he appeared to be making it up as he went along.  Next tackling

the case history of Dora, they saw at an instant what Fliess said in 1901: that Freud

read his own thoughts into her dreams and associations.

When I presented Freud in his own words to an informal group of educated

adults, they replicated in a single evening the intellectual odyssey I had taken over the

course of a year.  They came already knowing the Freud of Time magazine and the

Encyclopædia Britannica.  They, unlike my naive students, had heard of the Oedipus

complex, of penis-envy, of the id, ego, and superego, of the fundamental importance of

sex, of the unconscious, repression, transference, and resistance, of the sexual
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symbolism of dreams, of Freudian slips, and of psychoanalysis as an insight therapy. 

The only core concept with which they were unfamiliar was the death drive.

But they were not aware that the Oedipus complex is also a castration complex,

that the superego is an outgrowth of the dread of castration and represents the entirety

of the adult conscience, that penis-envy originates in the absence of castration and

entails the ethical as well as biological inferiority of women, that every dream is a wish-

fulfillment, and that primitive man acquired the gift of fire through the renunciation of his

desire to urinate upon it.  They were surprised to learn that the band of brothers killed

the primal father; that we carry the memory of this deed in our genes; that all paranoia

is repressed homosexuality; that women are vain about the appearance of their

genitals; and that making money is a sublimation of making a bowel movement.

Once they became aware of this, they were less surprised to hear that in his

private correspondence he theorized that migraine headaches are brought on by rape

fantasies, that all verbs are coproerotic in origin, and that every slip of the tongue or

pen lifts the veil on some bit of repressed nastiness.  And it followed naturally that the

man who proposed all this believed, early in life, in the reality of biorhythms and in the

efficacy of nasal operations as a cure for masturbation; late in life that Moses was an

Egyptian and that the Earl of Oxford wrote the plays of Shakespeare; and throughout

his life that random numbers were telling him something.

Then it struck them as all of a piece that the man who erected the edifice of

Freudianism was emotionally stunted: moderately or highly sexed but sex-starved;

driven by ambition; a bourgeois, a chauvinist, a misogynist; paranoid about his more
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intelligent colleagues, dismissive of his opponents, easily flattered by his most

sycophantic disciples; arrogant, quarrelsome, narcissistic; and impervious to the beauty

of music.

Still I protest that I have not written primarily with the intention of mounting a

personal attack on Freud.  Behind every dip of my venom-tipped pen has been an

ulterior motive: to turn the screws on the present-day believer in Freud.  Underlying

every derogatory thrust in this essay has been this question: how could any of us, or

anybody we know, ever have believed any of it?

Part of the answer is that few people find out what Freud really said.  There is

the oddest conspiracy of silence about his ideas – yet we ought to recognize the

phenomenon.  Tolstoy was shocked to learn, from his reading of the Christian gospels,

that the Son of God had enjoined his followers to practice nonviolence – he had never

heard of this in church.  He was even more astonished to find that hardly anyone else

had heard of it either, and those few who had – clergymen and theologians, mostly –

resorted to various ingenious ways of discounting, deconstructing, and otherwise

decommissioning this particular piece of divine revelation, the most effective of which

was to regard the matter as having been definitively settled long ago, but in a manner

that could not be recalled.

Because Freud has become "no more a person now but a whole climate of

opinion," it is difficult, even when exposed to his own words, to relinquish the idea that

there must be another Freud somewhere – one who proceeds on empirical lines and

makes sense.
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There is not.  If anything, the complete correspondence with Wilhelm Fliess

reveals him to be even more reckless in his theorizing and less professional in his

conduct as a scientist than we had ever had a right to assume from his published

writings.

We must take responsibility for institutionalizing psychoanalysis and worshiping

its theorists and practitioners.  If, as I have said earlier, a grossly fallible and obviously

reckless Viennese neurologist named Sigmund Freud, in the company of a highly

neurotic band of psychoanalytical brothers, made up the fact-world of Freudianism to

conform with his value-world, then it must also be said that we made up the Freud who,

in our febrile imaginations, bestrode the 20th century like a colossus.  He was our

infantile wish-fulfillment fantasy.

I insist again that I have no animus against Freud.  It is as unfair to belabor him

for his habit of hasty generalization as to condemn him for his tone-deafness.  He could

not help himself.  But we would not allow him to dictate our taste in music; neither

should we ever have ceded him authority in the realm of psychology.

It makes no more sense to reprove him for conducting "science as he would,"

especially at the turn of the century when it so easily passed among his peers for real

science, than to reprove Ernst Haeckel and Wilhelm Fliess for the same failing.  The

theory of the Oedipus complex should have gone the way of Fliess's nasal reflex, with

little harm done and hardly anyone the wiser.

As for the question itself – how anyone can believe it – I propose that we study,

together in the same laboratory, the psyches of strict Freudians, fundamentalist
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Christians, and the hard-core believers in the innocence of O. J. Simpson, and begin to

chart the commonalities.

As of this writing, I do not hope for a treatment.  The Ontological complex is

deeply rooted in the personality structure of the afflicted individual.  But perhaps

prophylactic measures are indicated.  Perhaps we can begin to teach habits of critical

thinking that will, in the future, help to inoculate us against exposure to the ideas of the

Theorists of Everything.



Additional Matter



Appendix A: A paper in full

Throughout this work, I have quoted Freud liberally so that there can be no doubt about

what the Master himself said.  But only an unexpurgated selection can fully reveal the

bizarre cast of his thought, or perfectly capture the perambulations of his perseverating,

theory-driven mind.

The thoughtful reader deserves at least one example of a piece of writing by

Freud that can stand alone, and is complete and unedited.  I have chosen a clinical

paper from 1916, the year of his 60th birthday.  In perusing it, please note that it does

not begin to meet the standards that exist today for scientific papers, psychiatric

papers, or even psychoanalytical papers.  The evidence adduced falls under such

rubrics as "observations made during psychoanalysis," "a general consensus of

opinion," and "numerous impressions."  Inferences are made from dreams and

everyday linguistic usages.  But almost nothing resembling the data that are so

copiously footnoted in contemporary scientific articles can be found.  Instead, Freud

ingenuously admits to his penchant for working from a single case by referencing "one

specially cogent analytical experience" as the wellspring for his speculations.  We need

to keep two things in mind about this penchant: first, such hasty generalization was far

commoner a century ago than it is today, and in judging Freud as a person of integrity

we need not hold him to a standard higher than that observed by his contemporaries;
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but, second, many of his colleagues did adhere to a higher standard, and he was

criticized in his own time for his excessive reliance on pure speculation.

Whether we excuse him or condemn him, however, we need to observe the

soaring freedom of his flights of fancy.  Notice how often a hole in one theory is

plugged by his referring to another theory that appears to be just as outlandish; and

how unlikely it is that his theories have already been proven or could be proven.  And

note his techniques for soothing the reader's doubts by purely rhetorical means.  I have

lightly annotated this paper to jog the reader's attention to these features.

I will note further Freud's commitment to biology even at this late date: libido is

still an actual something, always on the move; at one point, it reverses its direction and

engages in a "backward flow."  The metaphorical pictures of mental events are also

surprisingly concrete and physical – a part of narcissism breaks away from the whole

and changes its gender.  A very detailed and colorful, if not positively lurid, story is told

here.  The reader is merely cautioned to remember that, however engrossing the

drama, all the actors in it are invisible forces and metaphysical agents.

On the Transformation of Drives with special reference to Anal Erotism

by Sigmund Freud

Many years ago, observations made during psychoanalysis led me to surmise that the

constant coexistence in any person of the three character-traits of orderliness,

parsimony and obstinacy indicated an intensification of the anal-erotic components in

the sexual constitution of that person, and that these were modes of reaction specially
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favored by his ego which had been established during his development in the course of

the absorption of his anal erotism.

In that publication my main object was to make known the fact of this definite

relation: I was little concerned about its theoretical significance.  Since then a general

consensus of opinion has arisen [N.B. Among whom?] that each one of these three

qualities, avarice, pedantry and stubbornness, springs from anal-erotic sources – or, to

express it more cautiously and more completely – draws powerful contributions from

these sources.  The cases in which these defects of character were combined and

which in consequence bore a special stamp (the "anal character") were merely extreme

instances, which even to superficial observation afforded illustration of the particular

connection which concerns us here.

As a result of numerous impressions, and in particular of one specially cogent

analytical experience, I came to the conclusion a few years later that in the

development of the libido in man, the phase of genital primacy must be preceded by a

"pregenital organization," in which sadism and anal erotism play the leading parts.

From that moment we had to face the following question: what becomes of anal-

erotic impulses subsequently when, after the establishment of complete genital

primacy, they have lost their importance in sexual life?  Do they preserve their original

nature, but in a state of repression?  Are they sublimated and absorbed by

transformation into character-traits?  Or do they find a place and function within the

new organization of sexuality characterized by genital primacy?  Or, to put the question

more accurately, since none of these three possibilities is likely to be the exclusive fate
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of the anal erotism, to what extent and in what way does each of them share in deciding

that fate?  For the organic sources of anal erotism cannot be exhausted by the

establishment of the genital organization.  [N.B. Since the organic sources cannot be

fully absorbed into genital organization, that leaves only repression and sublimation. 

This is an uncompromising statement of the grimness of our predicament, the more so

since sublimation goes, in this case, not into beneficent activities, but into "character-

traits."  It is accurate to say, then, that in Freudianism everything "positive" about

human personality, character, or psychology is sex, repressed sex, or sublimated sex. 

Everything negative is thanatos, but at the time of this paper, Freud was still a monist.]

One would think that there could be no lack of material from which to provide an

answer, since the processes of instinctual transformation in question must have taken

place in all persons undergoing analysis.  [N.B. The penchant for universalizing.]  Yet

the material is so obscure, the abundance of ever-recurring impressions so confusing,

that even now I am unable to solve the problem fully and can only contribute in part

towards its solution.  [N.B. The humility trope.]  In this paper I shall also not neglect the

opportunity to refer where connections arise to transformations of other impulses

besides the anal-erotic.  I need not emphasize the fact that the processes of

development here described – just as the others found in psychoanalysis – have been

inferred from the regressions into which they had been forced by neurotic processes. 

[N.B. The empiricism trope: his inferences all derive from observing patients who

evinced neurotic regressions.]

To begin with, it would appear that in the products of the unconscious –
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spontaneous ideas, fantasies, symptoms – the conceptions feces (money, gift), child

and penis are seldom distinguished and are easily interchangeable.  We realize, of

course, that to express oneself in this way is incorrectly to apply to the sphere of the

unconscious terms which belong properly to other regions of mental life; in fact, that we

have been tempted by the advantages offered by an analogy.  To put the matter in a

form less open to objection, these elements in the unconscious are often treated as if

they were equivalent and could replace one another.

The most evident connection is that between "child and "penis."  It cannot be

without significance that in the symbolic language of dreams, as well as of everyday

speech, both are replaced by a single symbol; both child and penis are called "little

one" (das Kleine).  It is a well-known fact that symbolic speech often ignores the

difference of sex.  The "little one," which originally meant the male genital organ, may

have achieved a secondary application to the female genitals.

If we penetrate deeply into the neuroses of women, we not infrequently meet

with the repressed wish to possess a penis.  We call this infantile wish "penis-envy"

and include it within the castration complex.  Chance mishaps in a woman's life,

mishaps which are themselves frequently the result of a very masculine disposition,

have re-activated this infantile wish and, through the backward flow of libido, made it

the chief vehicle of the neurotic symptoms.  In other women we find no evidence of the

penis-wish; it is replaced by the wish for a child, the frustration of which in real life can

lead to outbreak of a neurosis.  It looks as if such women had understood (although this

could not possibly have acted as a motive) that nature has given children to women as
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a substitute for the penis that has been denied them.  From other women, again, we

learn that both wishes coexisted in infancy, and that one had replaced the other.  At

first they had wanted a penis like a man; then at a later, though still infantile stage there

appeared instead the wish for a child.  The impression is forced upon us [N.B. by so

much data, so much evidence, yet Freud has no time to tell us any of it] that this variety

is caused by accidental factors during childhood, e.g. the presence or absence of

brothers, the birth of another child at some critical times of life, so that the penis-wish

and the child-wish were fundamentally identical.

We can indicate the ultimate outcome of the infantile penis-wish in those

persons in whom the conditions for a neurosis in later life are absent: it changes into

the wish for a man, accepting the man as an appendage, as i t were, of the penis.  A

tendency hostile to the female sexual function is thus transformed into one favorable to

it.  Such women are capable of a love based on the masculine type of object-love,

which can exist alongside the feminine one proper, which is derived from narcissism. 

We have already seen that in other cases the child is the first link in the transition from

narcissistic self-love to object love.  In this way also, then, a child can be represented

by the penis.

I have occasionally had the opportunity of hearing some dreams of women

occurring after the first act of intercourse.  They revealed an unmistakable wish in the

woman to keep for herself the penis with which she had come in contact.  Apart from

their libidinal origin these dreams indicated a temporary regression from the man to the

penis as an object of desire.  One would certainly be inclined to trace back the wish for
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a man in a purely rationalistic way to the wish for a child, since a woman is bound to

understand sooner or later that there can be no child without the agency of a man.  It is,

however, more likely that the wish for a man arises independently of the wish for a

child, and that when – from obvious motives derived exclusively from ego-psychology –

it does arise an unconscious reinforcement of libido from the original penis-wish

becomes attached to it.

The importance of the process described lies in the fact that a part of the young

woman's narcissistic masculinity is thus changed into femininity, and so can no longer

operate in a way harmful to the female sexual function.  By yet another process a part

of the erotism of the pregenital phase becomes available for use in the phase of genital

primacy.  The child is regarded as "lumf" (Lumpf), [Translator's footnote: "A child's word

for feces"] i.e. as something which becomes detached from the body by passing

through the bowel.  A certain amount of libidinal cathexis which originally attached to

the contents of the bowel can thus be extended to the child born through it.  Linguistic

evidence of this identity of child and feces is contained in the expression "to give

someone a child."  For its feces are the infant's first gift, a part of his body which he will

give up only on persuasion by a loved person, to whom, indeed, he will make a

spontaneous gift of it as a token of affection, since as a rule infants do not soil

strangers.  (There are similar if less intensive reactions with urine.)  The process of

defecation affords the first occasion on which the child must decide between a

narcissistic and an object-loving attitude.  He either parts obediently with his feces,

"offers them up" to his love, or else retains them for purposes of auto-erotic gratification
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and later as a means of asserting his own will.  The latter choice constitutes the

development of defiance (obstinacy), a quality which springs, therefore, from a

narcissistic clinging to the pleasure of anal erotism.  [N.B., Savor this: all stubborn

people come by their obstinacy via their clinging to the infantile pleasure of anal

erotism.]

It is probable that the first significance which fecal interest develops is not "gold-

money," but "gift."  The child has no knowledge of money other than that received as a

gift, no idea of money earned or belonging to it, inherited.  Since its feces constitute its

first gift, the child easily transfers interest from this substance to the new one that

meets it as the most valuable form of gift in life.  Those who question this derivation of

gifts should review their experience of psychoanalytic treatment, study the gifts they

receive as doctors from their patients, and watch the storms of transference which a gift

from them can rouse in their patients.

Thus the interest in feces is carried on partly as interest in money, partly as a

wish for a child, in which latter an anal-erotic and a genital impulse ("penis-envy")

coincide.  But the penis has another anal-erotic significance apart from its relation to

the interest in a child.  The relationship between the penis and the passage lined with

mucous membrane which it fills and excites has already its prototype in the pregenital,

anal-sadistic phase.  The fecal mass, or as one patient called it, the fecal "stick,"

represents as it were the first penis, and the stimulated mucous membrane of the

rectum represents that of the vagina.  There are persons whose anal erotism remains

vigorous and unmodified up to the age preceding puberty (ten to twelve years); we
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learn from them that already during the pregenital phase such persons had developed

in fantasy and in perverse activity an organization analogous to the genital one, in

which penis and vagina were represented by the fecal stick and the rectum.  In other

cases (obsessional neurotics) we can observe the result of a regressive deterioration of

the genital organization: all the fantasies originally conceived on the genital level are

set back on to the anal level; the penis is replaced by the fecal mass, the vagina by the

rectum.

Normally, when the interest in feces recedes, the structural analogy we have

described here effects a transference of the interest to the penis.  Then if later inquiry

yields the discovery that babies are born from the bowel, the greater part of the anal

erotism becomes transferred to the baby, as chief heir, so to speak, of the anal erotism;

the penis, however, has been its predecessor in this as well as in another sense.

I feel sure that by this time the manifold interrelations of the series, feces, penis,

child, have become utterly confused; so I will attempt to remedy this defect by

presenting them diagrammatically, and in considering the diagram we can review the

same material in a different order.  Unfortunately, this technical device is not sufficiently

plastic for our purpose, or possibly we have not yet learned to use it with effect.  In any

case we ask the reader not to expect too much from it.  [N.B. Diagram omitted.]

Defiance springs from anal erotism and serves narcissistic purposes, forming an

important ego-reaction against demands made by others.  Interest in feces is carried

over first to interest in gifts, then to interest in money.  In girls, the discovery of the

penis gives rise to penis-envy, which later changes into the wish for a man as the
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possessor of a penis.  At an earlier stage the wish for a penis was changed into the

wish for a child, or the latter replaced the former.  An organic analogy between penis

and child is expressed by the existence of a symbol ("little one") common to both.  A

rational wish leads from the wish for a child to the wish for a man: we have already

appreciated the importance of this instinctual transformation.

A different series of relations can be observed much more distinctly in the male. 

It is formed when the boy's sexual curiosity leads him to discover the absence of a

penis in women.  He concludes that the penis must be a detachable part of the body,

something analogous to feces, the first bodily substance the child had to part with. 

Thus the original anal defiance enters into the composition of the castration complex. 

The structural analogy which enabled the intestinal contents to be the forerunner of the

penis during the pregenital phase cannot come into account as a motive, but a

substitute in the mind for it is provided by investigation.

When a baby appears on the scene it is labeled "lumf," in accordance with the

conclusions arrived at by sexual investigation, and becomes invested with powerful

anal-erotic interest.  When social experiences teach that a baby is to be regarded as a

love-token, a gift, the wish for a child is reinforced from the same source.  Feces, penis

and child are all three solid bodies: they all three, by forcible entry or expulsion,

stimulate a membranous passage, i.e. the rectum and the vagina, the latter being as it

were "rented" from the rectum, as Lou Andreas-Salomé aptly remarks [in "'Anal' and

'Sexual'"].  Infantile inquiry into sexual matters can only lead to the conclusion that the

child comes down by the same route as the fecal mass: the function of the penis is not
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usually discovered by it.  But it is interesting to note that after so many vicissitudes an

organic correspondence reappears in the mental sphere as an unconscious identity.



Appendix B: A representative case of misrepresentation

David Ingleby is a psychiatrist who contributed an article titled "Understanding Mental

Illness" to a compilation of essays that he edited under the provocative title of Critical

Psychiatry: The Politics of Mental Health.  Like Erich Fromm, he confronts us with the

puzzle of the anti-Freudian Freudian in its extreme form.  He devotes the first half of his

paper to an intelligent and comprehensive review of all the data that demonstrate the

social construction of mental illness.  He reviews the famous studies that have

repeatedly shown that sane people, once admitted to a mental hospital, have great

difficulty in convincing the doctors that they should be released, and upon discharge

are always given a diagnosis of continuing mental illness, now said to be "in

remission."

Ingleby thus situates mental illness in its full context of social control and

psychiatric theory-madness.  He does not reject biochemical etiologies, but he shows

how misperceptions of mentally ill patients still determine diagnoses and treatments

with powerful drugs in defiance of the facts.  But when we turn to the second half of the

article, we find psychoanalysis vindicated and Freud celebrated.  This is breathtakingly

at odds with the first half, the more so inasmuch as psychoanalysis is the most socially

conservative of all therapies; yet Ingleby seems to be unaware of the contradiction. 

Again and again he misrepresents Freud's ideas, unconscious of doing so.
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Thus psychoanalysis interprets what situations mean to the patient, and
this is the key to its interpretation of the patient's behaviour; in this
respect it resembles phenomenology, but with the crucial difference that
the agent is not regarded as necessarily in touch with his own perceptions
and intentions.  [Emphasis in the original]

This would be accurate if psychoanalysis allowed the patient himself to be the final

authority on "what situations mean to the patient," but instead psychoanalysis supplies

the meaning out of a fixed key of translation.  Freud says about a fennel-stalk: "If we

were interpreting a dream, we should readily see in such an object a penis-symbol." 

He clearly means a dream of anybody.  Because the patient is assumed to be

unconscious of the true meanings, the comparison to phenomenology is invalid: to a

Freudian, the patient's report of how he feels is a screen to be penetrated by "analysis";

to a phenomenologist, the report stands as the primary datum.  The most striking

illustration of applied phenomenology would be the possibly apocryphal story of the

therapist who helped a psychotic patient pick the hallucinated insects off his hospital

gown.

It will not do to represent Freud as simply offering a 'dictionary' of
symbolic meanings; in psychoanalysis, the meaning of any symbol
depends crucially on the context of its occurrence – so we are certainly
not dealing with a shared language.  [Emphasis in the original]

To a Freudian, any patient who says "Here part of the dream is wiped away" is talking

about an incident of the toilet, and any patient who says "There is a gap in the dream"

is talking about the female genitalia.  In the following statement culled from his paper

"On the Transformation of Drives with special reference to Anal Erotism," Freud resorts
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to his dictionary of symbolic meanings and takes a shared language for granted.  The

paper is a generalized explication rather than a case study: 

The most evident connection is that between "child and "penis."  It cannot
be without significance that in the symbolic language of dreams, as well
as of everyday speech, both are replaced by a single symbol; both child
and penis are called "little one" (das Kleine).

Psychoanalysis could not possibly claim the universal significance and wide application

that it does, or offer sweeping explanations for the history of culture, if the materials

dredged up from the patient's unconscious were thought to be idiosyncratic – the

production of an individual who is creating personal symbols that express his reaction

to a specific context.  Here we see again the salvaging of Freud by flatly denying that

he said the indefensible thing that he said and falsely claiming that he said the opposite

and reasonable thing.

In any case, a language is more than a set of symbols – it is also a way of
using them; and nobody has succeeded in defining a distinctive syntax of
the unconscious, or in explaining how such a structure could be acquired. 
(It could certainly not be learned, like ordinary language, by experience;
how could one be 'corrected' in a task one is not even aware of
performing?)  Although useful as a metaphor, then, the idea of 'the
language of the unconscious' is far more problematic than its devotees
seem to appreciate.  [Emphasis in the original]

I suppose we can agree that a language always has a syntax, and that Freud did not

publish a grammar of the unconscious.  But either of two arguments could be supported

against Ingleby's contention: that Freud, in his full description of how symbols are

deployed in dreams and myths, strongly implied the existence of such a syntax and
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simply never got around to writing it down; or that Freud, while cannily keeping his

options open by denying that the syntax is fixed, nonetheless did resort to a dictionary

of fixed symbolic meanings.  (Freud and his followers had political and economic

reasons for withholding such a dictionary: its publication would render nugatory their

already suspicious claim that the patient is incapable of analyzing dreams on his own.)

In any case, the "devotees" who incur Ingleby's censure by pushing the idea of

"the language of the unconscious" are all psychotherapists themselves.  If Freudians

have sometimes misunderstood Freud, we opponents of the current-day Freudian

enterprise do not much care who is most to blame.  Either way, in Ingleby we have yet

another example of the Freudian commentator who, by his calm demeanor and bland

language, appears to be mildly chastising his fellow toilers in the vineyards for a tiny bit

of overreaching, whereas he has in fact lobbed a hand grenade into the very middle of

Freudian orthodoxy and blown it to bits.  I agree with Ingleby that the attempt to compile

a syntax of the unconscious is a fool's errand.  But the fool who first went on the errand

was Freud himself, with his jewel cases and his fennel stalks, and his confident eliciting

of highly organized "latent" narratives out of the manifest jumbles of darting images.

The above account of psychoanalytic interpretation . . . serves to indicate
the kinds of praxis which analysts seek to understand, and the means
they use for doing so.  Actions involving unconscious experience or
motivation cannot be encompassed either by common-sense
understanding, or by mechanistic explanation; they are not under the
control of the agent, but they are nevertheless meaningful.  [Emphasis in
the original]

Unfortunately, in analysis, while they are not under the control of the agent, they are
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under the control of the analyst, and they are as meaningful as he chooses to make

them.  It should be clear that Freudianism bestows upon the therapist an almost

limitless scope to project his own demons upon the patient – after all, the patient's "No"

to the interpretation can mean "Yes" – and opens up the process to extraordinary

abuse, given the therapist's authority as a credentialed expert.

Does psychoanalysis help us to understand the relationship between
social conditions and mental misery, or does it merely obscure it?  As we
have seen, psychoanalysis helps to fill the gap in 'normalizing'
approaches, by showing how an individual's perception of their situation
may vary; but there is a very real danger that this perception will be seen
as the source of the problem, rather than the situation itself.  (A true story
is told of a young psychoanalytic trainee who visited a woman under
treatment for persecutory phantasies concerning rats: when the front door
was opened, out jumped – a rat!)  Psychoanalytic theory is easily used to
adapt the individual to his social role . . . .

Psychoanalysis not just "easily used" to do this – Freud and his followers never

pretended that psychoanalysis should do anything else.  Not only is a critique of

societal norms no part of psychoanalysis – any attempt by the patient to engage in

such a critique, whether as an explanation or justification of his actions, will be

pathologized as immature.  What Ingleby calls "a very real danger" – seeing the

patient's perception "as the source of the problem" regardless of "the situation itself" –

is not something that might happen in psychoanalysis: it is psychoanalysis.

This, of course, is already to a large extent the way things are; but to
accept it as an inevitable consequence of psychoanalytic theory is, I think,
to read the situation back to front.  Freudian theory is an account par
excellence of the social intelligibility of mental illness; it is the brief implicit
in the therapist's own role which leads to the social factors being taken as
constants and the individual ones as variables – for the therapist has no
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mandate to change society.  Unfortunately, since psychoanalytic theory
has from the beginning been in the hands of therapists, its social
dimension has become submerged and obscured.

This is protecting Freud with a vengeance.  Freud submerged and obscured the social

dimension – or rather, he never saw it at all.  Against Freud's prejudices, his followers,

beginning with Adler, repeatedly championed the social dimension and for their pains

were castigated by their peers or expelled from the psychoanalytic fraternity.  Ingleby is

like a liberal Protestant theologian who thinks that the Incarnation and the Atonement

should be quietly dropped, that fundamentalism is not an inevitable consequence of the

New Testament, and that we are reading Christianity back to front in looking at its

current perversion by theological dogma and assuming that it has to be the thing that it

is.  (The analogy breaks down if we compare Freud to Jesus, for the religion of

Christianity bears no resemblance to the statements attributed to the Nazarene

prophet; the correct comparison is between Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis and

Paul, the founder of Christianity.)  In fact, the reader of 1 Corinthians 15 cannot doubt

that the fundamentalists understand Paul better than the liberals do; and he will find, if

he cares to investigate the Standard Edition, that the fundamentalists of the New York

Psychoanalytic Institute understand Freud better than David Ingleby does.

I am tempted to end on a gracious note by wishing that psychoanalysis would be

what Ingleby envisions.  But this would be akin to hoping that astrology could be more

scientific.  For psychoanalysis to undertake a reform along the lines suggested by

Ingleby would be for it to mutate into something altogether else, like a Catholic Church

that morphed into a Rotary Club.  Ingleby's regret that psychoanalysis has not
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accommodated itself more readily to his own findings that we are, through and through,

socially constructed and conditioned, is poignantly blockheaded.  His well-intentioned

program of reform is an arresting exemplification of the blindness that afflicts a hero-

worshiper when he ventures too close to the luminous light emanating from the glorified

hero.  The dazzle of the Freud that Ingleby has imagined incapacitates him for seeing

Freudianism as it really is.



Appendix C: The grammar of Freudianism

The plural pronouns "we" and "they" are gender-neutral – that is, they fail to indicate

the sex of the persons referred to.  It is an unfortunate pair of facts about English

syntax that it offers no singular pronoun that is gender-neutral, other than the awkward

and finicky "one," and that long-established custom has anointed the masculine

pronoun for use in sentences that are indefinite about the sex of the person referred to.

Defenders of tradition like to say that, just as "mankind" unambiguously means

"humankind," the use of "he" or "him" in a gender-neutral context is purely a matter of

custom and the feminists should shut up.  Freud would certainly have seen it this way. 

But there is no doubt that this grammatical habit originated in, and has in turn

reinforced, the patriarchal tendency to make maleness the standard for humanness. 

That real consequences flow from such apparently trivial customs is no longer disputed

by anyone familiar with the findings of social psychology: from verbal constructions that

implied that only men perform certain tasks, women were sent messages about their

inferiority and limitations.  More insidiously, we are still deterred from attacking

specifically male pathologies by the tendency to take masculine behavior as the human

norm: liberals especially are likely to say that "after all, people are naturally violent." 

Author Howard Bloom, for instance, wrote an article for The Washington Post arguing

that women are just as violent as men: "Are females really less violent than males? . . .
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Our enemy is not masculinity or femininity, but human nature. . . . Violence is built into

both of us. . . . Women, it is true, commit far fewer violent crimes than men. . . . Women

and young girls simply use different weapons on their enemies, most commonly

preferring to banish or spread vicious rumors about those they mean to punish."  In

other words, women are as violent as men, but express their violence nonviolently. 

Bloom offers these observations with no consciousness of their logical absurdity.

As writers of articles have become more and more aware of the heightened sensitivity

of their readers to the unthinking use of the male pronoun to stand equally for both men

and women, they have increasingly resorted to various expedients to work around the

problem.  In these postmodern times, an awareness of gender politics dictates one of

the following approaches to the pronoun conundrum:

1. A strict alternation of the male and female pronouns, usually by
paragraphs.

2. A strained attempt to avoid gendered designations: sometimes by
repeating the noun; sometimes by using gender-neutral plural
pronouns; sometimes by pedantically writing, in every situation, "he
or she," "his or her," "him or her"; sometimes by the use of clumsy
and off-putting innovations such as "s/he."

3. A choice of one pronoun throughout – most often the masculine – but
with an accompanying note of extenuation.

It is a brave writer who keeps to the old usage of "he" to represent all humankind,

without apology or explanation.
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Herbert Strean, Director Emeritus of the New York Center for Psychoanalytic Training,

is the author of 30 books.  I have already cited his opinion of Katharina (Freud's

impromptu patient at a mountain inn), which is that her account of a sexual attack by

her father was colored by her guilt about her own complicity in the event.  This

interpretation can be found in his book Freud and Women, in which he argues, with co-

author Lucy Freeman, that Freud was correct in all essentials about feminine

psychology.  With a copyright date of 1981, a decade after  some of the most trenchant

criticisms of Freud's view of women had appeared, Strean showed himself to be

heroically unreconstructed – the feminists had no more slowed him down than they had

cowed Freud at the turn of the century.

It should not surprise us, then, that Strean refuses, as late as the Spring of 1998,

to ape the conciliatory gestures that his fellow writers have made toward a gender-

neutral language.  I myself, as an opponent of pol itical correctness of both the right and

the left, am refreshed by any author who eschews the more aesthetically ungainly

solutions to the problem of gendered pronouns.  However, Strean does not adopt the

hallowed tradition of the universal male pronoun.  Nor is his selection of pronouns

characterized by true randomness, as if he were too unconcerned with such trifles to

bother to pay attention.  In any case, no psychoanalyst would ever accept the notion

that such decisions could be random: in his 1993 book about jokes, Strean averred that

transference and countertransference factors are always at work when jokes are told. 

In the Freudian universe, nothing is accidental or meaningless.  Indeed, those choices

that are made with the greatest freedom from conscious coercion provide the clearest
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windows on our souls.  So we are perfectly within our rights to examine the vagaries of

Strean's pronoun selection, and so hang his unconscious out to dry.

In the May 7, 1998 issue of Psychotherapy Book News, Strean offers an article,

"Treating the Intractable Patient," and is also the subject of an accompanying interview. 

In the essay and the interview, Strean is required to pick a pronoun to designate either

the patient or the therapist on a total of 18 occasions.  Twice he uses the pronoun

"their," once to refer back to "psychopaths and sociopaths," and once to refer back to

"very resistant patients."  On one occasion, he uses "himself or herself" to refer back to

"little boy or little girl."  On the other 15 occasions, having opted for a singular noun, he

is required to pick a singular pronoun.  On one of these occasions, he avoids the use of

a pronoun altogether.  Otherwise, with two interesting exceptions, his usage is

governed by the following laws:

1.  The patient is always female.
2.  The therapist is always male.

Strean assembles a menagerie of neurotically intractable female cases.  We meet the

patient who "feels that she must not improve because she does not deserve to do so." 

Another is characterized by "her underlying sadism."  We encounter the borderline

personality, whose "fragmented ego made her appear to be a very unreliable treatment

patient."  We learn that the obsessive-compulsive patient, "with her tendency to

intellectualize, isolate affect, and unconsciously want to defeat the therapy, was not, in

many instances, a good prospect for dynamically oriented treatment."  We are

introduced to the paranoid patient, who "has been frequently labeled untreatable
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because her suspicions of the therapist have been considered unmanageable."  We

also happen upon the only subject for whom Strean uses no gender-identifying pronoun

at all – "the hysterical patient."  I must credit him with a degree of Viennese gallantry

here: even radical feminists would agree that historically the hysterical patient has

almost always been female.

Thus far, the pronoun identifying the therapist who has to deal with these

messed-up women is always male.

That this usage is not merely a personal convention, adopted and carried

through in the teeth of political correctness, is proven by the two exceptions we

encounter in the next section:

1. A completely incompetent therapist is labeled she.

2. An extremely perceptive patient – one who is so insightful about his
own case that the therapist would be wise to treat him as a co-
therapist – is labeled he.

We encounter the lady psychoanalyst when the topic is the ability of certain intractable

patients to frustrate unskilled therapists:

Often intractable patients are very sensitive to the therapist's
vulnerabilities and have an uncanny abi lity to exploit her imperfections. . .
. Feeling tense and anxious much of the time, the therapist is prone to
lose her empathic stance on many occasions.

Then the topic shifts again, to the possible strengths and resources of the patient.  Now

we encounter our first gentleman client:
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In order to utilize the patient as consultant, the therapist rejects the notion
that there is a sane, wise doctor working with a weak, naive patient. 
Rather, the therapist views the therapeutic dyad as composed of two
equally vulnerable human beings engaged in a mutual endeavor.  The
therapist recognizes that the patient is not just a bundle of
psychopathology but also has the strengths as well as the strong wishes
to enhance his functioning and find better ways of coping.

In using the patient as consultant, the critical guiding factor for the
therapist is the patient, inasmuch as the patient will tell you directly and
indirectly everything that you need to know if you will listen carefully to
him and consult with him.  Particularly when there are therapeutic
impasses, I have found that consulting with the patient is not only helpful
but a necessity.

The intractable patient has had many different therapists who have
failed him.  Consequently he is usually in a good position to tell you what
has not worked well for him.  Often he knows what kinds of attitudes on
our part will help or impede therapeutic movement. . . . When the patient
who has been frustrated and demeaned by past caregivers is helped to
become a consultant and feels equal or superior to the therapist, his self-
esteem usually rises, his hatred recedes, and he becomes a more loving
and productive person.

What a mensch!  And how pleasant it must be for Strean to occasionally encounter

such a patient after having to treat all those tiresome female hysterics, masochists,

sadists, obsessive-compulsives, and borderlines.  Most of us would rather be treated

by this male patient – who knows a lot about the various therapies, is highly motivated,

and is on his way to becoming a loving and productive person – than by the female

therapist, who is so incompetent and easily manipulated that a mere show of resistance

makes her vulnerable, tense, anxious, and unempathic.

So we arrive, by way of this gallery of men and women, at the final section of the

article, setting forth Strean's last topic: the intractable patient who exhibits

"dysfunctional attitudes and behavior" rather than a definite character disorder.  This

patient happens to be, by pure chance no doubt, and just by way of citing an instance .
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. . a woman . . . and the therapist, whose task is to guide her maturational experience

by careful applications of the countertransference, happens to be, merely by way of

illustration . . . a man . . . and one of the best ways he can help her is to talk to her at

length about himself:

The "maturational experience" emanates from the conviction that much
therapeutic change evolves when the patient's dysfunctional attitudes and
behavior are modified through the interpersonal processes that she
engages in with the therapist.

.     .     .

Often the patient can develop a better appreciation of how she relates to
others when the therapist reveals his anger, hurt, warmth, or some of his
erotic fantasies.

Can she expect reimbursement for that part of her therapy session that is spent on his

issues?  I think I know the answer.

Let's summarize, now.  First a section on typically intractable patients: all women, of

course, seen by male analysts.  Then a section on special situations: first, the hapless,

overmatched therapist – a woman; next, the brilliant, gifted patient – a man; last, the

accomplished analytical master playing the patient like a piano – a man treating a

woman.  And at this point, Strean slips the Freudian leash of "therapeutic abstinence"

and imagines himself tripping off into the light fantastic: Tell her my pain, tell her my

anger, tell her I'm feeling warm toward her today, and hey baby, l isten to my latest

erotic fantasy about you.  This will help you mature.

As indeed it will.  If she wishes to fit into "Civilization," as it is defined by Freud
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and Strean, with as few discontents as possible, she had better learn to listen to this

kind of male discourse.

I have cynically suggested that therapy is a narcissistic bath for the patient.  Before

reading Strean, I never quite grasped how narcissistically satisfying it can be for the

therapist.  We can only hope that he is kidding; we can only hope that this whole

production is just another fantasy, like Freud's fantasy that Dora wanted a kiss from

him.  On the other hand, Freud published that fantasy.  And when he had another

fantasy about Dora sucking on a penis, he made it the basis of a therapeutic

accusation – I won't say intervention.

It can be therapy, I suppose, to pass from mentally undressing the patient and

picturing her mouth . . . wherever . . . to actually toying erotically with her, all in one

afternoon.  Let's make up an impressive-sounding word for it: countertransference. 

Certainly it is good pedagogical fun for the therapists, and hundreds of them have

known how to continue the lessons in bed.

But I cannot help thinking that the institution of the Catholic confessional has

given the priests a thousand-year head start on the psychoanalysts in the technique of

imposing upon the lassies.  The priests know how to take their pleasures discreetly. 

Strean sounds like Freud himself in these matters – pretty unsophisticated.  He is a

Johnny-come-lately who has a lot to learn from the experts about how to use the

women he treats to get himself off.
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Suppose we have a therapist who believes that depression is a sign of childhood

sexual abuse; that either frigidity or promiscuity is a sign; and that low self-esteem is a

sign.

Let us say that I come into therapy with the complaint of lassitude and low self-

esteem.  I report a normal childhood.  Lest there be any doubt about the si tuation, let

me lay it out in an easy-to-read comparative graph that covers every contingency:

2 possible childhoods

I was raped as a child

I was never raped as a child

4 possible outcomes in adulthood

I have no memories of being raped
<

I remember being raped

I have no memories of being raped
<

I "remember" being raped

The therapist who specializes in recovered memories will argue that he does not

evaluate the childhood of every person in the United States – the population is self-

selected by complaints of lassitude.  And I, for instance, truly have low self-esteem. 

But in regard to this last symptom, which cannot be anything but socially constructed,

Erving Goffman said, "There is only one complete, unblushing male in America, a
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young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant father of college

education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and a recent record

in sports."  (He did not need to add that, given patriarchy, there are no unblushing

females.)

Well, I am also depressed.  But now we have another sticky situation:

1 case of depression

I feel helpless and hopeless

2 possible causes

I was raped as a child

My current life is miserable

Because childhood molestation almost certainly leads to depression, it does not follow

that depression is almost certainly a sign of childhood molestation.  To reason so is to

commit an elementary logical fallacy: "If p, then q" cannot yield the further deduction,

"q, therefore p."  For example, we cannot deduce from the fact that all mammals have

lungs the further fact that all creatures with lungs are mammals.

We must acknowledge that the therapeutic situation that I have described

contains within itself an invitation to error.  Now add to the situation a conviction on the

part of the therapist that inability to remember is one of the hallmarks of child sexual

abuse.  Add further a residual loyalty to Freud's concept of resistance, whereby the

strength of the patient's denial is inversely related to the correctness of the therapist's

surmise: that is to say, the stronger my denial that I was raped, the more likely that I

was raped repeatedly.

My statement in therapy that I have no memory of rape and am absolutely



Appendix D: Notes on the "recovered memory" controversy - 823

certain that it did not happen then becomes the strongest possible evidence that I was

raped and that it was terribly traumatic.  When, having "recovered" my "memories" – all

too often with the notoriously unreliable help of hypnosis – I confront my parents, their

denial confirms their guilt: it is precisely the behavior one would expect from child

rapists.  Let us resort to another handy graph:

2 possible responses by parents

Admission of guilt

Denial of guilt

1 possible verdict

Guilty – confessed to crime

Guilty – "in denial"

Later, after I have succeeded in having my parents imprisoned, and disinterested critics

raise scientific questions about false memory syndrome in The New York Review of

Books, the critics too can be said to be in denial about our child-molesting culture.  If

they agree with me about my "recovered" memory, they and I are right together; if they

disagree with me, they are re-victimizing me – first I was raped by my parents, now I am

"raped" by the indifferent world of bystanders, bureaucrats, and sensation-mongering

journalists who would rather let the evil flourish than take a stand against it.  (All the

letters to The New York Review of Books that answered the articles by Frederick Crews

on this hot-button issue condemned him for his lack of compassion, as if this would be

germane to a discussion of a scientific issue.  This is how far afield "feelings" have

taken us.)

The account that I have outl ined is only one possible scenario.  The victim may

forget the abuse – this has been empirically demonstrated; and when the victim
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remembers it and confronts the abuser, the abuser is likely to deny it.  But since the

initial condition – happy memories – is the same for victims and non-victims, and the

final condition of parental denial is the same for the guilty and the innocent, everything

depends upon the validation of the memory.  Here, at a minimum, we must ask that

courts of law require collateral evidence.  I would suggest that no prosecutor should

ever base an indictment on recovered memories alone.  No doubt this requirement will

allow some of the guilty to escape.  But it will protect the innocent.

Lest we wonder whether we need protections against therapeutic Stalinism – I

choose the term carefully, to capture its essential features of accusation based upon

uncorroborated denunciation and conviction in the absence of material evidence –

consider the words of Virginia W. Hilton in her 1998 article, "False Accusations Against

Therapists."

What is the responsible approach to take regarding, for instance, what
seems like a dubious recovered memory that the client experiences as
the absolute truth?  It is my position that our job is not to believe or
disbelieve, no matter how bizarre the tale.  The person is telling us
something about his or her experience, and we need to pay attention. 
Getting involved with the question "Is it true or isn't it true?" may be
beside the point.

There are those who point to the client's overriding need to have
the therapist validate his or her experience by believing in the truth and
accuracy of the memory.  When working with couples we often have two
distinct sides of an argument, and sometimes two completely different
stories about what happened.  In such a situation, we do not feel the need
to validate one or the other as true.  The task is to work with the issues, to
acknowledge and to be empathically present to the reality of the hurt, the
anguish, the sense of betrayal, or whatever feelings are evoked.  So it is
with recovered memories: even if a recalled event of abuse could be
proven false as an objective fact, we can validate the emotional
experience for which it is the representation.  The feelings are real,
regardless of whether the event occurred or not.  Some real events in the
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past that the person experienced as traumatic are being represented in
what the person claims to remember.

In the sexual abuse literature, some authors have urged victims to
expose and confront the perpetrators, and to take part in civil and criminal
suits in order to feel empowered.  Such a process may indeed bring about
a sense of empowerment.  But it can also bring with it enormous pain of
exposure and vulnerability.  The legal system can be brutally abusive to
the victim/plaintiff.

(Did you think she was going to say that the legal system can be brutally abusive to a

falsely accused parent?)

I am tempted to let these remarks stand on their own, trusting that every reader

will see their absurdity.  But this may be trusting too much.  For an entire generation

now, we have been fed the gospel of emotional truth: "feelings are valid"; thought is just

intellectualization.  Since, as with almost every false doctrine that has ever gained wide

currency, there is a grain of truth here, let me spend a few paragraphs separating it

from the chaff.

Feelings are real and important.  That is the kernel of truth.  And those of us who

assume that life is on the side of life are also inclined to agree that mental suffering can

only occur when something has gone awry.  There is either real loss or imagined loss

behind it; and behind even an imagined loss is a real event.  Finally, it is certainly

correct to say that the therapist should "pay attention," both to the client's story and the

client's belief in the truth of the story.

But it does not follow, as the next link in the chain of reasoning, that, since the

story is true for the client, it is "beside the point" whether or not the story is true.

The assumption here is that, given two clients – one who remembers clearly and
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accurately that he or she was sexually abused as a child, and another who has only

imagined vividly that the abuse took place – the therapist is treating the same condition. 

I am quite willing to believe that something disturbing or just plain evil must have

happened to any young person who would falsely remember traumatic events; and

therapists should no more stigmatize clients who have developed a need to be

narcissistically gratified by their status as victims than they should pathologize patients

who have been genuine victims of childhood molestation.  But the therapeutic notion

that the treatment would be the same in both cases is deranged.  We might as well say

that the treatment plan should be the same for a person who experienced the death

camps of the Holocaust and for a person who made up, and came to believe, his own

lie that he had done so.

Both patients do need to be validated.  Both are human beings, and both are

suffering because something bad happened to them.  We must try to empathize with

the person who, in order to gain psychological benefit, invents a narrative of

victimization that slanders the reputations of other people: such a person, almost by

definition, has been damaged somewhere along the line by some other people.  But

what has happened to this person may or may not resemble what has happened to the

victim of a real atrocity; and to validate, not the suffering individual, but the story itself,

is simple malpractice.  Setting aside the therapist's unfairness to the misidentified

perpetrator, who may be dragged into court by the validated accuser, the therapist who

proceeds in this way is grossly harming the patient.  The false story is, as Freud said

rightly for once, a screen memory whose function is to protect the true perpetrator and
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maintain the patient in a false position.  The therapist is validating, not the patient, but

the disease, and refusing to treat it.  There is justice in the law suits that have been

brought against such therapists, for they have in effect abandoned these patients.

Let me illustrate all this with the actual case that I have already mentioned – that

of the young woman who fell in with a California cult that preached an extreme form of

the doctrine that "you create your own reality."  According to the guru, you even

"choose" your parents.

This young woman became pregnant; but a few months later she miscarried. 

With perfect fidelity to her religion, she concluded that she had killed the baby.  For

many months she was depressed and suicidal.  Her recovery with the help of a

competent therapist can serve as a reminder that we need not be driven to Jeffrey

Masson's position that all therapy is harmful.

According to Hilton's theory of therapeutics, it is immaterial whether the woman

actually killed the baby or only imagined that she killed the baby.  Again, to maintain

absolute clarity here, let us grant that the woman feels as if she has killed the baby; so

we may want to say that her feeling must be respected by the therapist, and addressed,

and the client must be validated as a person.  But Hilton explicitly tells the therapist not

to bother with the truth or falsity of the story.  The underlying assumption can only be

that the treatment would be the same in either case: that it makes no difference to the

course of the therapy whether the woman actually committed first-degree murder, or

suffers from a psychotic hallucination that she committed such a murder, or only

subscribes to a bizarre religious belief that posits her responsibility for the child's death
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as part of an intellectual construct.  In other words, the treatment is the same for a

sociopath, a schizophrenic, or a religious cult member.

Such a theory of therapeutics depends upon the axiom that we are feelings and

nothing but feelings: over and over Hilton asserts that feelings are "real."  The therapist

who signs on to this axiom will naturally ignore the woman's conscious intellectual

adherence to a religious proposition – this will be treated as less real, merely a

rationalization for the feeling.

If thoughts are just the froth on a sea of emotion, then the factor that seems all-

important to our common sense – that everything depends upon whether the patient

has correctly interpreted her feeling – will be dismissed by the therapist.

This is the link with Freud.  According to these intrapsychic theories, feelings are

primitive and primary: they are stirred up out of our universal human complexes.  There

is no point in situating them in their social and cultural contexts: society and culture are

themselves determined by the feelings.

In fact, the feelings are determined by society and culture.  The same man who

becomes enraged if his wife asks him to take out the trash or keeps him waiting for ten

minutes will humbly obey a policeman who orders him to take a long unnecessary

detour.  He is not at the mercy of primal anger that is triggered by frustration and

inconvenience.  His belief is logically and temporally prior to his feelings, and

conditions them – in this case, the belief that the policeman has authority over him, but

that he should have authority over his wife.  Beliefs condition our interpretations of our

sensations.  A therapist who is afraid to challenge the noxious ideologies that sometime
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construct a client's emotions is guilty of cowardice and may be complicit in evil.

The nature of memory

But let us set aside the nature of our feelings for the moment.  What is the nature of our

memories?

The great English musician and writer Donald Francis Tovey liked to spice his

analyses of musical compositions with citations from Winnie the Pooh and Alice in

Wonderland.  His manuscript on Beethoven was left uncorrected at his death, so when

it was published by an editor whose breadth of culture was narrower than Tovey's, it

contained the following error that will be instantly recognized by lovers of A. A. Milne:

This is as naively witty as the frightened animal in Winnie the Pooh who
says "Not at home" to the unrecognized caller, and, when asked: "But isn't
that Piglet's voice?", replies "It isn't meant to be."

There could not be a better example of how unreliable our memories are: it is Rabbit,

not Piglet, who engages in this conversation, and more out of perversity than fear.  But

students of Pooh will notice that Tovey has grafted the personality of Piglet onto the

misremembered dialogue – for, unlike Rabbit, Piglet is easily frightened and naively

witty.  Tovey has not merely forgotten Rabbit while remembering the rest accurately: he

has re-imagined everything in the scene – the motivation as well as identity of the

character – so that the false memory, although now incorrect in several particulars, has

become as coherent and as convincing as the true version.
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Here is how psychotherapist Alan A. Stone summarizes the current state of

affairs:

Everything we have learned in recent years about memory has
emphasized its plasticity, the ease with which it can be distorted, and the
difficulties of reaching a hypothetical veridical memory.

Dr. Elizabeth Loftus has investigated the malleability of human memory experimentally

and reached conclusions similar to Stone's.  Her work demonstrates – to put the matter

in a nutshell – that, at this stage of our research, the only statement we can make about

human memory with complete confidence is that it is never reliable.  Our memories of

real events are altered by time; and some of her most fascinating experiments have

shown that we are perfectly capable of "remembering" what never happened at all.  Her

findings have made her one of the foremost critics of the "recovered memory"

movement.

Surely, then, Loftus will frown upon Freud and his theory of repression.  But, as

we have seen with so many others, she damns everyone except the Master:

Freud believed it was theoretically possible for a person to repress a
traumatic event – and, particularly, the emotional associations connected
to that event – but he'd have torn out whole chunks of his beard at these
cowboy versions of his spare, elegant theories.

"Spare?"  "Elegant?"  While it is unclear from the context whether this is the opinion of

Loftus herself or of another researcher who shares her concerns about recovered

memory, it is in any case allowed to pass uncontradicted.  The same is true of the

following assertion:
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In fact, Freud stopped hypnotizing his patients when he recognized that
hypnosis can elicit wild confabulations bearing no resemblance
whatsoever to reality.

This statement is historically inaccurate.  At the time Freud abandoned hypnosis, he

still believed the stories of seduction his patients told.  He switched to free association

simply because that technique elicited the stories just as readily, with less trouble to

himself.  Then, several years later, he decided that all the stories his patients told in

therapy were unreliable, because truth could be found only in dreams, slips, and

accidents.

Freud himself was the wildest confabulator of all – his account of the Wolfman's

infancy is far beyond anything the Wolfman himself ever confabulated.  On the other

hand, Freud absolutely refused to credit Dora's conscious memories of the recent past,

even though they were corroborated by her father, because he was certain that he was

intellectually and morally superior to her and could speak of her experience more

truthfully than she could.

To pass Freud off as a sober scientist and misunderstood theorist as late as

1994, especially in a discussion of false memory syndrome where his shadow looms so

large, is to perpetuate the religious veneration of Freud with a vengeance.  It is

probably fair to say that Freud, if alive today, would side with Loftus (in this particular

battle, over false memory syndrome) against his own concept of "the return of the

repressed," but only because he finally adopted, as another ironclad principle of

psychoanalysis, the position that women's memories of father-daughter incest are
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never true.  But he would be far from agreeing with Loftus that such memories are

planted in suggestible clients by irresponsible therapists, and therefore have been

falsely constructed in the therapeutic environment; he would argue instead that the so-

called false memories are true recollections of fantasies entertained by these clients. 

They wanted their fathers in their beds.

Freud is the sole originator of the concept of repression as it is currently

espoused by members of the therapeutic community.  Furthermore, Freud believed, in

common with specialists in repressed memory today, that happy memories of childhood

are often screen memories, and that, regardless of whether repressed events are ever

consciously remembered or not, their real content can be discerned only by consulting

the patient's symptoms.  Thus, believing himself to be hysterical, he conjured up, by

means of auto-suggestion, the event that "must have occurred" when he was two years

old – although without ever quite recalling the actual glimpse he thinks he had of his

naked mother.

Certainly there is reason to believe that practitioners who specialize in dredging

up "repressed memories" are abusing Freud's concept.  Freud was not proposing a

theory of memory so much as calling attention to a defense mechanism whereby we

ward off bad thoughts.  The word Freud used was Verdrängung, which can be

translated as "displacement" or "inhibition."  Bettelheim suggests the English word

"repulsion."  But whatever Freud meant by repression – it isn't always clear – and

whatever today's therapists mean by it, two things stand out: first, repression is

assumed to be different from and more circuitous than normal forgetting; second,
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nothing other than normal forgetting has ever been scientifically proven to exist.

It was Freud himself who established the psychoanalytical protocols that allow

the wildest speculations to flourish.  He diagnosed Dora's Oedipal conflict before he

ever saw her, based upon her symptoms.  He allowed himself the freedom to suggest

to Dora that her entire account of her relations with Herr K was an attempt to block the

light of truth.  He arrogated to himself the therapeutic right to tell her infallibly what her

own truth was.  He treated her denial of his account as "denial."

Now transpose yourself to the office of a therapist who is convinced that a

woman's depression is a reliable indication of incest.  He allows himself the freedom to

suggest to the woman that her memories of a happy childhood are a screen.  He tells

her that the truth is certainly otherwise.  He treats her denial as "denial."

The only difference between Freud and the modern therapist is the diagnosis

itself – and even here, they share the tendency to make the diagnosis on the basis of a

couple of pieces of sketchy information.  Freud knew that Dora was lethargic and had a

tickle in the throat; the modern therapist knows that the client is depressed.  Freud

believed Dora was sick from fantasies of wanting to have sex with her father; the

modern therapist believes his patient is sick from actually having had unwanted sex

with her father.  Certainly there is a difference: but both share the belief that sex is the

motivating force behind all neurosis – indeed, that specifically incestuous elements

underlie feminine neurosis.

Dora stood up to Freud, stayed with her denial, removed herself from therapy,

and validated her own view of reality.  She certainly showed uncommon courage and
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independence for a teenaged girl in patriarchal Vienna.  But therapy was not then a

respected institution: it was as exotic as "channeling," and Freud was a maverick

among practitioners of psychiatric medicine.  Today's patient is less likely to be able to

dissent from the cultural authority of the expert in "depression."  Eventually she agrees

that her denial is her sickness, and begins the painful work of excavating the repressed

memories under the now-approving eye of her therapist.

I cannot find a way to damn the contemporary therapist who works sincerely, if

mistakenly, on incest issues that he himself manufactures, and at the same time

exonerate Freud for working sincerely, if mistakenly, on incest fantasies that he himself

projected upon his patients.  Freud coined the term we translate, or mistranslate, as

"repression" in order to name the patient's mode of forgetting the fantasies; today's

therapists speak of repression as the mechanism whereby putatively real abuse is

forgotten.  In neither case, perhaps, has anything been repressed, because what is

presumed to have been forgotten may never have occurred in the first place – neither

the fantasy nor the historical event.  But I can understand how the therapist today

believes that he is on a continuum with the founder of psychoanalysis; and the hysteria

about repressed memories of abuse could not have occurred without the example

Freud set – the example of placing sex at the origin of all neurosis; of conjuring up

repression as the mechanism whereby the sexual material disappears from conscious

sight; and of giving permission to therapists to replace the collecting of facts with the

wildest theory-driven speculations.  If we are going to round up all the suspects who

have contributed to this present-day calamity, we will have to collar Freud first.
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Ironically, as some parents fight back against accusations of incestuous abuse, often

under the auspices of the False Memory Syndrome Foundation, Freudians are finding

themselves in a position to recapture the high ground.  Didn't Freud say all along that

memories of father-daughter incest are always untrue?  As therapists in the 1990s

backed off from having said in the 1980s that their patients were abused, they seemed

to recapitulate Freud's story in its entirety: he backed off in 1900 from having said in

1896 that childhood seductions really happen.

But the story is much more complicated.  Freud never denied that sexual abuse

in childhood was widespread.  He not only believed that family members often initiate

small children into sexual games, he also suspected nurses and governesses and

servants.  He modified his earlier view in two specific ways: first, he made an exception

covering allegations of father-daughter incest, saying that while other memories of

seduction might be real, these were not; second, he downplayed the power of real

abuse to create neurosis, preferring to think that symptoms arise solely out of the

patient's intrapsychic conflict.  Again: if Katharina was solicited by her father, that to

Freud. at least after he became the first Freudian, would be no explanation for her

symptoms; only the anxiety caused by her own seductive behavior toward her father

could generate her symptoms.

So Freud established the climate in which the incest issues of the 1980s could

arise and flourish.  And he is the grandfather of recovered memories, whereby an all-

knowing therapist identifies the realities that lie behind feelings, dreams, symptoms,

and other screens.
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There is one final way to salvage Freud, and that is by means of postmodern

"epistemology": there isn't any truth back there: the patient's account is just a text to be

deconstructed.  The only problem with this approach is that it does not provide a light to

guide you through the legal system when your children take you to court.

Choosing neither Freud

Between the view that the seduction theory was right and its repudiation a betrayal of

the truth, and the view that the theory of the Oedipus complex properly replaced the

seduction theory, there is now a third position: that the seduction theory was just as

unfounded as the theory of the Oedipus complex, and for the same reason – early and

late, Freud arrived at his "findings" by "interpreting" the stories of his hysterical

patients, after projecting his own thoughts onto their memories.  For my purposes, it is

enough to point out that the seduction theory was almost as hastily generalized as the

psychoanalytic theory, and that Leo Tolstoy, by rooting his analysis in society and

culture, offered a far more convincing etiology of hysteria than Freud ever did.  There is

this to be said for the seduction theory, however: beyond a shadow of a doubt, huge

numbers of children are abused in childhood; some are sexually abused; and

everything we know about human psychology suggests that, for most of these victims,

there will be a price to be paid in adulthood.  Freud may have misrepresented the

cases of some or all of his 18 patients: if he did, we owe it to the history of science to

try to find out.  Nonetheless, there is a core of truth to the seduction theory that we will



Appendix D: Notes on the "recovered memory" controversy - 837

ignore at our peril; on the other hand, there is no reason to believe that there is so

much as a crumb of veracity to the propositions of Oedipal psychoanalysis.

For this reason, I am leery of the effort made by E. M. Thornton and Richard

Webster to convert every case of hysteria into an undiagnosed medical condition.  If

there is evidence that Freud's patients were epileptics, we must not flinch from a

consideration of it.  But I believe, with Tolstoy, that hysteria was indeed widespread at

the turn of the century, for comprehensible reasons that have nothing to do with

epilepsy.  Since it was socially and culturally induced, it has disappeared almost

completely.  Unfortunately, women today, although they have broken the habit of

hysteria, are still subjected to an "education" almost as inimical to the human spirit as

that condemned by Tolstoy: they now "act out" in pathologies such as self-mutilation,

self-starvation, binge-eating-and-purging, compulsive promiscuity, alcoholism, and

"depression."  (Men act out most often in the form of violence.)

Too often of late the fecklessness of the therapeutic community in treating these

conditions has led to a denial of social and psychological causation and a hasty

commitment to solutions rooted in our "hard wiring."  Consequently, I am as worried by

those researchers who claim to have found an overeating gene as I am by specialists in

recovered memory.  If eating disorders are genetic, why did they suddenly increase a

hundredfold?  Have the researchers also found a self-mutilating gene to account for the

latest fad among adolescent girls?  I accept as one of Freud's few valid contributions to

human thought the likelihood that conditions such as bulimia or self-cutting are

psychological in origin.  The patient has indeed taken a flight into illness; the symptoms
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are symbolic and expressive of a psychological crisis; insight (of a type radically

different from Freud's) can be curative.

These warring camps distract us from the real causes of misery in young

women, which are better addressed by a book like Mary Pipher's Reviving Ophelia than

by anything written by Freudians.  Girls are sometimes physically and sexually abused

by their parents; they are always emotionally abused, at some point, by our child-hating

and misogynistic culture.  We must not allow ourselves, once again, to deny the reality

of childhood abuse, which damages some girls, and the operation of patriarchy

throughout society, which disfigures the self-image and hinders the self-actualization of

all girls.



Appendix E: "Psychoanalysis is the malady
that considers itself the remedy"

Karl Kraus's witticism about psychoanalysis was quoted, in a different translation, in the

preface of this book.  The intent behind the barb is clearly malicious; but what, really,

does it mean?

A specimen analysis: Carter Heyward

In the course of my exploration of Freud's universe, a remarkable book fell into my

hands – When Boundaries Betray Us, by Carter Heyward.  It offers an account of the

author's emotionally wrenching therapy between February 1987 and September 1988. 

Because her self-portrait is so unflattering, there is little reason to suspect that she has

failed to be truthful about matters of fact.

Heyward is self-described as a lesbian feminist theologian.  She was irregularly

ordained an Episcopal priest in 1974, before the church changed its position on women

in the clergy.  At the time of publication (late 1993) she was a professor of theology at

the Episcopal Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Her therapist was also a

lesbian; both women, at the time of the therapy, were committed to long-term

monogamous relationships.
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Heyward's ostensible thesis is that the maintenance of the conventional

boundaries between therapist and client – about which Freud was adamant – is inimical

to the "mutuality" that alone can produce a positive therapeutic experience.  She

believes that her therapist abused her by refusing to drop the artificial constraints of the

"therapeutic alliance."  Instead, the therapist should have related to her as a friend, or,

at the very least, as a peer.  Heyward thinks that in a wider ethical sense – a spiritual

sense, if you will – her therapist also failed as a human being; but she did not even

succeed as a therapist, because she withheld the very thing that would have been

curative.  Heyward also believes that the therapist quashed her own manifest desire to

relate deeply and meaningfully to Heyward, and thus sacrificed an opportunity for her

own growth.  Heyward sees the therapeutic rupture that occurred as a tragedy for both

of them.

The therapy

I will summarize the course of the therapy as succinctly and as neutrally as possible.

Heyward, a recovering alcoholic and bulimic, found herself physically and

emotionally exhausted in February of 1987.  Her brief phone call to a psychiatrist,

identified pseudonymously throughout the text as "Dr. Elizabeth Farro," sparked an

immediate feeling of positive connection; and 20 minutes into the first session,

Heyward was certain that she had found the right therapist, for three reasons:

I felt at home with her, able to relax, able to plop onto her couch
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exhausted.  I intuited her strong desire to work with me. And I recognized
between us the strong, creative presence of the Spirit that moves us into,
and toward, mutual relation.

It should be noted that from the outset, Heyward was convinced that Farro was as

intensely drawn to her as she was to Farro.

Heyward divides the therapy into four periods.  During the first phase, from January to

September, Dr. Farro undertook to mitigate Heyward's intense workaholism, especially

by validating Heyward's decision to spend the entire summer in Maine recharging her

batteries.  Farro was also supportive and even admiring of the work Heyward did as a

feminist theologian.

Meanwhile, Heyward had fallen head-over-heels in love with Farro.  This too she

felt to be a "mutual relation."  In April, she wrote her first poem to the therapist:

it never dawned on me
you'd touch not
just my psyche
but my
soul,
nor God knows
that i'd touch
yours.

Although she felt that her feelings were in some degree reciprocated, nonetheless

Heyward went along with psychoanalytic theory and called her feelings a

"transference."  Farro remarked that the transference was occurring earlier than usual,

then dealt with it in the best clinical tradition: "What does the transference feel like to
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you?"  When Heyward said that it felt like "movement toward friendship," Farro followed

the textbook perfectly:

"It is important that I be clear with you and that you understand me.  If we
had met at a dinner party, we might be friends.  Since we met here in this
office, we will not be friends.  Ours is a professional relationship.  Is that
clear?"

In June, Heyward gave Farro some "transference poems" which included the following:

I know enough to know
that I do
not want to sleep
with you
(although I do)

i am obsessed with you
and with myself and utterly
preoccupied with my obsession

During the summer, the two women met only once a month.  By the time they discussed

these poems, Heyward was convinced that she had moved beyond transference, which

she defined to herself as a love "characterized by idealism."  She told Farro, "I think my

idealization of you is about done.  I feel like we're moving together toward something

more real."  The therapist responded by saying that "we have a special and joyful

connection."

Meanwhile, Heyward's partner, aware of Heyward's infatuation with the therapist,

was feeling "like the wallpaper."

Heyward next wrote Farro a letter from Maine and included a poem that was

highly charged with eroticism.  When the two women met, Farro brought up the letter
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and poem, again invoked and confirmed the boundaries, and said, "I'm not in love with

you and I'm not sexually attracted to you."  Then – what else?  "How do you feel about

that?"

At the beginning of September, Heyward felt rejuvenated by the therapy and the

long vacation, and all outstanding issues seemed resolved.  But neither woman wanted

to stop at this point – Heyward, because she was still romantically obsessed with Farro;

Farro, because she was convinced that Heyward had not yet scratched the surface of

the core issues.

During the second phase of the therapy, beginning in September, Heyward's desire for

the therapist's friendship became the overriding issue in the sessions.  In her own

words, "I was unable to lay aside my desire for a friendship further down the road. . . . I

was increasingly insistent, 'pushy.'"  Farro continued to treat all this material

analytically: "It's important that I understand why friendship means so much to you." 

But Farro also said that she was cautiously rethinking the conventions governing the

therapeutic environment and was "considering becoming friends."

Taking heart from this encouragement, Heyward bombarded Farro with poems

and badgered her for a decision.  Frustrated by Farro's continuing ambivalence, she

wrote to her in October suggesting that it was time to end the therapy – that they should

move either "into a friendship or toward ending the relationship altogether."  Suddenly

Heyward found that "mutuality" was important to Farro also:

"Are you angry?" I asked.
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"Not angry.  Just a little annoyed and surprised."
"By my letter?"
"Yes, by your letter."
"What annoyed you?  My asking you to reconsider becoming

friends?"
"No.  Your having decided to end therapy.  This seemed to me,

Carter, to come out of nowhere, very unilaterally.  You talk about
mutuality and then write a letter announcing your decision to end.  This
doesn't seem very mutual to me."

Later during the same conversation, Farro said, "Carter, we've only been working

together for eight months!  This may be just the beginning."

At Thanksgiving Heyward sent another poem to Farro:

if you reject me as
the friend i want
someday to be i
hope i can sustain
the grief for the
rest of my life.

For Christmas she gave the therapist a homemade book of "images about friendship." 

In January, she told her she "needed to know where she was now in considering the

possibility of friendship."  At this point, Farro said that her answer was no.

Farro's announcement unleashed an emotional tempest.  Heyward said, "I can't

stay in therapy any longer, given your decision."  But once again, Farro balked at

blessing Heyward's departure.  Instead, under a barrage of questions, Farro said, "I'm

frustrated that you will not accept no for an answer.  I have said it repeatedly and you

keep pushing me about friendship."

Later in the same session, Farro initiated a significant exchange:
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"You could try showing me a little respect."
"You don't feel like I respect you, Elizabeth?  I can't believe it."
"Not when you're pushing at me, Carter."
"I guess you and I understand 'respect' very differently.  I do

respect you.  If I didn't, I wouldn't give a damn about being your friend."

The therapy continued.

During the third phase of therapy, beginning in February, 1988, Heyward gave up her

insistence upon mutuality and friendship and finally began addressing the issue that

Dr. Farro had always considered clinically significant: the possibility that Heyward's

conscious recollections of having been, in early childhood, fondled by a hired helper,

and spanked by her father, were "screen memories" concealing more severe instances

of abuse.  During this phase, Heyward dutifully "remembered" being forcibly sodomized

by the hired helper and severely beaten by her father.  All the sessions were devoted to

this material, and therapist and client pushed ahead united in a glow of good feeling. 

Heyward apologized for the intensity of her earlier love, relabeled it transference, and

said that it was behind her.  Strangely, however, or not so strangely, Heyward's life

went south:

Outside therapy, I could barely make it from day to day in my teaching
and at home.  I felt completely dependent upon therapy and Elizabeth.

For her part, Elizabeth seemed almost mesmerized by the work I
was doing.

I had become an excellent patient.

The final phase of the therapy lasted from June to September, 1988.  Heyward's work
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on the recovered memories seemed to be winding down – in fact, she was beginning to

doubt whether these memories were genuine – and her desire for friendship

resurfaced.

In July, Farro again breached the conventional boundaries and told Heyward

that the decision she had made against friendship was now "tentative."  This remark by

the psychiatrist elicited another round of manic courting behavior in her client. 

Heyward was inspired to write "The Friendship Pages," a long "document" identifying

Farro as "the shrink" and Heyward as "the prophet."  Throughout this document,

Heyward intimates that she has helped Farro as much as Farro has helped her.  She

speaks of "mutual gifting."  Among the gifts she believes she has given the therapist is

"personal courage, to keep moving with our power-in-relation."  At the next session,

Farro again backtracked:

She spoke of my pushiness, my inability to accept her "no," my desire to
have my "own way," my needing "to be taught a lesson."  "Never," she
shook with rage, "never will we be friends.  The answer is no.  No.  No.  Is
that clear, Carter?"

The two women were now at an impasse.  Reluctantly, Heyward terminated the therapy

in September, 1988.  But she was traumatized.  She cried every morning and felt on the

verge of tears almost every waking moment.  During one three-week period, "I literally

could not stop crying."  By her own reckoning, the healing process required two-and-a-

half years.

After the rupture, Heyward continued to reach out to Farro.  Beginning two weeks after
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the termination of the therapy, she wrote notes to Farro every three to four weeks:

The theme in each was the same: "I ask you to meet me as a sister, to
explore with me what has happened between us.  I am in great pain, and I
suspect you are too."

There was never any reply.

In spite of her depression, Heyward managed to complete work on the book that

she was writing, Touching Our Strength.  In December, she wrote to Farro again,

asking permission to dedicate the book to her.  In January, Farro responded at last, by

letter:

She said that this was the last time she would attempt to make clear to me
that we would not be friends.  Furthermore, she wrote, since she was not
open to relating to me as a friend, colleague, patient, or former patient,
she did not want me to dedicate Touching Our Strength to her (in the end,
I didn't).  Finally, she asked me not to contact her again and sent me her
best wishes.

Heyward was "crushed" by this response, especially by the "coldness and deadness of

the feeling" in it.  She nonetheless wrote again to Farro, offering to meet with a third

party to work on the issues between them.  When she decided to write a book about

the therapy, she even invited Farro's collaboration.  But when Farro made good her

vow of silence, Heyward concluded that her antagonist's conduct was "relationally

irresponsible."

It is fair to say that, even as of the publ ishing of the book, Heyward has not given

up the hope that sometime in the future, she and Farro can enter into a relation of

mutuality.
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Now what are we to make of this?

A Freudian critique

From the standpoint of the New York Psychoanalytic Institute, it is easy to pinpoint the

cause of the therapy's failure.  Dr. Elizabeth Farro blundered badly by twice

abandoning the strict neutrality imposed upon a therapist by the analytic setting.  The

proof is in the pudding: on both occasions, the therapy ran completely off the rails.  The

first time, the therapy got back on track after Farro reneged on the possibility of

friendship: Heyward took up the investigation of her Oedipal period, and simultaneously

seemed to understand that her transference-love was indeed her neurosis in another

form.  But the second breach of the analytic stance was fatal.

To the most punctilious of Freudians, Farro was already crossing the line when

she expressed admiration for Heyward and her work.  Such positive regard is nothing

to the purpose, and may actually impede the purpose.  The patient should be the focus

of every bit of attention.  The patient may very well crave the analyst's admiration, but

the only correct response to that craving is to analyze it.  In the early going, Farro

showed herself well versed in analytic technique: "What does the transference feel like

to you?"; "It's important that I understand why friendship means so much to you."  This

makes her lapses in the later going all the more incomprehensible and unpardonable. 

Neither the intensity of Heyward's feeling toward her (the transference), nor her own

real feeling of "a special and joyful connection" with Heyward (the countertransference),
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should have moved Farro out of her stance of analytic neutrality, which in the end is the

most respectful attitude to take toward the patient.  As "Aaron Green," the

pseudonymous psychoanalyst in The Impossible Profession, argues persuasively, the

hour belongs to the analysand, and every moment should have been spent on her. 

Any breach of psychoanalytic etiquette constrains the patient; even an apology for

keeping the patient waiting interferes with the patient's freedom to express the full

range of negative feelings toward the analyst.  It is not the psychoanalyst's function to

be a sensitive, caring person.  One thing only should happen in an analytic session,

and that is analysis.

I should say here that I have some sympathy with Green's position.  My own

attitude is that the analytic endeavor is wrong-footed from start to finish.  But if a

therapist accepts as much of the model as Dr. Farro, it will behoove her to accept all of

it and carry its premises through to the end.  The bricks of the Freudian edifice all fit

together and mutually support each other: that is one reason that Freudianism has

been so intellectually alluring.  It will not do to believe in, and encourage, transference,

while fudging on the requirement of strict analytic neutrality.  If Heyward's love was

nothing but transference, then Farro's admiration and sometime interest in friendship

was nothing but countertransference.  Farro had no business injecting her personal

agenda into the proceedings, even in so mild and benignant a form.  Ethically, the

place to deal with the countertransference is not during the client's hour, but during the

therapist's own ongoing analysis or supervision.
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Another look

Now let us go back over the account of the therapy and view it through another lens.

Only 20 minutes into the first session, Heyward "intuited" Farro's strong desire to

work with her, and "recognized" that they were moving toward mutual relation.  An

intuition can never be haled before the court of reason: by definition, it captures a truth

beyond the purview of logic.  Heyward never swerved from her conviction that she was

as important to Farro as Farro was to her, and that Farro was yearning for the mutuality

of friendship, hampered only by the constraints of professionalism.

Let us assume that Farro cared about Heyward as a person.  Nonetheless, there

are many gradations of mutual relation between a coldly professional, antiseptically

clinical interaction confined to the analytic hour and the kind of friendship where people

see each other twice a week and talk daily on the phone.  Heyward wanted nothing less

than total entry into Farro's life, with all the privileges and prerogatives of a close, life-

long friend; and she interpreted every affirming gesture from Farro as a desire for the

same.  Farro merely spoke of "a special and joyful connection."  In those words,

carefully chosen to my ear, I hear a polite affirmation of the positive energy in the

therapeutic relationship; Heyward heard a confession of deep personal feeling. 

Furthermore, there is no reason to believe that Heyward ever at any time mastered the

erotic component of her attraction to Farro, who, during the course of the therapy, had

reaffirmed her relationship to her own partner in a commitment ceremony.  Any

friendship would have been threatened by Heyward's sexual need.
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When Heyward returned from her summer vacation, at the end of seven months

of therapy, she was happy, energized, and productive.  She herself says that the

therapy probably should have ended then, and with 20-20 hindsight the reader certainly

agrees.  However, neither woman was ready to conclude.  As a neo-Freudian

psychotherapist (one who has replaced penis-envy with childhood abuse, in effect

reinstating Freud's 1896 opinion, but is otherwise committed to transference, long-term

non-directional therapy, and all the rest of the psychoanalytic apparatus), Farro was

unimpressed by Heyward's happiness and stability and believed that the real work of

therapy had not even begun.

Here we encounter the similarity of belief between Freudians and fundamentalist

Christians.  Like original sin, neurosis runs deep.  A surface manifestation is not to be

taken as a sign that the battle is won.  The disappearance of the symptom, like the

good deed done by the atheist, is not to be trusted.  Deep down, the atheist is still

unredeemed, still in a state of "total depravity"; and deep down, the patient is still in the

grip of the neurosis.  If the underlying cause of the symptom is not addressed, other

symptoms will appear in the course of time.

No doubt this belief in "symptom substitution" is deeply and sincerely held by all

psychoanalytically oriented therapists.  Nonetheless, when Heyward attempted to

terminate her therapy, Farro reached a kind of low point in therapeutic ethics when she

turned the tables on Heyward and accused her of betraying her own principle of

mutuality.  As long as the therapist makes a living out of therapy, such a maneuver

cannot be free of the suspicion that simple greed plays a part.  In any event, this was
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the only area of mutuality in which Farro ever expressed any interest.

It was during the next phase of the therapy that Farro erred according to the ultra-

orthodox Freudians by intimating that perhaps friendship was possible.  The reader

must guess at her motivation.  I believe she was attempting to be scrupulously honest

about her feelings, just as Heyward had urged her to be.  Presumably, she was

weighing the possibility of some degree of social interaction beyond therapy, torn

between a kindly urge to gratify Heyward's great desire on the one hand, and an

understandable caution based upon the real danger that Heyward would suffocate her

with attention.  Heyward responded in just the way to confirm Farro's worst fears: her

Christmas gift of a homemade book devoted to "images about friendship" led directly to

Farro's refusal in early January.  Forget about the "therapeutic alliance": the two

women were now locked in a classic "pursuer-distancer" dance.  As any reader of

Seventeen magazine might have told her, Heyward needed to play it cool.  Every time

she chased Farro, Farro ran.

I want to spend a moment on the conversation about respect.  Heyward refused

to accept Farro's decision to maintain the therapeutic boundary, and Farro, in language

most of us can understand, called this a lack of respect.  But Heyward was astounded

when Farro leveled this accusation at her, and responded as follows: "I do respect you. 

If I didn't, I wouldn't give a damn about being your friend."

In Heyward's world, the touchstone of "respect" is her own feeling.  "Respect"

has no formal properties: it does not require any actions or play itself out in reciprocal
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deeds.  It does not matter to Heyward how Farro wants to be treated.  Respect is not

signified by how Heyward acts toward Farro; it is signified by whether Heyward feels

respect.  Under her epistemology, Heyward is incapable of showing disrespect for

Farro, because she loves her, and no one could love where respect is lacking.

During this same conversation, Heyward said indignantly, "I'm not trying to have

my own way."

The next phase of the therapy takes on special interest, in light of the contentious

debate over "false memory syndrome."  We have seen that many therapists believe

that childhood trauma can produce a degree of dissociation, or "splitting off," so great

as to render the patient unconscious of the traumatic events; and they further believe

that memories may resurface under the pressure, and within the safe environment, of

the therapeutic process.  Empirical evidence shows that, beyond a shadow of a doubt,

childhood sexual abuse can be forgotten.  At the same time, it seems obvious that at

present a great many recovered memories are owing entirely to the influence of the

therapist, who may be strongly committed to a diagnosis of childhood sexual abuse.  A

deeply dependent person who is submitting to the authoritarian structure of

psychotherapy is almost infinitely suggestible.  The possibility of error is magnified

many times when the therapist places such a client under hypnosis.  Heyward's

account points up the degree to which the therapist may be committed to the

hypothesis of the abuse in spite of the patient's denial, and the danger that the patient

will manufacture the evidence in order to please the therapist.
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Heyward was depressed when she entered the therapy: to some practitioners,

depression is, by itself, an almost infallible sign of childhood sexual trauma.  And need

we add that Heyward's intense, protracted, unassuageable transference-love would

have only confirmed Farro's belief in a childhood trauma of alarming proportions?

Heyward, so self-blinded about almost every other aspect of her therapy, is

brilliantly canny about this aspect: "Elizabeth seemed almost mesmerized by the work I

was doing.  I had become an excellent patient."  In a book otherwise devoid of humor,

the intended irony here is both welcome and perceptive.  Farro was unaware of the

countertransference: the patient was conditioning the therapist.  Heyward now had

Farro in the palm of her hand.

Indeed she did!  What else explains Farro's second fall from Freudian grace, her

reconsideration of the proffered friendship?  I believe that when Heyward backed off

from her insistence on mutual relation, and went to work on the issues in a way that

deeply gratified Farro, the therapist could once again envision the possibility of a social

connection.

But Farro's cautious feeler set off another round of frantic pursuit.  Heyward sent

Farro "The Friendship Pages" – apparently the straw that broke the camel's back.  My

assumption is that Farro, upon reading these pages, realized the extent of her

miscalculation and properly concluded that she would be emotionally inundated by any

contact that took place outside the office.  It is painfully obvious to the reader that,

whenever Heyward talks of friendship, she envisions the kind of total reciprocity that

exists between close, life-long friends, with the hope of an eventual sexual
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consummation, whereas Farro always means, at most, an occasional get-together over

lunch in a restaurant.

Let us reprise Farro's final words.  "Never, never will we be friends.  The answer is no. 

No.  No.  Is that clear, Carter?"

It was not.

During the entire course of the therapy, and even throughout the aftermath of the

therapy, up to the publication of When Boundaries Betray Us, Heyward never wavered

in her conviction that Farro's "no" was inauthentic – that Farro desired, in the deepest

and best part of her, to say "yes," but was prevented from taking that fateful step by

"patriarchal logic."  Therapeutic conventions kept the women apart, preventing them

from embarking on a journey of mutual gifting and sisterly empowerment.

As for the final wounding letter from Farro, so hurtful because of its "coldness

and deadness," Heyward does not have an inkling that Farro's detached language is a

defensive strategy.  Farro knew that any show of emotion at all would bring about

another onslaught of unwanted attention.  Indeed, the cold tone did not suffice:

Heyward continued to write to Farro.

In fact, Heyward's book cannot strike an unprejudiced reader as anything other

than one more attempt to reach Farro.  Heyward has written the psychiatrist a book-

length letter, and mailed it by way of a major publishing house – saying publicly, in

effect, "Elizabeth, we can still be friends, and I know you want to be."  Heyward still has

not taken "no" for an answer.
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Let us return to the book's thesis in light of these events.  Perhaps I have said enough

to indicate that I believe the thesis, such as it is, to be merely a pretext, but let us

regard it "as if" it is a serious proposal for the reformation of therapy in America. 

Heyward insists that the techniques by which therapists distance themselves from their

clients are "wounding" and "abusive."  Therapy, she says, can only progress in a

relationship of mutuality.  The traditional boundaries, which are an expression of

patriarchal logic, not only make it impossible for the therapist to help the client, but also

prevent the client from helping the therapist.

However, Heyward has done no actual research into other case studies.  Her

thesis is unsupported by any example other than her own.  While she located other

theorists who share her discomfort with the standard model of the therapeutic

environment, she cites no other patients who felt abused by therapists who observed

boundaries.  In fact, the literature tends to be rife with examples of precisely the

opposite kind, involving the damage done to clients, mostly women, when therapists,

mostly men, ignore the boundaries and encourage the transference-love to reach its

inevitable apotheosis – in bed together.

Freud conjured the Oedipus complex out of a single case of self-analysis; now

Heyward has made a profound discovery about the nature of the therapeutic alliance

by examining the single case of her own experience.

There is one other case history that recalls, in broad outline, the story of Carter

Heyward – but it is written from the point of view of the therapist.  In his ground-

breaking book on the nature of evil, People of the Lie, M. Scott Peck includes a chapter
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about "Charlene," a woman who, for more than 400 sessions, expended all her energy

trying to persuade him to have an affair with her.  When she finally wearied of her

failure, she came one day, spent the entire session working seriously, for the first time

ever, on all the important issues (according to him), and then at the end announced

that this session was her last.  She had only wanted to show him that she could have

been a typical patient had she so chosen.  Peck diagnoses her – incorrectly, in my

opinion – as autistic and evil.  But bear in mind that, in Peck's taxonomy, evil is a

variant of "narcissistic personality disorder."

What, then, are the aspects of the Heyward-Farro contretemps that I deem

relevant to a study of Freud and Freudianism?

Narcissism

Carter Heyward's book about her therapy is the most vivid full-length portrait of a

narcissistic individual that I have ever encountered.  That it is a self-portrait is not to be

wondered at, and also hints at the operational definition of a narcissist: someone who

simply can not see herself as others see her.  Also someone who can see others only

as she wishes to see them.  And someone who cannot bear to be wrong: when her

therapy ends in failure, she blames therapy, not herself; and, if necessary in order to

preserve her rightness, all therapy, not just her own.

In everyday language – and I will be speaking throughout of garden-variety

narcissism, rather than the Freudian concept or the psychiatric diagnosis of Narcissistic
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Personality Disorder – a narcissist is a person who is self-imprisoned.  He or she is

unable to make accurate judgments about other people's interests, to enter into other

people's viewpoints, or to figure out why other people feel the way they do.  Narcissists

are "relationally impaired."  They are constitutionally barred from intersubjectivity.  They

cannot access other people's awareness in order to test and adjust their own

awareness.  A "reality check" is of no avail to narcissists, because the reality they

check is always their own.

To understand narcissism better, let me compare it to ordinary selfishness, with

which it is often confused in the popular mind.  Let me cite two conditions that must not

be mistaken for narcissism.

To be self-interested is to be normal and human, to evince eros, to function as a

healthy animal.  A person unable to be self-interested is terribly damaged – often

battered, abused, or pathologically co-dependent; in more benign incarnations, a milk-

toast, an uxorious husband, a "man's woman."  There is also saintliness – but perhaps

of a type to make us queasy.  Mother Teresa seemed, from some of her published

statements, to be as enamored of death as Dr. Jack Kevorkian.

A self-absorbed person may appear to be self-interested to an unseemly degree,

but still may be someone who is psychologically healthy.  Self-absorbed people may be

considerate, fair, truthful, sensitive to the feelings of others, able to converse

intelligently and at great length about larger issues without personalizing them, capable

of irony about themselves, and in no way self-aggrandizing or grasping.  Artists and

intellectuals as a class might be taken to be self-absorbed – and almost anyone who is
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in long-term therapy.  Such ordinary self-interested or even self-absorbed individuals,

when presented with another point of view, are able at an instant to switch over

imaginatively to that point of view and consider it, if only to finally reject it.  The

narcissist is unable to perform this mental gymnastic.

Yet neither will it do to mistake the narcissist for the sociopath – the person

without conscience, without affect, without empathy.  A sociopath consciously

embraces a philosophy of ethical egoism: other people are chumps, to be knowingly

used for personal advantage and then thrown away.  The narcissist, on the conscious

level, often subscribes to lofty ideals of love and liberality.  In fact, I wish to suggest

that narcissists may often be more principled than the rest of us, albeit in a rigid and

unimaginative way, because principles are what they use to negotiate their

relationships in the absence of understanding and empathy.

In the original myth of Narcissus, the boy becomes so enamored of his own

reflection in a pool of water that he wastes away in self-contemplation.  Superficially,

Narcissus seems content to do without human contact; but here the story, or the

interpretation, is misleading.  The reflecting pool itself is a crucial element.  Narcissists

are experientially empty people who live to see their glory reflected in the mirrors

provided by other people.  Therefore, relationships are extremely important to them. 

Narcissists sometimes come to the attention of therapists because of repeated

relationship breakdowns that leave them hurt and uncomprehending.

Narcissists need to be admired; and to impress others, to bring other people

within their orbits, they may act generously and magnanimously.  The sociopath does



Appendix E: "Psychoanalysis is the malady" - 860

so only as a conscious strategy, for advantage; and if the ploy does not work, he

shrugs and moves on.  The narcissist, in contradistinction, is given to grandiose

schemes and is then pathetically vulnerable to rejection – to a "narcissistic injury."

One way of spotting the confirmed narcissist is that he gives you the gift he

wanted to give you, or the gift he would want himself.  He has never attempted to learn

what you want, because he thinks he already knows – based on consulting his own

desires.  If he has gone through the motions of asking you about your taste, he has

never credited any answer you gave that differed from the answer he would have given

or the answer he wanted to hear.  He thinks that his gift is objectively the right one to

give, and if you do not like it, it is because you do not know your own mind yet – which

is his mind.  If, then, as happens only too frequently, his generosity goes

unappreciated, he is unable to understand why, and reacts with sadness or anger, as

the case may be, but never with comprehension.  Thus relationships continually blow

up in the faces of narcissists, and they may spend a great deal of their time in pain – as

happened when Heyward gave her lavish gifts of homemade books to Farro.

A shorthand definition of narcissism, then, would be my belief that my own

psychology is the universal template of psychology.  When I try to understand you, I

simply look at myself.  If you want something different from me, it must be owing to a

mistake, or bad will, or mental illness on your part.  Heyward, for instance, attributed

Farro's actions, not to malice or madness, but to the evil influence of patriarchal ideas,

which had warped her judgment.  She believed that if Farro's mind had been clear, she

would certainly have wanted what Heyward wanted, and what Heyward wanted her to
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want.

Narcissism may seem to be more conspicuous in women than in men.  This is

because women are trained to be sensitive to the needs of others, and to meet those

needs.  A narcissistic woman sticks out like a sore thumb because she is a cultural

anomaly.  Narcissism in men is less noticeable because it is almost normal.  Men are

encouraged to be cheerfully self-centered.  Furthermore, the narcissism of men is likely

to be disguised because, paradoxically, it is frequently played out in a public forum. 

We often hear of a woman who is "working on her issues."  The man is not working on

his issues, but on society's issues.  We should not be fooled by this: narcissism is

almost an entry qualification in the male-dominated field of politics.

Let me hasten to reassure you: if you think you see signs of narcissism in

yourself, you are, almost by definition, incapable of being a narcissist.  The ability to

examine the domain of your own selfishness very nearly precludes the possibility.  On

the other hand, if you are wondering whether your mother exemplifies a full-blown case

of narcissism, read the preceding description aloud to her.  She will laugh

appreciatively and say that she has known so many people who are just like that.

We should conclude this brief survey of narcissism here by adding that your

mother may be quite right about other narcissists, and in general be a bright, witty,

charming, politically astute, and highly ethical human being.  Narcissism will not

necessarily impair a person in the performance of intellectual work; and indeed, the

self-confidence of the narcissist may impart a touch of charisma to his or her

personality.
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Carter Heyward is not proven to be narcissistic because she is demonstrably wrong: we

will never know for sure whether friendship might have blossomed between the two

women.  Heyward is manifestly narcissistic because she is incapable of conceiving that

she might be wrong.  She does not deal, and clearly is psychologically incapable of

dealing, with the evidence that Farro did not want to be her friend.  Heyward never was

able to credit any statement by Farro that disagreed with her own wishes.

Sometime around the spring of 1991, Heyward finally began to feel better; and

as nearly as the reader can make out, she was functioning well at the time of the book's

publication.  Given that she came to think, not only that her own therapy was a disaster,

but that all therapy is a disaster, what proved to be curative for Heyward as she

attempted to recover from therapy?  The book credits her friends.  Shortly after

terminating with Farro, Heyward began telling them her tale.  All of them lavished

sympathy on her; and all agreeably faulted the therapist.  Their main contribution, at

the level of ideas, was to concur with Heyward's interpretation of events, to tell her that

she was right.  This is how you cheer up a narcissist.  The second curative element was

obviously the writing of the book itself, which took her rightness into the public arena.

Another instance

While working on this chapter and others, weighed down by the contemplation of

narcissism, eager to obtain some relief from the bizarre world of Freudian deepthink,

with its castration complex, its penis-envy, its men inspired to build houses by a longing
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for the womb and its women inspired to invent plaiting and weaving by the shame-

covering properties of their own pubic hair, I found myself escaping into the relative

sanity of the American Civil War by re-reading historian James M. McPherson's classic

one-volume account, Battle Cry of Freedom.  With great enjoyment, I immersed myself

in the incredible string of military victories wrought by Robert E. Lee and Stonewall

Jackson.  But up from the pages rose a mind-boggling example of male narcissism,

which I cannot resist calling forth to balance the undue attention given so far to women.

George B. McClellan ("Little Mac") was the intelligent, gifted, charismatic young

man who was named Commanding General of the Army of the Potomac at the age of

34.  In July, 1861, after the disaster of the Battle of Bull Run, his country came to him

on bended knee and the world was his oyster.  He was rich, educated, second in his

class at West Point; he had already retired from a distinguished career as an officer

and gone on to become the president of a railroad.  He threw himself into his task,

working 18-hour days and whipping raw recruits into disciplined soldiers; as a result, he

was journalistically lionized throughout the North.

But after only a few weeks, he was writing to his wife about President Lincoln

and General-in-Chief Winfield Scott in the following terms:

I am here in a terrible place.  The enemy have from 3 to 4 times my force
– the Presdt. is an idiot, the old General is in his dotage – they cannot or
will not see the true state of affairs.

In fact, at the time of writing, McClellan had twice as many troops as the enemy.  A few

months later, this to his wife:
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The people call upon me to save the country – I must save it and cannot
respect anything that is in the way.

By now, he was hampered, in his own mind, by "a most despicable set of men." 

Lincoln's "imbecile administration" contained "some of the greatest geese I have ever

seen": Seward was "a meddlesome, officious, incompetent little puppy"; Welles "a

garrulous old woman"; Bates "an old fool"; and Lincoln himself "nothing more than a

well meaning baboon."

In October, when he had 120,000 men while his opponents had only 45,000, he

estimated the strength of the enemy at 150,000.  In November, while the entire federal

government, and indeed the entire country, waited impatiently for him to take the

offensive against the rebels, and when he had, according to McPherson, "nearly three

times the number of men and more than three times the weight of artillery as the

Confederates in his front," McClellan wrote to his wife:

I have left nothing undone to make this army what it ought to be. . . . I am
thwarted and deceived by these incapables at every turn. . . . It now
begins to look as if we are condemned to a winter of inactivity.  If it is so
the fault will not be mine; there will be that consolation for my conscience,
even if the world at large never knows it.

Finally, in the spring of 1862, he was ready to move on a grand but impractical

campaign of his own devising.  Instead of going straight down the road to Richmond, he

transported the Army by boat to a point southeast of the Confederate capital and then

started slowly up the peninsula.  Lincoln did his best to put a fire under McClellan's

feet.  "I have never written you . . . in greater kindness of feeling than now, nor with a
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fuller purpose to sustain you. . . . But you must act."  In April, McClellan, with a well-

trained force of 55,000 men, approached Yorktown, which was defended by only

13,000 troops.  But instead of storming the town, he laid a lengthy siege, which allowed

the Confederates time to deploy their army around Richmond.  Joe Johnston wrote to

Robert E. Lee: "No one but McClellan could have hesitated to attack."

McClellan said of Lee that he was "cautious and weak under grave responsibility

. . . likely to be timid and irresolute in action."  McPherson comments: "A psychiatrist

trying to understand what made McClellan tick might read a great deal into these

words, which described McClellan himself but could not have been more wrong about

Lee."  Indeed, Lee, with a smaller army, and assigned only the task of defending his

turf, charged out to fight.  This unnerved McClellan, who wrote to Secretary of War

Stanton:

The rebel force is stated at 200,000, including Jackson . . . I shall have to
contend against vastly superior odds. . . . If [the army] is destroyed by
overwhelming numbers . . . the responsibility cannot be thrown on my
shoulders; it must rest where it belongs.

In fact, the rebels had less than 100,000 troops, and McClellan outnumbered them.  In

a series of engagements known as the Seven Days' Battle, the Southerners took the

offensive and came off badly every time in terms of casualties.  But McClellan turned

tail and ran.  He telegraphed the Secretary of War in Washington:

I have lost this battle because my force was too small. . . . The
Government has not sustained this army. . . . If I save this army now, I tell
you plainly that I owe no thanks to you or to any other persons in
Washington.  You have done your best to sacrifice this army.
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At the time of writing, he was still in a strong position: when he ordered the retreat, one

of his officers said, "Such an order can only be prompted by cowardice or treason."  But

he was already whipped psychologically.  (Incidentally, the reason this telegram did not

get him cashiered immediately was because an astonished clerk at the receiving end

removed the last two sentences.)

Shortly after the ignominious failure of this campaign, McClellan was removed

from command, setting off a new round of vilification in letters to friends: his opponents

in the administration were "heartless villains"; Halleck was a man "whom I know to be

my inferior"; and Stanton was a "deformed hypocrite."

McClellan had told Lincoln that he needed another 50,000 men so he could

renew the fight.  Lincoln said privately to a senator that if he had given him 100,000

troops, McClellan would have discovered that Lee had 400,000.  Meanwhile, McClellan

hoped that his successor, General Pope, would come to grief:

Pope will be thrashed . . . & be disposed of. . . . Such a villain as he is
ought to bring defeat upon any cause that employs him.

And he fantasized how his enemies (Lincoln and the administration, not the

Confederate army) would have to crawl to him: "they may want me to save Washington

again."  (He had not saved it a first time.)  McClellan set these thoughts down privately,

but he was an open book to others: Lincoln told his private secretary that McClellan

wanted Pope to fail.

The Second Battle of Bull Run was just the catastrophe for his own side that
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McClellan desired.  Then Lee's remarkable army, threadbare and starving, invaded

Maryland.  So dire was the situation that Lincoln had no choice but to call on McClellan

again.  The general's organizational skill was so formidable, and his reputation with the

troops so secure, that he was indeed the only man.

With the Army of Northern Virginia far from safety, Lincoln urged McClellan to

track it down and cut it off.  But as usual it was Lee who took the initiative:

For the third time in three campaigns Lee was dividing his army in the
presence of a larger enemy.  To an officer who expressed concern about
this, Lee replied: "Are you acquainted with General McClellan?"

At Antietam the armies fought to a bloody draw.  McClellan had luckily come upon a

complete set of Lee's plans at a time when the Confederate force was still divided, but

had frittered away his opportunity.  Afterwards, with Lee's troops still north of the

Potomac in hostile territory, Lincoln saw an opportunity to destroy the rebel army. 

Once again, McClellan failed to act.  The rebels crossed back into Virginia while the

federals remained inert.  Lincoln wrote to McClellan on October 13, 1862: "You

remember my speaking to you of what I called your over-cautiousness.  Are you not

over-cautious when you assume that you can not do what the enemy is constantly

doing?"  Meanwhile McClellan wrote furiously to his wife:

The good of the country requires me to submit to all this from men whom I
know to be my inferior! . . . There was never a truer epithet applied to a
certain individual than that of the "Gorilla."

Once again McClellan had shrewdly discerned the simian qualities of the greatest of all
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United States presidents.

Those in whose judgment I rely tell me that I fought the battle splendidly &
that it was a masterpiece of art. . . . I feel that I have done all that can be
asked in twice saving the country. . . . I feel some little pride in having,
with a beaten & demoralized army, defeated Lee so utterly. . . . Well, one
of these days history will I trust do me justice.

Unfortunately for him, history has done him justice; and his subsequent doings confirm

history's opinion of him.  When he returned to private life, he was free to reveal his

private sympathies: he had always been a man who loathed abolitionism far more than

he deplored slavery.  In 1864, he was the willing pawn of the Democratic Party, which

supported an immediate cease-fire and a guarantee to the seceding states that slavery

would be allowed to continue.  He ran against Lincoln in the presidential election and

was decisively beaten by the man he considered a baboon.  Character is destiny.

We come to the punch line.  You have no doubt assumed that McClellan's doting

wife saved every scrap of paper from her liege-lord, and that somehow the packet of

letters fell into the hands of a malicious journalist and survived to accuse the poor man

before all the world of a full-blown Napoleonic complex.  Let Mr. McPherson disabuse

you of that notion: "These letters to his wife consist of extracts from the originals,

copied by McClellan himself sometime after the war."

Now do you have a working definition of narcissistic impairment?

McClellan is an especially compelling case of the complete narcissist: since he lived

his life in the public arena, we have historical documentation of how utterly wrong he
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was.  The documents even reveal how right everyone else was about him – not only the

astute Lincoln, but rival commanders like Lee and Johnston.  McClellan imagined that

he was completely misunderstood; in fact he was understood perfectly.  Others knew

him to his very depths; he knew not himself, nor anyone else.  In the modern phrase, he

was "clueless."  Even after the war ended, when Lincoln and Grant were regarded

throughout the world as the men who had saved the republic, McClellan preserved the

papers that he had copied out, which testify to his disastrous misjudgments of people

and events.  He was still convinced that his perceptions were infallible and would, in

the course of time, have to be adopted by every fair-minded observer.

Still another

Here is a letter to the editor, written by an irate Virginian and published in The

Richmond News-Leader of July 16, 1982:

As one who loves music, I wonder how any self-respecting newspaper
could run an editorial glorifying the noise (I refuse to dignify it by the term
"music") of Igor Stravinsky.

I had the misfortune to hear some of Stravinsky's work over the
radio (before I pulled the plug).  I do not remember the name of the
composition, but I remember well enough what it sounded like.  No
harmony.  No tune.  Not even a discernible rhythm.  It amounted to an
obscene blasphemy of music. . . .

So it is "challenging"?  Why?  Because it makes no sense?  I
refuse to be overawed by senselessness masquerading as profundity.  If I
see something does not make sense, I am not afraid to say so.

Now it happened that in those days the editorial writer of The Richmond News-Leader
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was rabidly anti-communist, and invariably tried to turn every issue, however apolitical,

to ideological advantage.  Therefore, he had noted, in Stravinsky's favor, that the

Soviet Union had anathematized his music.  This created a problem for our reader, who

shared the editor's political prejudices but not his musical tastes.  Hence the very

interesting last paragraph of her letter:

I do not understand why the Soviet Union accords Stravinsky "pariah
status," because the arhythmic, cacophonous garbage I heard sounded
like an ideal torture for totalitarian sadists to inflict on their victims.  But
perhaps that is the point.  Perhaps when they heard it, those sadists saw
reflections of their inner selves, and were afraid the world would identify
them with it and condemn the Soviet Union, as it deserves to be
condemned.

This innocent example of everyday narcissism may be amusing, but in another context

we might admire the author's refusal to be cowed by the majority opinion.  Indeed, a

later era may decide that she is right about the aesthetic value of Stravinsky's music. 

She is proven to be narcissistic, not by her opinion per se, but by her absolute certainty

that her opinion is right and true, even though most performing musicians and millions

of ordinary music-lovers disagree with it.

But let me commend not only her independence of thought but her mental agility. 

It is obvious from her vocabulary and the clarity of her expression that she compares

favorably in intelligence to the average person.  In fact, she demonstrates reasoning

powers of the first order.  Starting out, she knows a thing or two.  Stravinsky's music is

cacophonous garbage – that much is incontrovertible.  But the Soviet sadists seem to

agree with her about this, which is puzzling, while the normally discerning editor of The
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Richmond News-Leader does not, which is even more puzzling.  Her task of

reconciliation is formidable, and her solution, it seems to me, is brilliant.  We withhold

our admiration, not because there is a flaw in her logic – that is, in her manner of

reasoning from her premises to her conclusion – but because we disagree with the

premises themselves.  We think she may be wrong about Stravinsky and about the way

totalitarian monsters exhibit their aesthetic values.

Now call to mind Freud's own procedure.  He, too, "knows" a thing or two: that

he must find a way to abandon the hypothesis of widespread father-daughter incest,

while salvaging all the work that he has done over the previous decade on the sexual

etiology of hysteria.  The theory of the Oedipus complex gives him just what he wants.

It is not idolatry to say that Freud was brilliant.  We just need to understand that,

having said that, we have said nothing to the purpose about the soundness of his

arguments.

The psychological mechanisms by which narcissists prove their rightness are endlessly

fascinating.  For instance, when Dr. Elizabeth Farro rejected her, Carter Heyward was

unable to stop crying for several months.  Whether we agree with Farro that we are

looking at a premature ending of therapy, or with Heyward that we are seeing the tragic

derailment of a promising friendship, are we not entitled to take this uncontrollable

crying as a sign of pathology?  Here Heyward salvages her sense of self by means of

the audacious intellectual gambit at the heart of her pseudo-scholarly book: she

proposes that the wound she suffered so dramatically was inflicted, not by her
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mortification when she failed to get her way, but by the institutionalized emotional

violence of all therapy, which is directed most savagely at those highly evolved patients

who offer the possibility of mutual gifting to their therapists.

From this it follows that Farro too is a victim.  Heyward can continue to love

Farro, without running the risk of incurring, in her own mind, the charge of "stalking,"

because everything positive Farro said to her, everything agreeable, is the real truth,

and everything disagreeable was a betrayal of Farro's deeper, truer self.  The real

Elizabeth Farro is still without a blemish.  Her good qualities belong to her, and her bad

qualities were forced onto her by a loveless, insensate, patriarchal society.  Heyward's

love is rooted in an understanding of the true, sisterly Farro – an understanding

validated by an act of infallible intuition.

An even more astounding example of Heyward's intellectual maneuverability

occurs in relation to the issue of false memory syndrome.  A few months after

"remembering" the scenes of violent sexual and physical abuse that so captivated Dr.

Farro, Heyward came to the conclusion that these incidents had not in fact happened to

her.  But in lesbian feminist circles, where many women have been abused, recovered

memories are more likely to be taken on faith, and subsequent recantations regarded

with suspicion.  In other words, Heyward's about-face was likely to give comfort to the

enemies of her friends.  Let us once again regard the configuration of necessary truths

(in Heyward's milieu) as an intellectual conundrum: how can Heyward remain true to

her own experience and, at the same time, avoid betraying her feminist sisters?

Heyward has concluded that, during her therapy, she truly remembered the
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traumatic batterings and sexual abuses of other women.  She believes that the intense

focus of her own therapeutic endeavor put her in telepathic contact with the sufferings

of women everywhere.  The incidents did really happen; they just did not happen to her

personally.  Therefore feminists are right about the widespread extent of child sexual

abuse, and correct in their belief that memories of such abuse ought to be respected –

including her own "memories" of abuses that happened to others.

It is tempting to ridicule this intellectual sleight-of-hand, but that is not really my

intention.  We do have here a microcosm of "science as one would," and we think it is

rendered absurd because most of us believe that telepathy is impossible.  But

"phylogenetic memory-traces" – which are no less absurd – were an article of faith with

Freud; and Heyward, unlike Freud, is at least on the side of the victims rather than the

perpetrators.  Like other narcissistic intellectuals, Heyward also knows a thing or two:

that women are perpetual victims of patriarchal violence; and that the memories she

conjured up for the gratification of Dr. Elizabeth Farro were false.  I happen to agree

with her on both counts.  Her desire to understand her truth in a way that maintains her

solidarity with abused women is quite natural – some would say admirable.  Some

might say further that emotional solidarity with victims of injustice is more important

than the so-called objective truth that is so important to patriarchal practitioners of

abstract reasoning.  In any case, Heyward's entire career as a priest and theologian

had been devoted to sustaining such women.  She had powerful motivations for

attempting to reconcile her personal facts with the reality of child sexual abuse –

especially at a time when society, capitalizing upon the hot-button issue of false
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memory syndrome, was tempted to again deny the extent of childhood battering and

rape.

The therapist overmatched

Put yourself, if you can, in the place of General McClellan's wife.  You are surely aware

of some degree of vanity and boasting in your husband.  But, reading his letters over to

yourself, would you ever imagine that every word is, not merely off the mark, but almost

the exact opposite of the truth? that by so much as he calumniates a man, that man

actually possesses qualities of greatness? that the "gorilla" is a paragon of humanity,

often since compared with Socrates, Jesus, and Gandhi? that the "cautious," "timid,"

and "irresolute" opposing general will take his place among the greatest, and certainly

among the boldest, military commanders in all recorded history? that, far from everyone

else's impeding your husband's success, he and he alone is sabotaging his career?

that he not only did not save the country twice, he nearly brought it to ruin?

Now imagine that you are General McClellan's therapist.  Certainly you see his

narcissism at a glance.  But, hearing only his side of every story, would you ever guess

the extent of his self-deception?  He is, after all, a retired corporate CEO and four-star

general.  Would you be a match for him?

Mental health can be jokingly defined as my ability to externalize every problem

– to be certain that they all originate in the bad behavior of others.  This is only half a

jest.  Most of us go around under a cloud of our own doubts.  We are burdened by
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conscience.  We wonder if we did the right thing.  We question our own motives.  We

take to heart our own contributions to a worsening situation.  We second-guess

ourselves.  We feel guilty, and depressed about our guilt.  A shot of "healthy

narcissism" would be a tonic to our self-flagellating souls.

The saga of Carter Heyward demonstrates that narcissists do sometimes

experience the pain of rejection.  But perhaps she just needed a more complete set of

defenses.  Maybe she just needed George B. McClellan's armor.

The modern feel-good New Age therapeutic cant about McClellan has it that he

is in pain.  Right.  Go find it.  Or more to the point, see if you can get him to

acknowledge it.  I am sure that there is some degree of mortification beneath his

righteous anger, and perhaps there is existential vulnerability and dread beneath the

mortification, but try peeling away the defenses until you come to it.

We, on our hangdog days, might envy McClellan's everyday state of mind.

Janet Malcolm offers a romanticized vision of psychoanalysis as a "chilly castle," where

only the bravest and hardiest explorers of the inner frontier dare to sojourn.  Let me

propose another metaphor: psychotherapy is a hot springs resort, a warm bath of self-

absorption.  As the client's relationships fall apart, due to his narcissism, he seeks out

the proper venue for an in-depth plunge into "the wonders of me."  As Tom Wolfe

argued in his famous essay, "The Me Decade," this endeavor will still be delightful even

if it turns up all manner of unpleasant character traits and neuroses, because the

subject of me is inexhaustibly fascinating.
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In therapy, the narcissistic individual is encouraged to root around in his own

psyche, where he has in fact been trapped all his life.  This might not in itself pose a

problem, if therapy had any idea how to go about treating him.  Unfortunately, the

hardest nut for an insight therapist to crack is the well-defended intellectualizer (of

whom Freud himself was a magnificent example).  Scott Peck debated heroically, year

after year, with his narcissistic client: naturally he attributed her obstinacy to neurosis,

to willfulness, and finally to evil.  But another way of reading the record is to conclude

simply that she outfoxed him every time.  She would argue quite calmly and rationally

and even gaily for the therapeutic value of the affair she was determined to have with

him.  She used his own words to trap him; she dismissed his arguments with cunning

and agility.  He would wind up tongue-tied and uncertain.  He kept guiding her toward

the subject of her alleged pain and she kept returning to the topic that interested her

the most – as is her right in non-directive therapy.  Occasionally Peck got under her

skin, but she won those encounters as well, by leaving in a huff.  She was very aware

that this tactic left him not only silenced but frustrated; and whenever she next came in,

she always refused to revisit the topic about which he was yearning to speak, and

plunged ahead insouciantly with her plans for the consummation of their relationship.

Narcissists are all the more impregnably defended because they are sincere.  I

do not believe that Charlene was operating out of "bad faith."  I am totally convinced by

the burning sincerity of Carter Heyward's book.  Narcissists do not consciously refuse

to make the imaginative leap of empathy; they have no idea, really, what they are being

asked to do, much less how to go about doing it.  Worse still, they think they do know,
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and that they are doing it.

So far I have been discussing the challenge posed by the narcissistic patient, who will

sabotage every therapeutic treatment plan while protesting that he is doing the best he

can.  But narcissistic individuals can also thwart the therapeutic endeavor from afar. 

The term "crazy-maker" tends to circulate more or less privately among therapists to

describe those individuals who, without ever seeking therapy themselves, drive

everyone around them into therapy.  In the less self-indulgent types of therapy, we are

likely to find few narcissists and many children of narcissists.

In other words, imagine being therapist to George B. McClellan's son.  In this

case, the thing can at least be done – but how long would it take you to get the boy to

see his father for what he is?  And then what exactly should be do about it?

The saner practitioners of the healing art are quick to recognize the victims of

narcissists, and may accomplish much in the way of weaning them from their

destructive relationships.  But imagine the damage that can be done in such a situation

by a traditional Freudian psychoanalyst, who brings to it a predisposition to treat the

client's difficulties with his parents as symptoms of vengeful feelings toward them.  And

even the clearer-thinking family counselor may bark up the wrong tree with his

emphasis on resolving all conflicts within the "system."

Progress in the treatment of wife-battering was stymied for many years while

earnest counselors practiced conflict resolution, urging the women to understand which

of their actions triggered violence in their husbands.  Only in recent years have
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therapists begun to credit the possibility that most husbands beat their wives, not out of

poorly controlled impulses, but out of a firm ideological conviction that they have the

right to do so.  As the O. J. Simpson case dramatized, the battering husband feels

himself to be the one who is under attack; his narcissism is typically so great that he

perceives an injury in a dinner served five minutes late, or in the conduct of an ex-wife

in her own home several miles away from his.  There has been a belated, but effective,

movement to deal with battering in the criminal court system, by means of restraining

orders and incarceration.

Cheerful male narcissism

Like any other besotted Theorist of Everything, I began to see narcissism wherever I

looked during this period of my engagement with the problem.  I was browsing

desultorily through cultural historian Ruth Brandon's book, The New Women and the

Old Men, when suddenly bells began to ring.  The brilliant, respected daughter of Karl

Marx, his beloved Eleanor, devoted herself romantically to a man so utterly selfish that

almost no one else could stand him, much less comprehend why she stayed with him. 

The end of the sad story was her suicide after 16 years of hardship and unhappiness.

Edward Aveling, the man in the case, constitutes the epitome of the condition I

have labeled "cheerful male narcissism."  For McClellan's grandiose sense of himself

as a leader of men and savior of the nation, substitute a fondness for wine, women and

song, paid for with other people's money.  An accurate and appalling picture of Aveling
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emerges from the pages of George Bernard Shaw's play, The Doctor's Dilemma.  He

lived off Eleanor Marx, sponged off both rich and poor, bilked his students out of their

tuitions, and philandered without conscience.  On the other hand, Shaw acquits him of

the more "aggressive" vices and finds him intelligent, charming, and a dependable ally

in the militantly atheistic wing of the socialist movement.  (Since Eleanor Marx worked

throughout her life to further her father's aims, we must not underestimate the extent to

which she valued Aveling for his unfeigned support of her political activity.)

A Freudian would tar Marx with the brush of masochism, and a feminist might

reluctantly issue a finding of pathological co-dependence.  The former diagnosis is

nonsense, except insofar as abject feminine devotion finally looks like masochism; the

finding of pathological co-dependence can coexist with my own view, so long as we

bear in mind that, under patriarchy, the causal factor in co-dependence is a good

upbringing.  I want to stress one point only: Marx's confusion and incomprehension.  I

believe it is typical of those who wander into relationships with narcissists.  After only a

year with Aveling, she wrote to a friend:

And while I feel utterly desperate he is perfectly unconcerned!  It is a
continual source of wonder to me.  I do not grow used to it, but always
feel equally astounded at his absolute incapacity to feel anything – unless
he is personally incommoded by it – for twenty-four consecutive hours.

Many years later it was still a source of wonder.  Aveling filched all the objects of value

from their house (paid for by her inheritance), deserted her, and left no forwarding

address.  He had in fact secretly married another woman.  Marx could reach him only

through a third party, and confided as follows to her half-brother:
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I wrote once more to Edward this morning.  No doubt it is weak, but one
can't wipe out 14 years of one's life as if they had not been.  I think
anyone with the least sense of honour, not to mention any feeling of
kindness and gratitude, would answer that letter.  Will he?  I almost fear
he will not . . . .

She is still taking an inventory of his character, and she still cannot believe it.

This type of incomprehension is not confined to the victims of narcissists.  Many

dysfunctional families stay together, not only out of inertia and shared neurosis, but

because one party is ignorant about human psychology.  Wives of compulsive

gamblers keep thinking their husbands will get a grip on themselves and kick the habit. 

But narcissism – even when tinged, as in this case, with sociopathic tendencies – is

harder to identify as a disease, an addiction, or a sin.  The cheerful male narcissist is

often equal to the task of turning the tables, accusing you of selfishness, and justifying

his behavior by appeals to great philosophers and liberal reformers.  Or he may simply

charm you out of your pettish disposition.  After all, he finds it no hardship to be nice to

you.  He is not harboring resentment against you, and has no need to make you suffer

gratuitously.  He only wants to get on with the enjoyment of his own life.  Since he loves

to feed his image of himself as charmer and lover, he may gladly soothe your ruffled

feathers today – assuming he is not having to make any sacrifice in the bargain – and

thereby obtain another round of pleasure at your expense tomorrow.

Had Eleanor Marx been equipped with the requisite sense of her own right to

claim a life of happiness for herself, she might have left Aveling whether she

understood him or not.  We are not barred by my analysis from searching for "deficits"
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in her personality.  But clearly one of the things that kept her in the relationship, to

judge from the two letters cited, was her perpetually flabbergasted state of disbelief at

his pranks and a conviction that he simply could not really be the monster he seemed.

Less than two months before she died, she had something of an epiphany. 

Some biographers might see in the words that I am about to quote only a desperate

rationalization of her own disastrously poor judgment.  But I think there is real

psychological acuity in her explanation to her half-brother:

But I do see more and more that wrongdoing is just a moral disease, and
the morally healthy (like yourself) are not fit to judge of the condition of
the morally diseased; just as the physically healthy person can hardly
realise the condition of the physically diseased.

In some a certain moral sense is wanting, just as some are deaf, or
have bad sight, or are otherwise unhealthy.  And I begin to understand
that one has no more right to blame the one disease than the other.  We
must try and cure, and, if no cure is possible, do our best.

At this point, seemingly for the first time, she does understand.  We can phrase it in

terms of an answer to the rhetorical question posed by her earlier letter: No, he does

not possess "honour" or "kindness" or "gratitude"; nor will he ever possess them.

Unfortunately, she misunderstands the import of her finding, and takes her

disease metaphor too literally.  She fails to tear her analogy apart and note the ways in

which a moral disease differs from a physical disease.  The moral disease is

inoperable, but the patient neither recovers nor dies: he lives on to plague you to

death.  If no treatment or cure for moral disease is available, and the symptoms cannot

even be alleviated, then Aveling should be compared, not to a diabetic or an epileptic,

but to the carrier of a virus, or to some form of natural evil like an earthquake or
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tornado.  We do not blame a weather system for its destructiveness, and we "do our

best," but that entails getting ourselves out of its way.  Marx needed to act as any

healthy organism would act, and remove herself from the dangerous environment into

which she had strayed.

She could not sustain her lofty vision of the blameless patient who suffers the

racking pain of a harrowing moral disease and is in need of nursing.  While the events

that precipitated her suicide are still a matter of conjecture, the circumstantial evidence

overwhelmingly supports the likelihood that, on the morning she took her life, she

learned of his last, most egregious infidelity.

Another take on narcissism

In the course of formulating this chapter, I found myself challenged by an alternate view

of narcissism, and one that is probably more respectable in therapeutic circles.  I have

suggested in the previous pages that the narcissist stands on the other side of a great

divide: most of us can make empathic contact with another point of view, and the

narcissist cannot.  At the same time, the reader has perhaps felt that the line of

demarcation cannot possibly be so firm.

Many experts in the field of mental health would prefer to lay out a continuum of

narcissism.  "Healthy narcissism" would no longer signify a wry paradox, but would

designate the normal end of the continuum.  What I have labeled self-interest,

everyday selfishness, and self-absorption might be assigned to various points along
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the continuum, each a little farther in the direction of serious psychological dysfunction,

until, at the dark end of the spectrum, we would come upon "Narcissistic Personality

Disorder," which is a category in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders.

I have no very strong conviction that this account is wrong and that mine is to be

preferred.  But I have the following reservations.  First, I am reluctant to stigmatize our

human penchant for consulting our own desires with even the faint note of disapproval

implied by the term "healthy narcissism."  The notion of a continuum cannot help but

suggest that, since selfishness taken to the limit puts us in the hell of a recognized

personality disorder, even a little selfishness is a step in the wrong direction: it is too

tempting to then moralize that we should aim toward no selfishness at all.  But pure

selflessness is itself pathological; and under patriarchy, an entire gender has been

colonized and propagandized to the effect that any action on behalf of self constitutes

selfishness.  The result is not a gender of saints, but a gender of exploited servants. 

Women are all too likely to place the needs of men ahead of their own needs.  They

may go through life experiencing guilt over the least twinge of personal aspiration and a

justified if nameless resentment over the way things never seem to pan out for them. 

(Aristotle would perhaps meet this objection by treating healthy narcissism as the

"golden mean" between self-sacrifice and self-aggrandizement, but this takes us too far

afield.  Narcissism is characterized, not by degrees of selfishness, but by the presence

or absence of psychological mobility.  It is absurd to follow Aristotle and conclude that

we could ever have an excess of the latter.)
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Second, I am chary of labeling full-blown narcissism a "mental disorder"

according to the current connotations of that term.  I have tried, in my examples, to

show the ordinariness of even the most thoroughgoing narcissism.  People who suffer

from paranoia, schizophrenia, catatonia, bipolar disorder, and even the highly suspect

condition of "clinical depression" share certain characteristics that set them apart from

the narcissists: they usually engage in major maladaptive behaviors that alarm

themselves and others; and they often respond to drug regimens that suggest, however

murkily, that there may be some chemical disequilibrium in the brain that is implicated

in the condition.  In short, they show signs of actually vindicating the "disease model,"

which has been so recklessly misapplied to more benign conditions.  Narcissists, in

contradistinction, are usually able to live free and clear of any imputation of brain

dysfunction or severe emotional illness.  More to the point, there is no magic

pharmaceutical bullet that will transform a narcissist into a thoughtful and empathic

person.  There is, however, the strange cure for some of the ills that afflict them that I

have already mentioned, that points up the uniqueness of this syndrome: it is

sometimes possible to bring a narcissist out of a tailspin by telling him that he was right

all along – that his wound is owing to the perfidy of others, and that he should not

waste his efforts on persons unworthy of him.  In other words, we get him over his crisis

by strengthening his narcissism.  It is as though we were able to return a paranoid

patient to a productive life by telling him that people really are out to get him.

Instead of giving up her love for Dr. Farro, Carter Heyward persuaded her

friends to admire her for it.  She finally regained confidence and high spirits by writing a
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book that she hopes will change the way therapy all over the world is conducted.  In

short, she plunged deeper into narcissism, added a pinch of grandiosity, and emerged

from her depression.  The twice-fired McClellan, far from having his spirits dashed by

these blows to his vanity, rebounded by running for president: in other words, after a

self-appraisal, he concluded that even the position of General of the Army had given

too limited a scope to his abilities.

Edward Aveling never encountered a funk that could not be cured by more

money and another round of pleasure.  He spoke at Eleanor Marx's funeral,

"theatrically and effectively" according to Brandon, and then went to a cricket match.

As to whether narcissism is a continuum or a great divide, I would put it this way:

empathy is more like an on-off switch than a rheostat.  Given an individual's limitations

of information and imagination, the switch may connect to a very dim bulb; but if the

light is turned on at all, the person is not at that moment narcissistic.  I suspect that in

the right circumstances, all of us may fail to throw the switch, and so indulge in bouts of

narcissism; and adolescence may be partly comprehended as a protracted episode. 

But if we know the location of the switch, we are not constitutionally narcissistic.  Or

perhaps the matter can be put this way: narcissism is the default position, or natural

starting point, for any investigation of another person's psyche; my first idea, when

assessing another person's deed, will be to ask myself what it would mean if I had done

it.  But my ability to go beyond that reflexive approach means that I am not locked into

narcissism as the only possible outcome of my efforts at empathy.

I have no dogmatic idea about how to determine if someone has crossed the
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divide; and furthermore, narcissists are so unlike one another in their value systems

that I will readily admit that they differ radically in their potential for destructive

behavior.  I only wish to warn my readers that narcissists are far more likely to be met

with in everyday life than in mental institutions, jails, or even therapy; and they may

have you thinking that you are narcissistic long before you have the wit to suspect that

they are.

How does therapy differ from life?

Carter Heyward's book raises a number of other questions about therapy.  For

instance, how does therapy differ from friendship?  How does transference-love differ

from love?  How should therapy terminate?

I have known a great many people who encountered tremendous resistance

from their therapists when they announced their intention to terminate.  In several

cases, the therapist treated the decision, from the moment it was announced, as the

most important therapeutic issue, and continued to attempt to undermine it up until the

actual moment of departure – all in the name of what would be best for the client.  Even

in the doorway, some of these therapists did not relent and pronounce a benediction:

their parting shot was a reiteration of their belief that the decision was a mistake.

Here is one such case.  A woman suffering from migraine headaches visited a

clinic and was given a prescription for a painkiller.  When she attempted to renew the

prescription, she found that the cl inic had gone out of business.  A second clinic told
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her that the painkiller was highly addictive and had been inappropriately prescribed. 

This clinic began a program of weaning her from the drug.  In the meantime, the clinic

advised her to undergo therapy in conjunction with the withdrawal process.  The

therapist, however, began a standard course of psychotherapy, similar to Carter

Heyward's.  After several weeks, the woman reminded the therapist that their project

had been undertaken solely as an adjunct of her program to taper off the use of the

addictive medication.  The therapist refused to acknowledge this fact and urged her, up

until the final farewell, to remain in therapy.

In a more pernicious incident, a friend of mine informed his famous New York

psychoanalyst that he now felt strengthened by the progress that he had made and he

was ready to stop.  He had begun his course of therapy with the definite goal in mind of

acquiring more backbone in social and professional dealings, and felt that he had

achieved this.  His therapist belittled his decision to quit and shouted imprecations of

cowardice at him.  My friend wittily had the last word: he pointed out that his ability to

stick to his decision to terminate the therapy proved that it had been successful.

We need not assume that such therapists are motivated by greed.  So let us

diagnose these episodes as cases of narcissism in the therapist.  We have ample

precedent for this diagnosis, which gives us the best explanation for Freud's conduct

with Dora.

Indeed, Freud too, like Carter Heyward, wrote a book about a therapeutic failure. 

Unusual, to say the least – especially since he was the therapist.  Why did he do it? 

He says in the postscript that he believes the analysis is valuable despite its
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fragmentary nature; and it does contain an early version of the Oedipus complex.  Still,

I suggest he published it for the same reason that Heyward published hers: to say to

the world, and especially to the person who inflicted the narcissistic injury, "I was right."

We should also consider the phenomenon of therapist-engendered narcissism in

the client.  A friend of mine who had alienated everyone in her commune with her fits of

temper sought the advice of a therapist, who told her that it was emotionally healthy for

her to vent her feelings and the other people needed to grow up and learn to deal with

honest expressions of emotion.  My friend understood this perfectly.  Unfortunately, the

communal meetings that she attended did not improve.  I will pass over myriad

examples, especially from the 1970s, of people in therapy who trampled upon the

feelings of other people around them because they were taking "assertiveness

training."

Obviously the payment of money, the limitation of contact to the therapeutic

session, and the fact that the cl ient generally has recourse to therapy only in a time of

personal perplexity, puts the therapist in the position of an authority figure.  Heyward's

certainty that she was just as much an authority figure in Farro's life is one of the

symptoms of her narcissism.  Nonetheless, if therapy is not, and cannot be, friendship

among equals, still the peculiarity of therapy as a human institution makes Heyward's

book interesting in spite of itself.  Therapy is an intersubjective exchange between two

human beings and can be viewed simply as such.  Why are these two people meeting

this way?  What do they each get out of i t?

Here is a more complex scenario, one involving a highly ethical therapist. 
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Another friend – himself a mental health professional – was in counseling with this

therapist for many years, passing gradually from an examination of personal and family

issues to a kind of collegial relationship that was still, nonetheless, enacted in paid-for

sessions.  The two men grew closer and more fond of each other, trading books and

ideas.  Finally my friend terminated the therapy, amidst a great deal of ambivalence –

for termination meant the end of a relationship that now functioned very much as if it

were a friendship.

What was this termination like for the therapist?

After the termination, my friend occasionally sent a holiday card, and would

receive a response in kind – but the therapist never sent first.  Then one summer my

friend wrote a note mentioning the death of his brother, and the therapist replied with a

magnificent nine-page letter.  Yet the two still did not meet socially.  My friend regarded

the letter as a very sensitive therapeutic intervention.  But what must the writing of the

letter have been for the therapist?

I suggest that, inasmuch as he was no longer being paid, no longer meeting my

friend during office hours, and no longer responding to a request for services, he was

writing out of friendship.  But how are we to tell?  Put another way, he undoubtedly got

a great deal of pleasure out of writing the letter; so now my friend was functioning

(without remuneration) as one of the outlets for the therapist's human need to relate

gregariously with his own kind.

After several more years of this delicate dance between them, these two men did

become friends.  Or had they always been friends?
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More pertinent to the Heyward case: how does transference-love differ from "real"

love?  Freud himself was bold enough to draw a radical conclusion: transference-love

does not differ from real love.  The transference-love is neurotic, a repetition of Oedipal

love gone awry; but so is "real" love, outside the office, which even in normal people,

Freud says, "verges on the pathological."

He could not have argued otherwise, since elsewhere he had insisted that the

Oedipus complex afflicts us all; and he always made a point of saying that what the

neurotic person suffers is only a little more maladaptive than what the normal person

suffers.  Nevertheless, Freud assumed that his own love for Martha Bernays, whether

regarded as a bout of temporary insanity or not, was the biologically driven pattern of

normal humanity.  He never could go the last mile, and understand normal romantic

love, including his own while it lasted, to be a social and cultural product.  He persisted

in believing that a perfectly adjusted person should "fall in love" and feel an exclusive,

possessive, passionate tenderness toward the object of his love.

Carter Heyward fell in love with Dr. Elizabeth Farro.  She experienced what

every popular song, opera, motion picture, novel, and women's magazine article said

she should experience.  I do not see how we can section off the therapeutic setting,

and call Heyward's love a transference, as if it differed in kind from the real thing.

Therefore, we are also entitled to say that Dr. Elizabeth Farro spurned the

proffered love, as was her right, and that Heyward went on to experience an extreme

episode of unrequited love.  Indeed, this is the best way to make sense of the story.

We need not fault the therapist or adopt Heyward's view that therapy itself, as an
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institution, is to blame.  These events were colored by Heyward's narcissistic

personality.  However, it is disturbing that the year-and-a-half of therapy, far from

ameliorating her condition, actually triggered an episode of acute suffering.  And if

Heyward's contention is far-fetched – that Farro failed as a therapist because she

refused to abandon the therapeutic alliance and enter into a friendship – I find it just as

far-fetched to label Heyward a failed patient.  Farro did not know how to deal with her;

and she did not know that she did not know.

Narcissists make very unpromising candidates for analysis: yet Elizabeth Farro

and Scott Peck stayed the course, waiting for the "transference" to play itself out;

meanwhile their clients were very clear about what they wanted, and never wavered. 

Heyward was a good little patient for only a few months, and in retrospect we can see

that unconsciously she was just trying another tack to win Farro's approval; and

Charlene was a good little patient only in the last session, and only to teach Peck a

lesson.  In spite of a gloomy prognosis, both therapists were determined never to give

in; yet neither had the slightest notion what to do.  Farro kept going, partly because she

cared about Heyward; she had that excuse.  But Peck kept going even though he found

Charlene to be repellent.  If his sessions were costing her, or somebody, $50 an hour,

he accepted payments totaling over $20,000 from her.

But given the assumptions of psychotherapy, what could ever make a therapist

break the treatment off?

A practitioner of so-called "brief therapy" might fare no better in treating

narcissism.  But the nature of the enterprise would at least prevent a deepening of the
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hole that the client is in.  The brief therapist would challenge the narcissist to set his

own goals for life improvement, give him three sessions to start meeting them, and then

boot him out the door when it was obvious he was sabotaging the program.  The

financial cost to the client would be lessened and the therapist's time would be freed to

work with more promising clients.

In the final analysis, it seems fair to say that Heyward and Charlene emerged

from years of therapy absolutely unchanged in any way.  Giving a benign twist to this

interpretation, we can say that no harm was done.  Heyward might just as easily have

undergone a romantic infatuation with someone other than her therapist, and taken her

jilting just as hard; so we need not agree with her that the abusive therapy damaged

her – only that, in the long run, she was dissatisfied with it.

Therapy was just one more venue wherein Heyward sought to impose her will

and get her way; and Charlene used therapy to willfully pursue the highly diverting

pastime of tormenting Dr. Peck.  Both women were eminently themselves in therapy. 

They were narcissistic in therapy as well as out of it.  Perhaps they became more

themselves in therapy.  Psychoanalysis is the disease that it purports to cure.
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