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Freud’s Death Drive, Suicide, and 
Suicidal Terrorism Symposium 

Freud’s Death Drive 

Inna Rozentsvit—Psychohistory Forum Research Assoc. 

Keywords: Freud, Todestrieb, death-drive, death-instinct, suicide, suicid-
al-terrorism, apoptoss  

Abstract: Rozentsvit explores the development of the death drive 
(Todestrieb) as Freud’s theory and through its subsequent expansion by 
Spielrein, Klein, Ferenczi, Menninger, and Winnicott.  A main focus is on 
the translation of Todestrieb as “death drive” versus “death instinct.”  
Life and death are not opposing forces, but parts of the same cycle. 

The origin of this paper is the disagreement momentarily 
registered on my face by Paul Elovitz’ passing comment that he did 
not believe in the death instinct.  In our subsequent discussion he 
asked me to write an article on Freud’s death instinct in relationship 
to the prominence of suicide in our world and suicidal terrorism.  
Below, I will focus on Freud’s death instinct in light of its reception 
in the almost 100 years since its introduction and of a scientific 
breakthrough in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  In a companion 
article, Elovitz will focus on his acceptance of the death instinct as 
an impulse rather than a genetic instinct, suicide, or suicidal terror-
ism, and challenge our intellectual community to apply some of 
Freud’s insights on suicide to our world.  

Most of Sigmund Freud’s revolutionary ideas of neurologi-
cal and psychological functioning of human species were accepted 
by his followers without the slightest doubt, and even taken literal-
ly; but some of his concepts were overtly criticized or simply ne-
glected—even by true believers and promoters of psychoanalysis.  
One of these concepts is the “death instinct”—the “death drive” 
when translated literally from the German Todestrieb.  It was first 
introduced by Freud in his seminal 1920 paper, Beyond the Pleas-
ure Principle, when he wrote, “If we are to take it as a truth that 
knows no exception that everything living dies 
for internal reasons—becomes inorganic once again—then we shall 
be compelled to say that ‘the aim of all life is death’ and, looking 
backwards, that ‘inanimate things existed before living 
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ones’” (S.E., 1920, 38).  

One can argue that Freud was building on, by re-phrasing, 
the biblical “ashes to ashes, dust to dust” of the Book of Common 
Prayer based on Genesis 3:19 and Genesis 18:27 and/or confirmed 
the essence of Jeremiah’s (1:10) appointment to “uproot and tear 
down, to destroy and overthrow” before “build and...plant.”  Still, 
reactions to and decisions about Freud’s proposal of the “death in-
stinct” concept were and still are very contradictory.  Some trained 
biologists-turned-psychoanalysts rejected the death instinct as illog-
ical because it would not be in “benefit of the species” and because 
it is not a “positive” instinct (Michael Fordham in discussion with 
Karl Figlio; Free Associations, 1, 1988, 18).  Highly respected psy-
choanalyst Martin Bergmann felt that it had a “traumatic impact on 
psychoanalytic movement because it greatly limited the belief in 
the curative power of our therapeutic work” (Psychoanalytic Re-
view, 98, 2011, 684).  By contrast, Karl Menninger felt that it was 
“one of the later flowers of the genius of Freud,” and that this mere 
concept had revolutionized psychoanalysis (Man Against Himself, 
1938, vii).  

If we read Freud’s paper carefully, we will notice that he 
does not place the two main drives, life (Eros) and death 
(Thanatos), in opposition, but rather offers an idea of some harmo-
nious fluidity—from inanimate to organic life to death, and then the 
cycle continues.   It is like the ancient Chinese symbol of Yin-
Yang, which means the balance of opposing but complementary 
forces.  It seems that using images helps to conceptualize this bet-
ter, as it is unfortunate that some very important ideas, like the 
death “instinct,” are lost in translation.   We can agree with Hanna 
Segal who had “always disagreed with the translation of Trieb as 
‘instinct’ pointing out that the best translation is the French 
‘pulsion.’  The nearest word in English would be ‘drive’” (“On the 
Clinical Usefulness of the Death Instinct,” International Journal of 
Psycho-Analysis, 1993, 74).   In her paper, Segal uses examples 
from literature, the first of which is Jack London’s Martin Eden, 
who commits suicide by drowning, and who expresses contempt 
and hate towards the part of himself that clings to life.  Martin ex-
periences pain that is tearing his chest apart: “‘The hurt was not 
death’ was the thought that oscillated through his reeling conscious-
ness.  It was life — the pangs of life — this awful suffocating feel-
ing.  It was the last blow life could deal him” (Segal, 55).   

The idea of life and death being just parts of the whole was 
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not Freud’s original one.  In a short footnote to Beyond the Pleas-
ure Principle, he acknowledged the contribution of Sabina Spiel-
rein, who in 1912 wrote a quite profound but little known paper, 
“Destruction as the Cause of Coming into Being” (The English 
translation was published for the first time in 1994, Journal of Ana-
lytical Psychology, 39, 155-186).  Spielrein, who treated children in 
her “White Nursery” in Soviet Russia and subsequently perished in 
the Holocaust, was marginalized by the mainstream medical and 
psychological world for her feminist, developmental, and eclectic 
approach to psychology. 

Since Freud believed that “all of our provisional ideas in 
psychology will presumably one day be based on an organic sub-
structure” (1914, On Narcissism, S.E., 14, 1914, 78), he tried to ex-
plain psychological/psychoanalytic phenomena by utilizing some 
objective biological ones.  That is how he connected the very 
“biological” concept of the “death instinct”—or inorganic state, nir-
vana—to a person’s psychological and behavioral regressive 
tendencies and repetition compulsions.   

In 1931, the League of Nations proposed an exchange of 
letters between intellectuals of various disciplines, which was 
meant for publication, on the topic of “Why War?”  Albert Einstein 
was approached first, and he chose Freud for this task, mainly be-
cause he believed that Freud and his theories on instinctual life 
could shed light on “a question which seems the most insistent of 
all the problems civilization has to face” (Why War? The Einstein–
Freud Correspondence, 1932, 2).  While Freud was surprised by 
the invitation, knowing that Einstein did not really believe in psy-
choanalysis, he engaged in the discussion, and stated the following: 

We assume that human instincts are of two kinds: 
those that conserve and unify, which we call 
“erotic”... or else “sexual”... and, secondly, the in-
stincts to destroy and kill, which we assimilate as the 
aggressive or destructive instincts….  But we must 
be chary of passing overhastily to the notions of 
good and evil.  Each of these instincts is every whit 
as indispensable as its opposite, and all the phenome-
na of life derive from their activity, whether they 
work in concert or in opposition (Why War, 9).   

 As we see here, Freud views the erotic/libidinal/sexual/
constructive/“love” instinct, drive, or force as important as the ag-
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gressive/destructive/“death” instinct/hate “phenomena of life.”  An-
other interesting point should not be neglected: Freud warns us not 
to use the higher philosophical and intellectual constructs of “good 
and evil,” mostly because the life and death instincts are innate—
basic to every human being, good or evil.  Drives are not the philo-
sophical constructs that some people perceive them as.   

As a clinician, Freud explained his drive theory in clinical 
terms.  In a discussion of the superego of a melancholic, he wrote, 
“what is now holding sway in the superego is, as it were, a pure 
culture of the death instinct, and in fact it often succeeds in driving 
the ego into death, if the latter does not fend off its tyrant in 
time” (The Ego and the Id, 1923, 54-55).  Freud did not perceive 
his idea of the death instinct as dogma, but just as a working theory, 
a hypothesis.  He wrote, “The pleasure principle seems directly to 
subserve the death instincts.…  At this point innumerable other 
questions arise to which no answer can be given.  We must be pa-
tient and wait for other means and opportunities for investiga-
tion”  (Quoted by Robert Riggall, in a review of Beyond the Pleas-
ure Principle, Psychoanalytic Review, 1924, 11, 66.) 

The idea of death “instinct,” or drive, was further used by 
those who had accepted it, as each such person looked at it through 
the prism of their mind’s structure and personal and clinical experi-
ences.  That is why Melanie Klein viewed the death instinct as the 
infant suffering from anxiety, fear, and experiences of birth trauma, 
hunger, and frustration, to which the rudimentary, underdeveloped 
ego of the infant responds by using fantasies of splitting and projec-
tion.  Sandor Ferenczi took the idea of the death drive to the devel-
opmental and traumatic point that “the child has to be induced, by 
means of an immense expenditure of love, tenderness, and care, to 
forgive his parents for having brought him into the world without 
any intentions on his part; otherwise the destructive instincts begin 
to stir immediately” (“Unwelcome Child and His Death Instinct,” 
International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 10, 1929, 128).  So, for 
Ferenczi, to maintain the balance of innate love and hate—the life 
and death instincts—one needs to have infusions of external love, 
tenderness, and care, in order for the destructive death instinct not 
to overcome the child.  Ferenczi insisted that traumatized individu-
als have a “diminished desire for life” (128) as a result of this im-
balance between two main life forces. 

 In Man Against Himself, Karl Menninger makes the best 
argument for the impact of the death instinct for clinical practice.  
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Reviewing the history of humanity, religion, and mythology very 
eloquently, and showing that the concept of death is something ir-
revocable, something we are born with, Menninger paints for the 
reader a multi-layered canvas of the destructive death drive coming 
into being of any individual via some major or minor, acute or 
chronic disease or symptomatology.  Menninger highlights one’s 
aggression as being a main component of the death drive.  He pos-
tulates that aggression can be revealed through an actual act of sui-
cide; some forms of “chronic suicide” such as asceticism, taboos, 
martyrdoms, alcohol addiction, neurotic invalidism, and others, and 
so-called “focal” suicides such as self-mutilation, purposeful acci-
dents, and frigidity or impotence.  Irreversible organic disease was 
considered by Menninger, Georg Groddeck, Samuel Jelliffe, and 
others as a sign of self-destruction.  In Groddeck’s words, the organ 
neurosis is when “one is lived by the It” (The Book of the It, 1979 
[1923], 2).  In Jelliffe’s terms, it is when “behavior patterns eat 
their way into structure and cannot be recalled” (quoted by K. 
Menninger, 1940, in a review of Man Against Himself, Journal of 
Nervous and Mental Disease, 91, 1, 117). 

Yet many psychoanalysts, clinicians, and theorists did not 
and do not feel comfortable with the whole general idea of the 
death instinct, and they would like to modify it or discard it com-
pletely.  For example, Donald Winnicott admitted that “it would 
give [him] happiness if [he] could relieve Freud of the burden of 
carrying it forever on his Atlas shoulders” (“The use of an object in 
the context of Moses and Monotheism,” 1969, 242).  Susan Kavaler
-Adler proposes abandoning the “Kleinian” death instinct metapsy-
chology, as she explains that by holding on to a split-off aggressive 
side of her mother, which is hidden behind a defensive idealization, 
Klein was holding on to her death instinct metapsychology, at the 
expense of more developmental understanding of trauma (Klein-
Winnicott Dialectic: New Transformative Metapsychology and In-
teractive Clinical Theory, 2014). 

Without knowing about Freud’s “death instinct” and his 
propositions of its psychological counterparts, I became acquainted 
with it while doing research during my neurology residency in 1992 
at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine.  At the time, my col-
leagues were intrigued and fascinated by the rediscovery of the pro-
cess of apoptosis—programmed cell death—that exists in any multi
-cellular organism.  It sounds similar to Freud’s idea of life and 
death instincts being in balance; otherwise, one encounters severe 
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consequences.  It is as if Freud’s death instinct is very much alive, 
as it operates even on a cellular and molecular level of being!   

Freud the visionary once wrote that the cellular and neu-
ronal processes need “to be regarded as unconscious (unbewusst) 
and... to be inferred like other natural things” (Project for a Scien-
tific Psychology, S.E., 1895/1950, 1, 308).  Although Freud had 
abandoned his Project for a Scientific Psychology, most likely for 
the very pragmatic reasons of not jeopardizing the validity of his 
intellectual child—psychoanalysis—because he did not have the 
full armamentarium of modern MRIs, PET scans, and electronic 
microscopes, he believed that “psychology... shall be a natural sci-
ence” (Project, 295).  He also believed that “all of our provisional 
ideas in psychology will presumably one day be based on an organ-
ic substructure” (On Narcissism, S.E., 14, 1914, 78).  It is very pos-
sible that within our lifetime science will prove him right.  We just 
need to be curious, to keep our minds open, and to learn from each 
other, so the confusion of tongues does not throw us back a century 
again.   

Inna Rozentsvit, MD, MBA, PhD, is a neurologist and neu-
ro-rehabilitation specialist, trained in psychoanalysis.  She is a 
founder of Neurorecovery Solutions, a non-profit organization that 
helps the neurologically impaired and their families, where she 
serves as neuro-psycho-educator and passionate popularizer of 
neuro-psychoanalysis.  Rozentsvit is a research associate of the 
Psychohistory Forum and may be reached at in-
na.rozentsvit@gmail.com. ❑ 

Reconsidering Freud’s Death Drive in 
Our Era of Suicide and  
Suicidal Terrorism 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistory Forum  

Keywords: death-drive, death-instinct, suicide, suicidal-terrorism, Adam 
Lanza, Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel 

Abstract: Freud’s death instinct is explored in relation to the modern 
phenomenon of suicidal terrorism.  The instances of suicide-murder com-
mitted by Adam Lanza and Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel are explored as 
primary examples.    
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When I heard about Freud’s “death instinct” early in my 
introduction to psychoanalysis, I was both excited and repulsed by 
the prospect that humans had an instinct of self-destruction.  It both 
helped to make sense of some horrors in the 20th century and fright-
ened me that such destruction was a basic instinct.  Furthermore, it 
contradicted my view of psychoanalysis as a curative as well as an 
explanatory system.  I had been challenging so much of what my 
history colleagues typically called instinct—that is genetic inher-
itance—since in psychohistory I had discovered that what they la-
beled instinct was in fact learned behavior in early childhood, 
which they had no interest in understanding.  As an advocate of ap-
plied psychoanalysis, the death instinct seemed to make my job of 
explaining it more difficult.    

 The fleeting look of disagreement or puzzlement on Inna 
Rozentsvit’s face as I routinely told my students in the psychohisto-
ry course, “Hitler, the Holocaust, and Genocide,” that I did not be-
lieve in the death instinct stayed with me.  It caused me to stop and 
think about my long-held position, and to renounce it.  Our subse-
quent conversations after class led to this symposium.  The idea of 
the death instinct being an unalterable part of our human condition 
repulses me.  Humans will ultimately die, but we are not psychical-
ly “hardwired” for death as the word “instinct” implies.  However, I 
have no problem whatsoever with the notion that humans have an 
impulse to stop the struggle for life—to die—at certain points in 
their lives.  The death drive helps to explain much that is most trou-
blesome in the human condition.  This brings us to the painful issue 
of suicide, since people prefer to see the greatest danger to their 
lives as coming from others rather than themselves. 

 Suicide occurs when life is too painful.  Life, after all, re-
quires continuous nurturance.  Modern society has created enor-
mous wealth and opportunity, but it has also broken so many bonds 
giving meaning to people’s lives and holding them together with 
their communities.  Emile Durkheim, the psychological sociologist 
who pioneered the study of suicide, called this anomie, which in-
creases in the modern world.  Anomie is alienation, personal unrest, 
and social instability following from a breakdown of values, ideals, 
and standards.  In the developed world, individual suicide increases 
and a very few men choose murder-suicide.  In parts of the Islamic 
world, many turn to fundamentalism in a nostalgic drive for stabil-
ity that provides a fertile breeding ground for anti-secular govern-
ment and anti-Western terrorism.  Young men often struggle to find 
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their place in society; this is especially true in the Arabic world 
where opportunities are far more limited than in the West.  Some 
young Muslims travel to the West for the greater economic oppor-
tunity and freedom, but some of them and their sons feel caught 
between two cultures, leading a very small number to turn to vio-
lent extremism.  The U.S. destabilized the Arabic world with its 
invasion of Iraq, unleashing centuries-old animosities between 
Sunni and Shia Muslims, creating the opportunity for ISIS, which 
uses terrorism of all sorts, including suicidal terrorism.  However, it 
must be remembered that suicide occurs because of the misery of 
the individual.   

 In the developed world, suicide abounds.  People are more 
likely to kill themselves than others.  In the U.S., more women 
have suicidal thoughts than men, but almost 80% of suicides are of 
men since they normally use more violent means than women.  
One of the strongest reasons for much better U.S. gun control and 
restriction is that 60% of those killed by guns are in fact suicides 
(“Suicide: Get the Facts on Suicidal Tendencies,” MedicineNet).   

 Suicide is associated with loss and aggression turned 
against the self.  Healthy mourning involves confronting—after the 
initial inclination to denial—and working through most of the feel-
ings of loss after the death of a loved one, while melancholy in-
volves pathologically holding onto the feelings of grief without re-
alistically working through them.  The young Abraham Lincoln 
became so distraught at the death of his fiancée Ann Routledge that 
his friends set up a suicide watch, fearful of him even carrying his 
pocketknife, a standard item for a man of his time.  His strong de-
pressive tendency is likely to be related to his failure to mourn the 
death of his mother when he was age nine and of his older sister 
who died in childbirth when he was 19.  I always thought that Lin-
coln’s failure to take security more seriously when he had his 
dream of being killed by an assassin shortly before his own assassi-
nation may have been a reflection of a suicidal impulse.  Dreams 
tap into our unconscious and can help warn us of dangers we may 
have been unaware of or dismissed out of hand, but only if under-
stood, seriously considered, and acted upon.   

As a psychoanalytically-trained psychohistorian, I look 
inward as well as outward to what others do.  To understand the 
suicidal impulse, I look to when I felt suicidal at a point when my 
first marriage was falling apart and the long dreamed of “perfect” 
new college I was helping to create—actually only the part of it I 
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was a key member of—was sliding into dysfunction that would 
lead to its disbandment and reassignment of its faculty elsewhere in 
the institution.  My life seemed hopeless for a period when disap-
pointment and pain overwhelmed what little pleasure I experi-
enced.  I felt a profound sense of loss and aggression turned in-
ward.  Fortunately, suicidal thoughts are not the same as actions, 
and I went on to my most pleasurable, creative, and productive 
years.   

 Karl Menninger, as Dr. Rozentsvit points out, believed ag-
gression turned against the self was a key element in the impulse to 
death and examined how people sometimes create a “living death.”  
That is the idea of the death instinct taking the form of “chronic 
suicide” and “focal suicide,” the inclination to work against the 
forces pushing for survival, pleasure, growth, and creativity.  These 
include alcoholism, asceticism, driving away of loved ones, drug 
addiction, intentional (consciously or unconsciously) accidents, 
neurotic invalidism, participation in a dangerous sport without 
proper protection, reckless driving, self-defeating behaviors gener-
ally, self-mutilation, and much more.   

 Suicide is sometimes a rational decision of people in great 
pain with little or no future prospects of a satisfying life.  For ex-
ample, Freud told his doctor it was time to administer fatal doses of 
morphine to end his suffering, and my mother had the same ar-
rangement with her doctor after a long, heroic struggle for life 
against the ravages of cancer.   

 Society, or groups within it, herald as martyrs a few who 
die for a cause.  Socrates, one of my heroes, chose to drink the 
hemlock rather than stop challenging his fellow citizens’ beliefs or 
leave Athens.  Jesus Christ, about whom we have so few sources 
during his brief lifetime, is sanctified as a martyr on a cross, inspir-
ing people for two millennia.  The Arab Spring of 2011 was 
touched off by the self-immolation of a street vendor who commit-
ted suicide over harassment by officials and the seizure of his 
goods.  Shortly afterwards, some other men set themselves on fire 
in protest against their autocratic governments, some of which were 
overthrown.  In countless memorials in towns, cities, capitals, and 
on battlefields, societies honor as heroes those who died fighting 
for them.  We honor as martyrs the 411 first responders who died 
in the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center, especially those who 
went into a building about to collapse.  However, one man or na-
tion’s heroic martyr can be another man or nation’s suicide terror-
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ist.  

 Suicide and suicidal terrorism are prime examples of the 
death drive.  Whereas suicide is viewed as a private affair that is 
not much talked about in public, suicidal terrorism shocks society 
and becomes a source of enormous discussion, fear, mourning, po-
litical finger pointing, and public apprehension.  This is the case of 
the 26 killed in the Newtown school shootings (12/14/12), 36 killed 
in Ankara (3/13/16), 32 killed in Brussels (3/22/16), 76 killed in 
Lahore (3/27/16), 49 killed in Orlando (6/12/16), and 84 run down 
and shot in Nice, France (7/14/16).  Almost every week, at times 
almost every day, the news focuses on the horror of such atrocities, 
spreading fear throughout our society, which is incredibly safe by 
historical standards.  Modern electronic technology brings us the 
fears and horrors of the world instantaneously, making us feel and 
fear danger.  However, statistically you are 14 times more likely to 
drown in your bathtub than to die in a terrorist attack (Zeeshan ul 
Hassan, “A Data Scientist Explains Odds of Dying in a Terrorist 
Attack,” TechJuice, October 15, 2015). 

 Terrorism is not necessarily related to suicide, but murder-
suicide is a common occurrence on our news.  Suicide terrorists, 
whether domestic or international, are likely to be driven by their 
own despair, extreme hatred, and a love affair with death.  I often 
think of these attention-seeking perpetrators of mass horror as 
“lonely suicides” or “cowardly suicides.”  They are miserable but 
unwilling to die alone, they want attention, and to be killed by the 
police or to have placed themselves in the position of having to kill 
themselves as the police close in on them or they confront the hor-
ror of what they have done.  A few do not die in the process, but 
ultimately face death at the hands of the state.  They die knowing 
that they will have their “15 minutes of fame”—more accurately, of 
infamy.   

 Adam Lanza, the 20-year-old suburban son with Asperger’s 
Syndrome and an obsessive-compulsive disorder, killed his mother 
in her bed and then went to the elementary school in Newtown, 
Connecticut where he killed 20 children, six staff members, and 
himself.  Murder-suicide was his escape.  Before her death, I won-
der if his gun-enthusiast mother regretted teaching her son to shoot 
and keeping many guns in their home.  It is noteworthy that during 
the emotional period following the tragedy, the media referred to 
26 deaths, rather than 28, since it was reluctant to include the 
deaths of the murderer and his mother in the statistics. 
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 Politicians such as Donald Trump call for the exclusion of 
Muslims and the building of high walls as a way of preventing ter-
rorism in the U.S., despite the reality that most terror attacks are 
not by the dreaded “other,” but by native-born American citizens 
who are not Muslims.  For example, in 2015, 22-year-old Dylann 
Roof killed nine people in a black church in the name of white rac-
ism.  The relationship of fantasy, group identity, ideology, psycho-
logical disorders, and religion are not easy to sort out and must be 
determined on a case-by-case basis.  Clearly some young Muslim 
men, and a few others, including young women, go to Syria to fight 
with ISIS for the adventure and expression of aggression that they 
imagine.  Fundamentalist Islamic ideology helps to justify their ac-
tions, but most are not that steeped in it.  Some others stay at home 
and seek their 15 minutes of infamy by a terroristic act.  Religion is 
a factor, but it is noteworthy that studies of Islamic terrorists from 
the 9/11 suicide bombers on indicate that most do not appear to be 
observant, although some may show an increased interest in reli-
gion. Yet they want to connect their death to something bigger than 
themselves, which is why some who are reported to never pray, 
such as Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, yell “God is great” amidst 
their act of murder-suicide.  

 The psychological state of the bombers is a key element I 
probe outside of the areas—Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Ni-
geria, etc.—where most suicide bombings occur.  I simply do not 
know enough about what is going on in these areas where so many 
are suffering from the forces of what Freud called Thanatos—the 
death drive.  Freud provides valuable insight into the reasons for 
suicide and all other motivations, without once using the term 
“suicidal terrorism” among his 68 references to “suicide,” 
“suicidal,” and “suicides” (The Concordance of the Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, 5, 1980).  However, suicide terrorism is a 
new phenomenon, which has been quite successful in spreading 
terror in the West despite the relatively low likelihood of death by 
it.   

 In Nice, 31-year-old Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel ran over 
hundreds of people, killing 84 of them as he drove a delivery truck 
into a crowd celebrating Bastille Day with a fireworks display.  He 
then jumped out of the truck, shot people, and died in a battle with 
the police.  Islamic terrorism may have been the justification for 
this non-religious petty criminal who ate pork, danced, drank, 
smoked, and took drugs, despite his religion’s prohibition of these 



Page 236       Clio’s Psyche 

 

behaviors.  He was focused on womanizing, dancing, and muscle 
building, not religion.  The question is: what motivated him to kill 
so many and die in the process?   

 Mohamed was a violent teenager growing up in Tunisia, 
who locked his fairly prosperous parents out of their home when he 
was 16.  Little is known about the dynamics of the family, which 
included six daughters and three sons.  They dragged Mohamed, at 
19, to a psychiatrist, hoping to curb his violent, anti-social ways.  
His psychiatrist said he appeared “strange,” “had an altered percep-
tion of reality,” “would get mad with his parents over nothing,” and 
“wasn’t someone who was living in the real world.”  The doctor 
prescribed an antidepressant, an antipsychotic drug, and a tranquil-
izer to the young man who he saw as slipping into psychosis.  Mo-
hamed married a woman as a way of getting the “papers” to go to 
France.  He was estranged from the wife he abused, by whom he 
had three children, so she took out a restraining order against her 
husband.  Her lawyer described him “as a narcissistic perverted 
man… [who] loved himself very much.”  Lahouaiej Bouhlel ob-
sessed about his ugliness as a teenager and not many years later 
“was fascinated by his good looks.”  On Facebook he created an 
alternate, single personality, claiming to be from Haiti.  In real life 
he was described as “odd” and ready to violently explode at the 
drop of a hat.  On Bastille Day he had his final, violent explosion, 
which took 85 lives—including his own.  Although he sought to 
justify his murderous action with Islamic ideology, his real motiva-
tion was to end the pain and rage that had marked his life (Adam 
Nossiter, Alissa J. Rubin, and Lilia Blaise, “Killer in Nice, Long 
Drawn to Violence,” New York Times, July 25, 2016, A1, A8). 

 As Sigmund Freud recognized, existence can be a struggle 
between the forces of life and death.  Life requires nurturance and 
can involve an enormous amount of loss and pain, leading some 
people to the point of suicide.  Individual suicides are tragedies for 
family and friends, but highly publicized suicides disrupt society 
itself.  In Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), Freud empha-
sized the enormous cost of modern society to the individual.  The 
tremendous benefits we receive are balanced by the repression and 
suppression of so many of our basic inclinations.    

 Suicide can be contagious, especially because it is transmit-
ted by the media so rapidly.  It often occurs in clusters.  When I 
lived in the prosperous town of Ridgewood, New Jersey, there was 
a contagion of suicides in the high school that began in late 1978.  
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Some of the students knew each other.  This infectious effect en-
courages some who see all the attention people around them and 
society pay to a suicide and fantasize that they too can get this at-
tention.  There is the question of what significant other in their 
mind (“object” in psychoanalytic terms) they want to get the atten-
tion of, punish by their death, or perhaps join with in an afterlife.  I 
am reminded of the spread and focus on post office shootings in the 
1980s, which led to the expression “going postal.”  Such conta-
gions eventually run their course.  This will eventually happen with 
suicide bombings, though it will take time, especially because there 
are state sponsors of it other than ISIS.   

How Freud would react to the focus on suicide and suicidal 
terrorism in our world is worth asking.  He certainly would regret 
and be saddened by the enormous waste of life.  However, I doubt 
that he would be surprised by this modern horror.  I am certain that 
he would be using his knowledge of the unconscious to deepen our 
understanding of it.  Our challenge is to apply our knowledge of the 
facts of suicidal terrorism, including unconscious motivations, 
without giving in to the fear it engenders or surrendering our free-
dom in the name of stopping it.  Only then can we outlast the cur-
rent contagion while combatting it effectively. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, editor of Clio’s Psyche, took his doc-
toral degree in history before undertaking eight years of psychoan-
alytic education as part of his psychohistorical training.  He is a 
Founding Member at Ramapo College where his appointment is in 
history, psychohistory, and interdisciplinary studies.  Previously he 
taught at Temple, Rutgers, and Fairleigh Dickinson universities.  
Professor Elovitz is a founding member and past president of the 
International Psychohistorical Association, founder and director of 
the Psychohistory Forum (1982-), and a presidential psychobiog-
rapher.  He is writing Pioneers of Insight: The Making and Makers 
of Psychohistory, has over 325 publications on a wide variety of 
subjects, and may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.  
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Suicide Terrorism, Todestrieb, and the  
Inner World  
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Abstract: The author asserts that it is exceedingly difficult to distinguish 
the death drive as an independent motivation behind acts of suicide ter-
rorism.  He alludes to the history of Ivan Kaliayev, pointing to the com-
plexity of emotions behind his actions, to prove that it is virtually impossi-
ble to explain suicide terrorism solely through Freud’s idea of Todes-
trieb. 

In this essay, I resist the idea of connecting a Freudian death 
drive or Todestrieb to acts of suicide terrorism.  Instead, I re-frame 
the issue in terms of inclinations toward being and non-being in the 
inner world.  The truly difficult question, in my view, and one that 
cannot be fully answered here, is: should we consider the suicide-
terrorist’s violence as an attempt to make his life meaningful, to 
forge attachments, and to act creatively from a vital (if also aggres-
sive) impulse, or should we understand it in terms of a regressive 
group identity, envious and destructive desires, and uncreative or 
defensive (re)actions to anxiety, loss, or deprivation?  To put it 
more simply, if we can set aside our abhorrence for acts of vio-
lence, as well as the many confusions associated with the idea of 
the death drive, we may ask if it is possible for a suicide-terrorist to 
kill and die creatively, in D.W. Winnicott’s sense of the term, or if 
the suicide-terrorist’s actions are best understood as particularly 
destructive examples that express (psychic) non-being.    

For the sake of clarity, I take Freud’s view of the death drive
(s) or Todestrieb to be that which is introduced in Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle (1920): pulsion toward non-existence, the elimi-
nation of life’s tensions, and the organism’s inert pre-history and 
telos (ultimate objective).  I have always been uncomfortable with 
the language of “drives,” and I confess to a longstanding difficulty 
with the concept of Todestrieb primarily because I find it unhelpful 
to try to distinguish their expressions from those drawn from in-
stinctual (libidinal in the language of psychoanalysis) and erotic 
sources.  If we are to remark on an inclination to eternal rest or nir-
vana, or if we have ever felt what Jean Grenier called a fundamen-
tal attraction du vide (attraction to/of the void), then how could 
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such inclinations or “attractions” be reasonably differentiated from 
other (libidinal, erotic) desires?  If death is a sort of consummation, 
we may even agree with Shakespeare’s Hamlet that “‘Tis a con-
summation/ Devoutly to be wish’d”  

But if we are to recognize ambivalent and overlapping 
drives toward life and death, we must also remark ambivalent and 
overlapping impulses toward being and non-being.  In fact, the lat-
ter of these impulses has been the subject of my two recent books 
(Rethinking the Politics of Absurdity, Routledge, 2014; and Ideolo-
gies of Experience: Trauma, Failure, Deprivation, and the Aban-
donment of the Self, Routledge, 2016).  What is important here is to 
clarify the meaning of being and non-being in a sensitive way, not 
as matters of physical survival or demise, but as states of aliveness 
or deadness in the inner world.  If “being” in the inner world in-
volves creativity, meaning, and attachment, then “non-being” signi-
fies not physical mortality but emptiness, meaninglessness, and de-
tachment, even from the self.   

All too often, inclinations toward inner lifelessness are con-
fused with aggression, destructiveness, violence, or death, any of 
which may be—or imagined to be—psychically life-affirming, 
which is to say that they may express, reasonably or perversely, im-
pulses toward creativity, meaning, and attachment.  It ought to be 
noted here that a certain kind of aggression is needed even to pre-
serve the kind of control over and access to one’s inner experiences 
that permit autonomous activity.   

In considering the problem of suicide terrorism, I have 
found it helpful to think through a few simpler examples first.  We 
might begin by imagining an individual who is not a suicide-
terrorist at all, but just an individual who kills himself because he is 
identified with a hated important person in his life (“object” in the 
language of psychoanalysis).  By destroying this representation, he 
may be expressing, paradoxically, a will to “live” free from oppres-
sion.   Alternatively (or concomitantly), we might consider an indi-
vidual who kills herself as a willful deprivation of others.  Such an 
individual may need or desire the vicarious experiences of loss, 
shock, grief, guilt, and shame the act imposes upon others.  While 
this latter example of spiteful suicide might seem almost entirely 
destructive and regressive, it may resemble, at least in some way, 
one who kills themself as an act of protest (where “protest” may 
mean either large-scale political protest or a more “local” protest 
against family, community, or experience).   
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In all of these cases, the act of suicide makes the individual 
a victim—indeed, I have been tempted a few times now to write 
“suicide-victim,” and have had to change my phrasing.  By doing 
so, many suicides demand that someone else occupy the role of vic-
timizer.  The suicidal act may express a need to escape pain of vari-
ous sorts, to be sure, but it may also express a need to blame or con-
demn, reasonably or unreasonably.  It may ask others to bear moral 
responsibility for wrongdoing, call attention to untenable situations, 
or even enrage others in the hope of inspiring change.  To say as 
much is not at all to advocate suicide as a worthwhile means of self
-expression or political agency; it is merely to recognize that sui-
cide is not so easily written off as a mere expression of a desire for 
death.  However misguided we may judge such a course of action, 
to understand what it may signify in the inner lives of those in-
volved requires some suspension of this judgment.    

Certainly, in the case of suicide terrorism, several political 
psychological theories have argued that terrorists find their own 
acts of violence to be creative, expressive of deep and loving at-
tachments to others, and generative of meaning and purpose in their 
lives.  Terror Management Theory, meaning-maintenance models, 
and variants of identity theory all argue, in different terms, that ter-
rorists turn to groups and activities that offer them meaning, be-
longing, and validation of positive features of (group) identity.  The 
suicide-terrorist may find his act facilitative of some of the strong-
est attachments of his life, and, as such, of a kind of psychic vitali-
ty, formed through some admixture of identification and relation.  
If he is taken to believe that his act will affect real social change, or 
if he is affiliated with a group that contends that such acts are noble 
sacrifices undertaken for a greater good, or if he believes that his 
family or immortal soul (or both) will find certain rewards, then his 
violent and (physically) self-destructive act actually connects him 
to beloved others, whose imagined gratitude and good will may be 
internalized.    

All this is to say that we face an incomplete accounting of 
the psychic meanings of the homicidal and suicidal aspects of sui-
cide terrorism.  Over several years of study, one way I have come 
to understand the homicidal-suicidal act is to imagine that the inno-
cence purchased in self-destruction compensates in some way for 
the guilt of bringing death to others.  In a physical, literal sense, the 
suicide-terrorist uses his body and his life as a weapon, often simp-
ly to get closer to victims and to kill or injure more people.  But 
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psychically, the suicide of the terrorist absorbs some of the most 
psychically destructive parts of the murderous act.  The suicide of 
the terrorist, in this sense, may be seen as an attempt, however 
wrongheaded, to contain the guilt of killing others, so that others do 
not have to.  There is an important connection, then, between sui-
cide terrorism and “sin-eating,” a sort of proactive moral defense à 
la Ronald Fairbairn, epitomized in the sacred heroes of religions 
and myths around the world, perhaps none more clearly than in the 
figure of the Christian Jesus.     

Possibly the most complex historical example of this sort of 
suicide terrorism is the famous case of Ivan Kaliayev and his group 
of meurtriers délicats (tender-hearted murderers), who in 1905 con-
spired to assassinate the Russian Grand Duke Sergei Alexandro-
vich.  Albert Camus’ famous play Les Justes (The Just Ones or The 
Just Assassins) valorizes Kaliayev and his terrorist organization 
precisely because of their insistence on self-punishment for their 
deed.  Even if they had been able to avoid a penalty, the group 
would have demanded it, because in their ambivalent (or contradic-
tory, paradoxical) commitment to the necessity of violence (the as-
sassination) and to the expression of its illegitimacy (the need for 
their own punishment), we find a group of suicide-terrorists seem-
ingly seeking not death but attachment, meaning, justice, and crea-
tivity.  Whether this aim was a hollow fantasy or a respectable ethi-
cal stance is quite difficult to say, and I shall have to leave it as an 
open question in this brief essay.   

Camus, for one, claimed that “the bond that united [the 
group] replaced every other attachment in their minds,” and that 
this close tie was what permitted them to inhabit “the same para-
dox, combining in themselves respect for human life in general and 
contempt for their own lives — to the point of nostalgia for the su-
preme sacrifice” (The Rebel, Trans. A. Bower, New York: Vintage, 
1991, 167-168).  This point may be taken to suggest that at the cen-
ter of the terrorist group was a very powerful kind of Eros, one that 
may embody in an unusual way Paul Elovitz’ characterization of 
suicide terrorists as indulging in “a love affair with death.”  Of 
course, it may be just as likely that Kaliayev was a suicidal fanatic 
in whose (grandiose) fantasy his own death held infinite meaning, 
since even his lover, Dora Brilliant, remarked that Kaliayev 
“passionately desired to make the sacrifice” (168).  Also, as Martha 
Crenshaw notes, even terrorists who were much more pragmatic 
than Kaliayev, admittedly a religious mystic, seemed to welcome 
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capture because it brought release from the strains of underground 
existence and a sense of content and fulfillment.  For example, 
Meridor, a member of the Irgun High Command, felt “high spirits” 
and “satisfaction” when arrested by the British police… In fact, un-
til his arrest he had felt “morally uncomfortable,” whereas after-
wards he felt “exalted” (“The Causes of Terrorism,” Comparative 
Politics, 13 [4], 1981, 395).   

All this is to say that there may be several motivations for 
the suicidal acts that relieve guilt and tension, disinhibit vital forc-
es, and function in ways that seem to differ from a drive toward 
death.   

Praising Kaliayev and the 1905 terrorists, Camus suggests 
that their acts of terrorism and self-sacrifice were profoundly erotic, 
metaphorical copulations.  By destroying themselves, Camus 
writes, they “really did give birth, by their very negation and death, 
to a value that will henceforth be imperative… A life is paid for by 
another life, and from these two sacrifices springs the promise of a 
value” (The Rebel, 166-169, emphasis added by author).  Indeed, 
for Kaliayev, self-sacrifice by capital punishment is a consumma-
tion of his love, love for his group and for a fantasized world of the 
future, but love nevertheless.  “[A]t the foot of the scaffold, I shall 
turn my back on you and on this loathsome world forever, and at 
last my heart will flood with joy, the joy of love fulfilled” (Les 
Justes, Trans. S. Gilbert, New York: Vintage, 1958, 289).    

Since Kaliayev’s act was a consummation and a copulation, 
it yielded children in the form of “values,” but also, only slightly 
less abstractly, future generations of innocent Russian children.  
According to Kaliayev, it is the children of Russia who are suffer-
ing, and it is in the name of the petits-enfants or “children’s chil-
dren” of Russia that murders are warranted (Les Justes, 295).  But 
as the children of children, both doubly innocent and doubly vul-
nerable, these children must be secured against contact with guilt 
and crime.  Kaliayev ostensibly kills on their behalf to create a bet-
ter Russia for them.  But he also kills himself, as if doing so protect-
ed the children’s children from inheriting his sin.   

Kaliayev’s physical survival would, he feared, implicate his 
children retroactively in his crime, preventing them (and preventing 
him) from inhabiting a fantasized world of innocence; one that is, 
admittedly, rather primitive and difficult to distinguish from a kind 
of simple naivety.  In a sense, what Kaliayev and the assassins were 
attached to, what they sought to create, and what gave their acts 
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meaning, in their eyes, was the potential for renewing the world, 
which we may interpret to be the same as the creative capacity to 
see the world as renewed, to “see everything in a fresh way” (D.W. 
Winnicott, “Living Creativity,” Home Is Where We Start From, 
London: Norton, 1986, 41).  With reference to this world in which 
childlike vitality and creativity may be experienced without guilt, 
Kaliayev’s act takes on new meaning.  Upon hearing of Kaliayev’s 
hanging, his lover Dora exclaims: “Something has come to pass 
which testifies for us; a sign for all the revolutionaries of the world.  
Yanek [Kaliayev] is a murderer no longer.  A hideous crash!  That 
was enough to plunge him back into the carefree joy of child-
hood” (Les Justes, 301). 

Needless to say, if a drive toward physical non-being were 
the only force in operation here, it would be difficult to understand 
this complex set of emotions, which seems to involve at least a 
recognition of guilt, a rudimentary sense of moral innocence, an 
impulse toward creativity and renewal, and a desire to make repara-
tions to others, even if those others are future children.  Thus, as 
wrongheaded as it may be, suicide terrorism seems likely to express 
something both more vital and, perhaps because of this, more diffi-
cult to understand, than an impulse toward death.   

Of course, we may choose to conclude that Kaliayev’s ac-
tions expressed a desire for psychic non-being, that he had fused his 
identity with that of his group and rejected all other attachments, 
including those that bound him to the human community and even 
to himself.  We may say that, while violence sometimes can be 
meaningful, his act and his attitude toward it were indicative of a 
desire to make his violence meaningless, since he refused to “live 
with” his deed, its rationale, or its consequences.  At the same time, 
however, although they are expressed in somewhat crude terms, we 
may find in the fantasies described in Camus’ and Crenshaw’s (and 
others’) accounts of Kaliayev and his group many of the same basic 
elements—attachment, meaning, creative activity, and even a kind 
of reparative impulse—that are necessary for us to experience our-
selves as vital and meaningful actors in our inner worlds. 

Matthew H. Bowker, PhD, is Clinical Assistant Professor of 
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most recently, of A Dangerous Place to Be: Identity, Trauma, and 
Conflict in Higher Education (with D. Levine, 2017), D.W. Win-
nicott and Political Theory: Recentering the Subject (with A. Buzby, 
2016), and Ideologies of Experience: Trauma, Failure, Depriva-



Page 244       Clio’s Psyche 

 

tion, and the Abandonment of the Self (2016).  He welcomes com-
munication at mhb34@medaille.edu.  ❑ 

Probing the Unconscious Rather than  
Suicide 

Claudia Frank—Psychoanalyst in Private Practice 
(Stuttgart) 

Keywords: Freud, Rosenfeld, death-drive, instinct, unconscious, sadism, 
narcissism, clinical-analysis, suicide 

Abstract: The author provides historical context surrounding Freud’s 
death instinct and summarizes some older interpretations of Freud’s ide-
as, including Herbert Rosenfeld’s interpretation.  She also provides clin-
ical insight into the death drive by describing her experience with a sui-
cidal patient who battled against his libidinal side, which eventually 
dominated his emotions, and the battle against his own vulnerability. 

 I would like to add to the symposium papers from the point 
of view of a clinician who also did some research on the history of 
the concept of the death drive.  As is well known, there are many 
layers in Freud’s proposal of a death drive, from biological to phil-
osophical ones.  However, besides focusing on aggression turned 
outward, he wanted to do justice conceptually to clinical facts—in 
our case to self-destructive clinical phenomena—with which he 
was confronted in his practice.  His clinical experiences required, 
finally, something “beyond the pleasure principle.”  Later he 
would ascribe it to some resistance and that it needed such a long 
time before he decided to recognize an aggressive instinct.   

 In my view, the choice to name it “death drive” is psycho-
logically understandable, but unlucky: it served as a suitable con-
tainer for clinical experiences of destructiveness in the analytic re-
lationship.  On the one hand, as I imagine it, unavoidable, direct 
experiences of something deathly (in the most varied forms and 
manifestations) were in a sense pressing—along with the relevant 
observations in the analytic situation—for adequate representation.  
On the other hand, it fostered and continues to foster misunder-
standings.  So Freud initially suggests “dealing with it” in a tangi-
ble biological or physiological/physical way instead of examining 
how far analogies from this domain may or may not be helpful as 
necessary in understanding clinical phenomena.  



Freud’s Death Instinct Symposium      Page 245          

 

 In The Ego and the Id (1923), the connection with the clini-
cal practice became clearer.  Freud illustrates the connections espe-
cially impressively with melancholia, in which the excessively 
strong superego, having overtaken consciousness, is said to rage 
against the ego with merciless violence, as if it had seized all the 
sadism available in the individual, now reigning in the superego, as 
a pure culture of the death drive (53).  He had actually addressed 
that area years before, in Mourning and Melancholia (1917), which 
was the beginning of a theory about the internal world peopled by 
primitive internal figures.  It is this concept that I find helpful in 
dealing with patients suffering from suicidal ideation.  Of course, in 
the meantime there was further conceptual development to capture 
more precisely those kinds of dynamics in the internal world.  One 
strain of thought consists of describing the complexities in the form 
of different “organizations,” namely narcissistic ones. 

 Herbert Rosenfeld gave a very detailed analysis of this pro-
cess, which he termed “destructive narcissism.”  In A Clinical Ap-
proach to the Psychoanalytic Theory of the Life and Death In-
stincts: An Investigation into the Aggressive Aspects of Narcissism 
(1971), Rosenfeld most impressively delineated how, for example, 
an internal mob/gang/mafia dominates the situation all powerfully 
as a cruel part of the self, staying alive by idealization and brute 
force, enticing with false promises, and thus impeding the develop-
ment of the libidinous self.  Such patients are inexorably drawn into 
a perverse world where life and sanity, regarded as evidence of 
weakness, are treated with contempt.   

 According to Rosenfeld, it is essential “to help the patient to 
find and rescue the dependent sane part of the self from its trapped 
position inside the psychotic narcissistic structure” (1971, 175).  He 
went on to say that “Secondly, it is important gradually to assist the 
patient to become fully conscious of the split-off destructive omnip-
otent parts of the self which control the psychotic organization, be-
cause this can only remain all-powerful in isolation” (175).  

 Rosenfeld also applied this model in trying to understand 
what happened in Nazi Germany and to describe the kind of psy-
chic work that was needed during the decades thereafter.  As I take 
it, this model helps us to get a hold of the disquieting dynamics in-
dividually and socially.  I limit myself here to give an idea of the 
first by describing the analysis of Mr. B, who again and again felt 
suicide to be “the only solution.”  My patient had been in a leading 
business position and his high-risk work strategy had meant that the 
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company was going to assist him in “business” and send in some-
one to work with him “side by side.”  This had been unacceptable 
to him and he had resigned in “mutual agreement.”  In a panic that 
his feelings of revenge might lead him to suicide, he went into the 
hospital (for a few weeks) immediately after emptying his office.  
This gave him some relief, but no greater perspective.  

 He explained that he had lived for the company and ne-
glected his wife and family.  Now he felt he was a “social parasite” 
and “useless flotsam,” the kind of person for whom he had utter 
contempt and treated badly.  Each glance by anyone in his 
hometown confirmed and strengthened this view of himself.  He 
had always taken risks.  As a child and adolescent, he had always 
been the “smallest and skinniest,” but he never shied away from 
physical fights, although he always lost.  Mr. B took part in the 
most daring tests of courage, such as jumping off a bridge fully 
clothed, which nearly cost him his life.  He was the only one who 
had jumped.   

 Almost as an aside, he let me know that at the end of the 
war, his mother had fled from East Germany to Northern Germany 
with him in “a box.”  They found refuge with a family of a busi-
nessman, where they were tolerated rather than welcomed.  He 
“followed” the businessman’s children, who were significantly 
older than him.  I understood the strength of feeling with which he 
wanted to be part of something; he hated his feeling of being small 
(concretely and metaphorically) as a life-threatening and isolating 
weakness.  On one level, he seemed to have conquered this weak-
ness with his risky actions, but deep inside him he had the lurking 
knowledge that he was not one of the “real” children of this busi-
nessman.  This to him meant that he had no home, and was aban-
doned and useless ballast.  When I addressed this, he let me know 
that he had called the businessman “father” until he was 15, alt-
hough his real father had long since returned after being a prisoner 
of war, having found work in the businessman’s company.  

 In analysis, he demonstrated an attachment to me alongside 
our formal business relationship.  He was determined to do analy-
sis, but told me in the first few sessions how much he felt robbed 
of the use of his eyes as weapons because he could not see me as 
he lay on the couch.  This use of his eyes had prevented him from 
seeing an ophthalmologist, although his vision had deteriorated for 
some time as he feared paranoid revenge, i.e. that—as a punish-
ment—the doctor would damage his eyes instead of curing them.  



Freud’s Death Instinct Symposium      Page 247          

 

It was only after I addressed his fantasies and his self-destructive 
behavior that he could deal with this and have an operation.  He 
expressed his appreciation in the following way: “You sometimes 
say something that annoys me because I can’t avoid recognizing 
some truth in it.”  Gradually, he began to be more observant and 
perceptive.   

Full of astonishment, he told me about the old women on 
the bus on the way to his analysis, who talked in an engaged and 
cultivated way about topical political issues.  For him, age meant 
“grey, lifeless, and useless.”  He also had “empathic” thoughts 
about a down-and-out person, whom he frequently saw on his way.  
He dared to make short errands into town and slowly managed to 
increase his internal and external scope.  The sessions became the 
“high point” of the day for him.  But in his experience this meant 
“giving too much of himself,” so that he had to curtail this growing 
relationship with a kind of business relationship.  

 Mr. B started the session by stating that he was all set to 
end therapy.  I interpreted that he felt driven by something inside 
him to break off, that it was his attempt to assuage his deep panic 
that he might be caught unawares, being shown the door.  He could 
tell me that this was “his way” of dealing with his wish to be part 
of something and then finding out that he was not; he tried to es-
tablish clarity.  For the first time, Mr. B talked about the possibility 
that he might have been happier not to be at the top of a business, 
but “one step below.”  But nothing could be done about that now.  
He was touched by my thought that here too he felt he did not have 
to force things “to the top,” but could be one step below.  He said 
that the “gut feeling” on which he usually relied was absent and the 
brutality came from the head.  Then he became somewhat insecure.  
I said that he seemed to question whether or not he should leave it 
to this brutality.  The patient used the word “brutality” for breaking 
off his analysis from one moment to the next, which he felt on one 
level to be a “brutal stop,” doing violence to his infantile part.  

 Mr. B had come to analysis with an overpowering patho-
logical superego organization, to whose cold un-forgivingness he 
felt exposed to following a professional failure close to retirement 
age.  He now found himself in the same position as those people 
for whom he had held contempt and treated badly.  Mr. B had al-
ways thought to attain a superior position in relation to other peo-
ple, which meant that he had to drop people mercilessly, take re-
venge for earlier humiliations, etc.  When he was in distress, there 
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was no internal opposition to his seeking help.  But as soon as he 
had more room to breathe, this was no longer tenable.  The more 
his instinctual drive for pleasure came to the fore, the more ex-
posed he felt.  He spoke with self-contempt of being a vulnerable 
“mimosa.”  He knew that I saw this differently and profited from 
this in an underhand way.  He began to feel visibly and noticeably 
better.  Suicide was no longer the (imagined) “solution.”  I would 
like to suggest that a view of seeing the internal world as complex 
organizations, in which a shift of the self-destructive balance might 
open a way out, and could also fruitfully be applied to the social 
level. 

Claudia Frank, Priv.-Doz., MD, psychoanalyst in private 
practice in Stuttgart and training analyst of the Deutsche Psycho-
analytische Vereinigung (DPV), which is part of the International 
Psychoanalytic Association (IPA).  She worked from 1988-2001 at 
the Department for Psychoanalysis, Psychotherapy and Psychoso-
matics of the University in Tübingen.  From 1998-2001 she was in 
charge of the Chair for Psychoanalysis, Psychotherapy and Psy-
chosomatics.  Dr. Frank published Melanie Klein in Berlin (2009), 
which addressed technique, theory, the history of psychoanalysis, 
and applied psychoanalysis.  She may be contacted at Cl.Frank@t-

online.de.  ❑ 

What is the Death Instinct and Does It  
Apply to Psychohistory?  

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

Keywords: Freud, death-drive, violence, instinct, drive, Eros, human-
destructiveness 

Abstract: The author emphasizes the struggle of even defining Freud’s 
death drive and attempts to tease out its various interpretations as an 
instinct.  He asserts that Freud’s own confusion sheds little light on the 
true interpretation of the idea and further posits that it is impossible to 
explain death as the result of an internal motivation. 

Homo sapiens are the most resourceful killers on the planet.  
Our ingenious innovations on how to end the lives of other ani-
mals, plants, and fellow humans have contributed to making us 
earth’s dominant species.  A controversial attempt to make sense 
of our magnificent destructiveness was made by Sigmund Freud; 
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yet his notion of a death instinct is a conceptual muddle.  Its lack of 
coherency raises questions as to whether the death instinct can help 
explain our violence and killing or be used sensibly within psycho-
analysis, history, and psychohistory.  

First, what does Freud mean by the death instinct?  He 
writes: “that ‘the aim of all life is death’” for there is “a truth with 
no exception that everything living dies for internal rea-
sons” (italics added by the author).  Each “organism shall follow its 
own path to death,” for “the organism wishes to die only in its own 
fashion.”  The “first instinct” is “to return to the inanimate 
state” (Freud, S.E., 18, 1920, 38-39).  

There are a few things to note.  The drive toward death here 
is biological.  It is clearly directed inward toward the organism and 
not outward toward others.  It presents all life as containing planned 
obsolescence, as life is a terminal disease.  The death instinct is not 
just symbolic; it without exception includes actual deaths.  The 
drive toward one’s demise may be mental in certain species, but it 
is not described as involving consciousness.  

All organisms eventually die, but not all organisms inten-
tionally end their own existence.  The decision to commit suicide, 
even if impulsive, involves consciousness.  Suicide is a death 
choice rather than a death instinct.  To meet Freud’s initial criteria, 
a death instinct has to be both instinctual and universal, and suicide 
is not the only cause of death, nor does it appear to be instinctual.   

This raises the thorny question of what is an instinct.  
Online, the Merriam-Webster definition of an instinct is “a largely 
inheritable and unalterable tendency of an organism to make 
a complex and specific response to environmental stimuli 
without involving reason” (Merriam-Webster, 2016, merriam
-webster.com).  Freud, on the other hand, views instinct as 
arising from “within the organism” and not from “the exter-
nal world” (S.E., 14, 118).  Freud also asserts that an instinct 
is constant, and to respond to the instinct the organism makes 
“an appropriate (‘adequate’) alteration of the internal source 
of stimulation” (S.E., 14, 119).  Freud does not clearly show 
the various manifestations of this internal stimulus.  He also 
adds that “from a biological point of view, an ‘instinct’ ap-
pears to us as a concept on the frontier between the mental 
and the somatic” (S.E., 14, 121-122).  At the time of this 
1915 writing, Freud viewed the mind as being composed of 
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preconscious, unconscious, and conscious elements.   

He does not specify which aspects of the mental appa-
ratus are used in response to instinctual stimuli.  This leaves 
a major gap, and Freud often recognizes this.  In 1915, he 
says that the meaning of instinct “is still somewhat obscure”; 
in 1920, he writes that instincts are “the most obscure ele-
ment of psychological research” (S.E., 18, 34).  Even in 1924 
after Freud proposes the structural model of the mind with id, 
ego, and superego, he again writes that the “theory of the in-
stincts is…the least complete portion of psychoanalytic theo-
ry” (S.E., 7, 168, note 2).  

Considering Freud’s failure to give an adequate de-
scription of how instincts function within the mind, the way 
the death instinct acts remains obscure.  We are left with two 
views of the death instinct.  On the one hand, given its admit-
ted obscurity, there is no way to know to what degree the 
death instinct is conscious, subconscious, or unconscious, 
and whether it is part of the id, ego, or superego.  On the oth-
er hand, in specific descriptions of the death instinct, there 
are reasons to believe that it works internally without includ-
ing the conscious or ego elements of the human mind.       

As Freud’s death instinct focuses on the organism’s internal 
workings, how can he get to the point of it applying to others?  
First, he asserts that at one time he equated ego instincts with death 
instincts, but then backed away, saying only libidinal instincts are 
within the ego.  This then still leaves him without a pathway to the 
external.  Later, Freud rhetorically asks if it is “plausible” that 
“sadism is in fact a death instinct” for “obtaining erotic mastery…
coincid[ing] with that object’s destruction” (S.E., 18, 53-4).   

“Sadism,” Freud writes, “consists in the exercise of violence 
or power upon some other person or object” (S.E., 14, 127).  In 
calling sadism a death instinct, Freud makes a great leap.  With a 
sleight of hand, Freud has taken an internal phenomenon and made 
it interpersonal.  But there are problems.  Sadism is clearly one per-
son acting on another, so it is not internal and is not usually intend-
ed to be homicidal.  Even if sadism contains a symbolic death wish, 
Freud’s notion of the death instinct is about a drive that always pro-
duces demise.  Since sadism is not usually aimed at a literal death, 
it cannot accurately be called a death instinct, nor is sadism an oc-
casional drive toward death consistent with Freud’s declaration that 
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without exception all life forms die for internal reasons.  Freud has 
contradicted his own description of what the death instinct entails.  
His portrayal of a death instinct toward others is as obscure, incon-
sistent, and incomplete as is his instinct theory.  If there is actually 
a death instinct, Freud was not able to show how it applies to ac-
tions between humans in ways that conform to his own criteria.  
Freud’s explication of the death instinct is self-contradictory and 
incoherent.  

Later, Freud wrote that “human instincts are of only two 
kinds: those which seek to preserve and unite…and those which 
seek to destroy and kill.”  He calls the first erotic, sexual, or Eros, 
and the latter aggressive and destructive.  Almost as soon as Freud 
separates them, he then adds that the erotic may often contain ag-
gressive components and destructive idealistic elements.  Instead he 
never attempts to clarify how we can separate the preservative from 
the destructive, but continues as though they are two clearly distinct 
instincts (S.E., 22, 1932, 209-210).  Furthermore, identifying ag-
gression as primarily aimed at killing is one-sided. While so many 
aggressions are dangerous, deadly, and destructive, they can be 
positive forces.  In basketball, aggression can be driving past your 
opponent to make a lay-up; in business, surpassing a rival; in sci-
ence, Watson and Crick were aggressive in wishing to beat their 
competitors to uncover the secrets of DNA.  Aggression can be as 
much Eros as Thanatos, as creative as destructive.  It may be di-
rected toward winning as much as destroying.  Freud failed to show 
why aggression should be grouped with killing, yet not with pre-
serving and enhancing.    

Psychoanalyst Charles Brenner says Freud’s death drive is 
based on the biological opposition of life and death, but in fact 
“there is no such clear distinction between life and death…
biologically” (The Mind on Conflict, 1982, 17).  As psychologist 
Thomas Suddendorf said, “all animals…have to eat other organ-
isms—whether plant, fungus or animals—for sustenance” (The 
Gap, 2013, 1).  The Oxford English and Merriam-Webster diction-
aries each define killing as taking the life of plants and animals.  
Survival requires ending the lives of living beings.  To live is to 
kill.  While lethality is not all of life, Freud underestimates how 
closely tied together the preservative and the destructive are.  If 
what leads to death can preserve life, then distinctions between 
Eros and Thanatos become fuzzy.  No matter how he slices it, 
Freud’s explication of the death instinct is conceptually confused.            
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Neither psychoanalysis nor psychohistory is an experi-
mental science.  Still, the questions a scientist should ask have mer-
it in evaluating a concept: what does the idea mean and what evi-
dence is there for and against it?  With the death instinct, Freud’s 
assertion that without exception all organisms die for internal rea-
sons is clearly not the whole story.  Being killed by a lightning 
strike or catching a fatal infection in infancy cannot be reduced to 
just an inward death instinct.    

Subsequent writers who sought to revive the death instinct 
have not escaped the pitfalls that bedeviled Freud.  There is not yet 
a reliable account showing how the death instinct works either in-
wardly or between humans.  This Freudian notion is obscure, inter-
nally confused, overly broad, difficult to apply to cases, and is 
missing serious attempts to find evidence to confirm or disconfirm 
it.  At this point, the Freudian death instinct cannot be of much help 
in understanding human destructiveness, in part because Freud’s 
notion of the instinct is vague, undeveloped, and full of gaps.  A 
critique of psychohistory is that it sometimes turns to half-baked 
ideas that do not meet scholarly standards for evidence and argu-
ment.  Until the time conceptual clarity is reached and a truly em-
pirical evaluation is undertaken, the words “death instinct” should 
not be part of the active vocabulary and practice of psychohistori-
ans.     

Ken Fuchsman, EdD, recently retired after a long career 
as a professor and administrator at the University of Connecticut.  

He is on the Editorial Boards of Clio’s Psyche and the Journal of 
Psychohistory, and is president of the International Psychohistori-
cal Association.  He has published a variety of articles on subjects 
such as Freud, the nature of love, the Oedipus complex, President 
Obama, trauma, violence, and is working on a book on the nature 
of being human.  He can be reached at kfuchsman@gmail.com. ❑ 

Vicissitudes of the Death Drive 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Keywords: Rozentsvit, Spielrein, Freud, death drive, biology, Todestrieb, 
aggression, suicide, terrorism, fear, Islam, mortality, heroism 

Abstract: The author responds to Rozentsvit and expands on her citation 
of Sabina Spielrein’s work.  He compares and contrasts Freud’s and 
Spielrein’s ideas of a death drive and goes on to elaborate on the ancient 
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Greek origins of Freud’s ideas.  The author also discusses the death drive 
as developed in the works of Finish authors Pentti Ikonen and Eero Re-
chardt. 

In her perceptive paper, Inna Rozentsvit mentions Freud’s 
acknowledgment of Sabina Spielrein’s contribution (1912; first de-
livered to the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in November 1911) to 
the conception of the death drive.  However, in his footnote, Freud 
also states that Spielrein’s idea “is not entirely clear to me” (Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle, S.E., 18, 1920, 55).  Actually, Freud’s death 
drive is different from Spielrein’s, who proposed a tension between 
two separate drives: the individual, static, and conscious drive to 
survive and the dynamic, transformative, and unconscious drive to 
reproduce.  The latter (“sexual” or “erotic”) drive has two aspects: a 
creative and a destructive one.  For Freud, the death drive was not 
an aspect of the reproductive drive but existed separately.  The re-
semblance to the law of entropy here is evident: the energy of a 
physical system declines over time to zero. 

Carl Gustav Jung’s footnote to his later editions of Symbols 
of Transformation (1952, 328; see also John Launer, Sex Versus 
Survival: The Life and Ideas of Sabina Spielrein, 2014, 148, 185–
86) dismissed both Freud’s and Spielrein’s (Jung’s earlier patient, 
assistant, friend, and probably lover) conceptions of the death drive.  
Jung claimed that there is no death drive and that Spielrein had de-
rived her idea of it from the mythological image of the “Terrible 
Mother,” symbolizing spiritual life.  However, Spielrein’s approach 
was more extensive.  She had used observations from biology, psy-
chology, philosophy, literature, and mythology.  She tried to con-
nect the biological and the psychological processes and to base psy-
choanalytic drive theory on evolutionary premises. 

At that time, both Freud and Jung rejected such connections 
to biology.  In his letter to Jung (before their break), Freud com-
ments on the “little Spielrein girl’s” ideas: “What troubles me most 
is that Fraulein Spielrein wants to subordinate the psychological 
material to biological considerations; this dependency is no more 
acceptable than a dependence on philosophy, physiology, or brain 
anatomy.  ΨA fara da se [Psychoanalysis will get along by it-
self]” (The Freud/Jung Letters: The Correspondence between Sig-
mund Freud and C.G. Jung, Ed. William McGuire, Trans. Ralph 
Manheim & R. F. C. Hull, 1974 [originally Nov. 30, 1911], 468).  
Drive (Trieb), for Freud, was located in the intermediary area be-
tween the biological and the psychological while instinct (Instinkt) 
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belonged exclusively to the realm of biology. 

However, in many places, Freud insisted that psychoanaly-
sis should not discard disciplinary contacts with biology.  In the 
1920s and 1930s, Freud again reminded his readers of the im-
portance of biology as a science of the future and as a “land of un-
limited possibilities” (Freud, 1920, 60).  To Einstein, Freud  admit-
ted that the theory of drives was a metapsychological mythology of 
the psychoanalysts, like the theory of atoms was a mythology of 
the physicists (“Why War?,” S.E., 1933, 20).  In his answer to his 
colleague Ernest Jones, Freud gives one of his clearest and most 
concise descriptions of his conceptions of Eros and the death drive: 

That life began with a disintegration is only 
a deduction, just based on the general nature of a 
drive.  Since one observes that Eros wants to estab-
lish larger living units, one concludes that such a 
state existed at the beginning and was destroyed 
with the start of life.  In no way do I overestimate 
the conclusiveness of this construction.  Another 
way out is welcome…  It would be in the nature of 
Eros to turn outwards, as it seeks union with some-
thing else.  Such a tendency would not be in the na-
ture of the Todestrieb, since it would only be intent 
on destroying its own living mass.  It is therefore 
assumed that the direction outwards originates from 
Eros.  The Todestrieb which is also taken along out-
wards would thus become the Destruktionstrieb.  
Result: through this change the living organism pro-
tects itself against self-destruction. Of course, all 
this is tentative speculation – until one has some-
thing better (The Complete Correspondence of Sig-
mund Freud and Ernest Jones 1908–1939, Ed. R. 
Andrew Paskauskas, 1995, 741).   

Freud does not seem to have believed in the primary aggres-
sive drive but in the internal death drive that can secondarily turn 
outwards into an aggressive or a destructive impulse.  As can be 
seen from the above quotation, Freud was open to other construc-
tions and better interpretations. 

Rozentsvit referred to some later authors and their additions 
to and rejections of the death drive, but she did not give any recent 
theoretical reinterpretation concerning the vicissitudes of the death 
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drive.  One such reinterpretation and possible extension of Freud’s 
death drive was carried out by two Finnish psychoanalysts, Pentti 
Ikonen and Eero Rechardt, who (from 1976 until 1992) co-wrote 
articles.  Their most important papers were later collected in their 
work Thanatos, Shame and Other Essays: On the Psychology of 
Destructiveness (2010).  Through a reading of Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle, they developed their theory about the death drive.  They 
saw it as a general tendency to get rid of disturbance/distraction 
and to achieve peace and relief.  The authors were critical of 
Freud’s and others’ later references to the destructive elements in 
the death drive.  For them, destructivity is only one of several pos-
sible expressions of the death drive.  Ikonen and Rechardt argued 
that the process of “binding” drive energy may take many forms 
throughout psychic development.  In their work, “binding” is not a 
function of the ego, but the ego is an expression of the developing 
“binding function.” 

Contrary to some of Freud’s later ideas, such as the death 
drive as an aggressive or destructive drive (“Analysis Terminable 
and Interminable,” S.E., 23, 1937), and even contrary to claims in 
An Outline of Psycho-Analysis (S.E., 23, 1938 [1940], 148–50), 
where Freud links binding more directly to Eros (the life drive) and 
unbinding to the death drive, the Finnish authors connect the death 
drive and binding, and claim binding to be the central task of the 
death drive.  By this claim, they try to clarify the situation, often 
expressed in the psychotherapeutic setting, where the Eros tenden-
cies are directed to expansion, wholes, and increased tension, while 
the death drive tendencies modify Eros, lessen tension, and orient 
Eros to withdraw and to “bind.”  In addition, we can argue that 
Freud also proposed that there may be mutual (“concurrent”) rela-
tions between Eros and the death drive, so that they work together, 
in the same direction (e.g., 1937, 243).  There may be multiple rela-
tions between Eros and the death drive, from the oppositional and 
conflicting situations of panic and trauma, where libidinous energy 
is unbound toward the situations of flexible co-creation and co-
construction between the two “forces,” the death drive giving form 
to Eros and its expansive strivings. 

There are cryptic expressions involved in the discussion on 
the death drive.  Freud himself gave credit to Empedocles, the an-
cient Greek philosopher, whose two principles, philia (love) and 
neikos (strife), governed the universe and the mind, alternating in-
definitely with each other (1937, 245–46).  The need of an organ-
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ism to protect itself from overstressing external factors is put into 
psychological terms when Freud in his later drive conceptions pos-
tulates that all drives may be inherently conservative, trying to se-
cure inner peace, ultimately in death.  Freud’s (1920, 9) “constancy 
principle” that he renamed as the “Nirvana principle” expressed the 
human desire for death, constancy, or an omnipotent “in-the-
womb” state, instead of the desire for pleasure (ibid., 56).  Psycho-
historically, such an approach explains the unconscious drive to 
wage war and destroy oneself (and several others) as being based 
on the urgent need to reach the final (and omnipotent) inner peace 
and leave behind all the pains of living.  The urge to master life and 
kill time reflects the inability to accept the changing moments and 
the everyday transformations of our living and dying being.    

When writing a letter to a Dutch doctor, Frederik van 
Eeden, a few months after the outbreak of the First World War, 
Freud mentions two theses that have contributed to the unpopulari-
ty of psychoanalysis.  The first thesis proposes “that the primitive, 
savage and evil impulses of mankind have not vanished in any of 
its individual members but persist, although in a repressed state, in 
the unconscious”; the second thesis claims “that our intellect is a 
feeble and dependent thing, a plaything and tool of our instincts 
[drives] and affects, and that we are all compelled to behave clever-
ly or stupidly according to the commands of our [emotional] atti-
tudes and internal resistances” (S.E., 14, 1914, 301).  During World 
War I, Freud completed his “Thoughts for the Times on War and 
Death” where he defined that “our unconscious does not believe in 
its own death” but “behaves as if it were immortal” (S.E., 14, 1915, 
296). 

Concerning suicidal terrorism, which Paul H. Elovitz focus-
es on in his article, the Freudian view would insist that “impulsive 
heroism” does not believe in its own mortality but is convinced of 
rightfully killing the strangers and enemies.  One more reason for 
the unpopularity of psychoanalysis and its being called pessimistic 
is derived from the claim that we belong to a “gang of murderers” 
and that through our unconscious wishful impulses “we daily and 
hourly get rid of anyone who stands in our way, of anyone who has 
offended or injured us” (Freud, 1915, 297).  As Elovitz suggests at 
the end of his article, Freud would regret our current cruelties and 
our lack of insight, and would also try to deepen our understanding 
of how differently “civilized” people judge their own deceptions 
and lies and those of their chosen enemies. 
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There could be a frail hope in our love–hate ambivalence, in 
the crossfire of mutual blaming, if we grasped that “we owe the 
fairest flowerings of our love to the reaction against the hostile im-
pulse which we sense within us” (Freud, 1915, 299).  Love is not 
shameful but the fear of death is often based on a sense of guilt.  
The field of loving rather than fighting can open to spontaneously 
foster life rather than to compulsively repeat the need to have and 
kill enemies. 

Juhani Ihanus, PhD, is Adjunct Professor of Cultural Psy-
chology at the University of Helsinki, Adjunct Professor of the His-
tory of Science and Ideas at the University of Oulu, and Senior 
Lecturer and Member of the Board of Directors at the Open Uni-
versity of the University of Helsinki.  He is also an international 
member of the Psychohistory Forum who has published books and 
articles on psychohistory, cultural and clinical psychology, and the 
history of psychology.  Dr. Ihanus may be reached at 
juhani.ihanus@helsinki.fi.  ❑ 
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Abstract: This paper compares the studies on suicide made by Freud and 
Durkheim.  The path of discovery and the limitations of each trailblazer 
are explored.  Finally, advancements in the study of suicide since Freud’s 
and Durkheim’s contributions are enumerated, such as including ele-
ments of culture. 

 According to Sigmund Freud, the “goal of all life is 
death” (Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 1959).  By 1916, in the 
middle of World War I, Freud must have felt that he had given to 
the world all that was in his power, so that little remained beyond 
living out what was left of life.  In an amazing, almost incredible 
burst of energy in the spring of 1915, he poured his deepest 
thoughts and his most far-reaching ideas into his theoretical series 
of essays on meta-psychology, as in the following year he brought 
his years of lecturing and exposition to an end by writing and pub-
lishing The Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis. 

 Given the mixture of personal and social forces that contrib-
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ute to suicide, how is it that the study of suicide has been so lacking 
in a psychosocial perspective?  Part of the answer lies in the limita-
tions of the two men who contributed most to our understanding of 
suicide: Emile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud.  Their work, im-
portant in and of itself, has a continuing and pervasive impact on 
subsequent work in the field.   

 Freud gave us our first important psychodynamic insight 
into suicide, although he did not deal directly with the problem of 
suicide and described in detail the suicide attempt of only one pa-
tient.  What he did see in large numbers, however, were depressed 
patients (Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” S.E., 1976, 147-
172).  Freud stated that the self-hatred observed in depression origi-
nated in anger toward a loved one that the individual turned back 
on himself.  He regarded suicide as the ultimate form of this phe-
nomenon, and when he returned to the subject in a 1920 paper, 
Freud expressed doubt that suicide could take place without the ex-
press desire to kill someone else (“The Psycho-Genesis of a Case of 
Homosexuality in a Woman,” S.E., Vol. 18, 1955, 155-172).  This 
concept of suicide as a kind of inverted murder was extremely im-
portant, although it was unfortunately overworked in an effort to 
explain all suicide. 

 Freud made his observations on depression long before he 
came to the conclusion that anger or aggression could be non-erotic 
in origin.  At the time when he wrote “Mourning and Melancholia,” 
he held the view that all aggression had to have a sexual origin.  
Ten years later, Freud expressed surprise at his having “overlooked 
the universality of non-erotic aggression” (Freud, Civilization and 
Its Discontents, originally 1930, trans. J. Riviere, 1949, 99).  Since 
he never rewrote his earlier report, the extraneous explanations for 
the existence of anger remained unaltered.  The basic psychological 
truth contained in his 1917 paper (“Mourning and Melancholia”) 
also remains in reference to anger and its relationship to suicide.  
The point that was made by Freud, which remains a major factor in 
understanding suicide, is “that anger toward a lost loved object can 
become self-directed, which can lead to depression which can be a 
motivating force in suicide” (Herbert Hendin, Suicide in America, 
1982, 15). 

 Freud also recognized that an ambivalent, narcissistic quali-
ty characterized relationships that terminated in severe depression.  
Because early psychoanalytic theory and interest were too instinct-
oriented to focus on the role of such affective interactions, little was 
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done with this observation.  Contemporary psychoanalytic and psy-
chodynamic therapy efforts to include the variations in the ways 
individuals relate effectively to each other are leading to a 
reemphasis on this aspect of Freud’s insight. 

 His instinctual frame of reference led Freud in 1920 to see 
aggression as the manifestation of a death instinct (Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle, 1975).  The death instinct violates too many 
basic observations of biologists and psychologists for it to be ac-
cepted by them or by more than a small minority of psychoanalysts.  
Gregory Zilboorg probably spoke for a majority of psychoanalysts 
when he wrote in 1937, “To say that the death instinct gains the up-
per hand over the life instinct is merely an elaborate way of stating 
that men die or kill themselves”  (“Considerations on Suicide: With 
Particular Reference to That of the Young,” American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 7, 1937, 17). 

 Freud also saw little need for systematically considering the 
problems of social structure that we now see as an important deter-
minant of behavior.  His theoretical perspective stressed the immu-
table and universal context of human drives rather than the chang-
ing and culturally relative nature of institutions and practices.  It is 
understandable that Freud’s orientation did not lead him to a con-
cern with the psychological impact of the social institutions of par-
ticular cultures or such psychosocial questions, such as why suicide 
was very high in one country and very low in another; nor would 
his instinctual reference have enabled him to resolve adequately 
such questions even if they had arisen.  Understandably under the 
influence of the evolutionary anthropology of his day, Freud saw 
the psychological life of primitive man as “a well preserved picture 
of an early stage of our own development” (Totem and Taboo, orig-
inally 1913, trans. and ed. J. Strachey, 1952, 1).  This approach 
made study of the culture as a unit unnecessary and Freud had little 
interest in the comparative anthropology that developed during his 
lifetime.  

 In Suicide, first published in 1897, Durkheim defined the 
vulnerable population with regard to suicide and provided a theoret-
ical framework to explain that vulnerability (Suicide: A Study in 
Sociology, trans. J. Spaulding and G. Simpson, 1951 [1897]).  
Durkheim saw rising suicide rates in the Western world as a func-
tion of the failure of state, church, and family to repair the forces of 
social integration that they had prior to the industrial revolution.  
Vulnerability to suicide, in his view, existed in people who were 
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not integrated into any religious, communal, or family group.  Even 
more vulnerable were individuals who had suffered a disruption in 
their previous pattern of social interaction.  The single, widowed, 
or divorced, then as now, were observed to have higher suicide 
rates than married people.  Why some who were single, widowed, 
or divorced were suicidal when most others were not was of little 
interest to Durkheim.  His sense that “social facts must be studied 
as things, as realities external to the individual” made the psycholo-
gy of suicide seem irrelevant (Suicide, 17). 

 Durkheim’s social categories were used to explain the vari-
ations in suicide from country to country.  But he placed people 
into categories based on age, sex, religion, or marital status, which 
had no reference to culture per se and left no room for what it 
meant to be Austrian, Swedish, Japanese, French, etc.   

 Most work on suicide has been an unsynthesized mixture of 
Durkheim and Freud.  Social statistical profiles of the vulnerable 
have substituted for psychological understanding of suicide.  It has 
been evident for several decades that a truly psychosocial ap-
proach, not an amalgam of Freud and Durkheim but an approach 
that includes the examination of the psychodynamics of suicide of 
differing social groups, is required for obtaining any deeper under-
standing of the significance of suicide in a society.   

 I do not believe that there is a death instinct as Freud speci-
fied, but that culture, belief systems, and contagion do have an im-
pact on people who are prone to suicide.  My youngest son lost 
several friends to suicide during his adolescent years.  In part, it 
may have been a contagion phenomenon in that during that period 
in the 60’s and early 70’s many young people, particularly adoles-
cents, were committing suicide.  According to Herbert Hendin, 
MD, “No single fact about suicide has aroused more attention than 
the dramatic rise in the suicide rate of young people over the past 
25 years.  In the United States, the increase has been over 250% 
among young women 15-24 and over 300% among young men 15-
24 (H. Hendin, Suicide in America, New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1982, 19).  Young people of both sexes in this age group 
now constitute 1/5 of the 27,000 suicides in the United States each 
year (Hendin, Suicide in America, 19).  But it is the older white 
population in the nation that has the highest suicide rate.  White 
men between 50-65 years of age are responsible for 30% of all sui-
cides.  White males have a higher rate of suicide than females in 
this age group.  This may be related to crises frequently related to 
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growing old and how men feel about it.  The variables relate to loss 
of loved ones, decline in physical, emotional, and mental capacity, 
as well as economic hardship.  But it is interesting to note that dur-
ing the bombing of London and other cities in the UK during 
WWII, the suicide rate dropped drastically among all ages within 
the British population. 

 Violence has a more direct connection with suicide, whether 
in the murderer who kills himself, the young man whose suicide is 
an attempt to control his violence, or in the mother who murders 
her child as part of her own suicide.  Then there is the violence of 
suicide bombers who are of Muslim faith and are influenced by 
Imams who have strong negative feelings about Western societies 
and their foreign policies toward the people in the Middle Eastern 
countries.  Many of these individuals who commit violence toward 
those in the West come from middle class families and are college 
educated; many are from poor families with little or no education.  
These are individuals who feel alienated.  They are attracted to be-
lief systems that are bigger than they are, which inspire them to 
commit suicide bombings against their alleged enemies.  The caus-
es, whatever they may be, resonate with alienated individuals, and 
they are therefore willing to die for them.   

 Suicide may be part of the possibilities of every culture and 
every individual.  But the dominant psychodynamic patterns 
emerge, and the ways they are expressed are to a very significant 
extent molded by the culture in which the act takes place.  Although 
the potential for the suicide act is universal, the particular nature of 
the act is to a large extent culturally determined and relative to the 
individual’s life experience. 

Allan Mohl, LCSW, PhD, is a part-time psychotherapist 
who has a private practice in Dobbs Ferry, NY.  He is a Research 
Associate of the Psychohistorical Forum.  He also volunteers time 
at White Plains Hospital and the Senior Unit of Westchester Jewish 
Community Services.  He can be reached at Mo9Al@aol.com.  ❑ 
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The Psyche’s Ability to Adapt: A Counter 
to the Death Instinct? 

Joyce M. Rosenberg—Psychoanalytic Private Practice 

Keywords: death-drive, Ferenzci, clinical-analysis, narcissism, Darwin, 
biology, mother, hypochondria 

Abstract: Rosenberg provides an alternative to Ferenczi’s explanation of 
the motivation within narcissists.  She writes that a lack of love and atten-
tion in childhood does not allow a death instinct to overpower the life 
force, but rather induces an evolutionary response of attention-grabbing 
behaviors, akin to an animal responding to the need for food. 

The discussion of the death instinct vs. the death drive in 

this issue of Clio’s Psyche intrigues me on a personal level as well 
as a professional one.  In Inna Rozentsvit’s paper, she cites Sándor 
Ferenczi’s “The Unwelcome Child and His Death In-
stinct” (International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 10, 1929, 
128).  In his paper, Ferenczi observes that people who were un-
wanted in their infancy can suffer many illnesses, including life-
threatening conditions.  Rozentsvit writes: 

 So, for Ferenczi, to maintain the balance of 
innate love and hate—the life and death instincts—
one needs to have infusions of external love, tender-
ness, and care, in order for the destructive death in-
stinct not to overcome the child.  Ferenczi insisted 
that traumatized individuals have a “diminished de-
sire for life” (128) as a result of this imbalance be-
tween two main life forces. 

 Ferenczi’s paper was written when psychoanalytic theory 
was in its early decades.  Nearly 90 years later, with theory and our 
knowledge of the brain and the psyche broadened, I see another 
possibility: some people who didn’t have enough of those infusions 
of love, tenderness, and care might respond in an entirely different 
way, one that is not a progression toward death, but one that recalls 
Darwin’s theories about the species adapting in order to survive. 

 Analysts can observe this in patients with extreme narcissis-
tic deficits who didn’t get the attention, nurturing, and validation 
they needed as children.  They can be self-absorbed, demanding, 
always needing to be the first, biggest, and best; they can be totally 
blind to the needs of others and impossibly demanding as long as it 
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will get them the recognition and attention they crave.  I see the 
need to fill the void of attention and care that began in their early 
years as akin to the biological need to eat in order to survive.  

 When I read Ferenczi’s paper 20 years ago during the first 
two months of my analytic training, it resonated with me on an 
emotional level.  I was able to associate to the fact that it reminded 
me of my mother, who was a disappointment from birth because 
she was a girl instead of the boy my grandmother hoped would save 
her failing marriage.  My mother was extremely narcissistic.  She 
also seemed to always have something physically wrong with her 
and made frequent visits to the doctor.  However, I am not certain 
that she was actually in poor health until her early 40s, when she 
did become quite ill, suffering a heart attack.  She then began 30 
years of making herself the center of attention in her family, de-
manding that her emotional needs take precedence over others, and 
often succeeding in having that happen.  

 Ferenczi might argue that my mother’s health problems, and 
her likely hypochondria, were the work of the death instinct; but 
perhaps the enormous attention she sought was the kind of adapta-
tion that Darwin theorized animals used to survive.  My mother was 
also the middle child, and did seem to have been overshadowed by 
an older sister and a younger brother.  Were all those visits to the 
doctor an attempt to be cared for?  Was being sick a way of stand-
ing out from the crowd and making herself impossible to ignore?  
Certainly, during the time she spent in the examination room, she 
was absolutely the focus, the center of attention, with the doctor 
and his nurse listening to her and tending to her needs, complaints, 
and concerns. 

 I have seen patients with narcissistic deficits exhibiting sim-
ilar behavior.  Not just hypochondriacs, but also the accident-prone.  
I recall a patient with narcissistic deficits who took great pleasure 
from continual visits to physical therapists following what seemed 
to be a series of minor injuries and muscle aches.  This patient had 
been raised not to be himself, but to be the family caretaker.  He 
won approval from his parents for not seeming to have any needs, 
and he learned to not only never ask for anything, but to deny the 
existence of his needs to himself and to others.  Visits to physical 
therapists—as well as an analytic treatment with me—elicited 
many happy feelings for this man as he became the center of atten-
tion and was being cared for. 
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 We see similar behavior in the narcissist with poor self-
esteem who continually seeks to be the center of attention and/or 
who denigrates others to make him/herself more important, better, 
bigger, and smarter.  Might all these efforts not be an adaptation 
and survival technique?  Among the lower life forms, we see a star-
fish losing an arm but growing it back.  Go to what we consider to 
be the highest life form, humans, and we find a blind person who 
has increased senses of touch and hearing to compensate for the 
loss of vision.  It’s not too far a leap to see the self-absorption and 
demanding nature of the narcissist as another means of adapting.  
(Of course, like many of the defenses we see in our patients, the 
narcissist’s adaptive behavior can be self-defeating, irritating the 
people around them and denying them the attention and caring they 
seek.) 

 Erich Fromm likens narcissism to a biological function in 
The Heart of Man (1964), saying,  

from the standpoint of survival, man must attribute 
to himself an importance far above what he gives to 
anybody else.  If he did not do so, from where would 
he take the energy and interest to defend himself 
against others, to work for his subsistence, to fight 
for his survival, to press his claims against those of 
others? (69) 

 John Bowlby, who studied Charles Darwin and authored a 
1990 biography of him, saw a connection between the Darwinian 
theory of survival and the psyche’s ability to adapt.  Bowlby wrote 
in Attachment and Loss: Volume II: Separation, Anxiety and Anger 
(1973), “If we are to understand human behavioural equipment, it is 
necessary to view it in the light of what we know of man’s environ-
ment of evolutionary adaptedness” (143).  The ability to adapt is a 
method of survival, and the narcissistic defenses that the psyche 
develops can help a child survive an emotionally abusive or bank-
rupt upbringing. 

 Narcissists aren’t the only ones who I see as responding to 
psychic deficits or losses by adapting rather than submitting to a 
death instinct.  Some types of masochists strike psychic bargains 
with introjects (in psychoanalysis the unconscious adoption of the 
ideas or attitudes of others) and with actual family, friends, bosses, 
co-workers, and others, hoping that their sacrifice will ensure that 
they won’t be abandoned or rejected.  Many analysts have worked 
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with patients who have been unable to achieve success; to do so 
would symbolically and unconsciously sever the connection with a 
parent who either fought against a child’s separation or was unable 
to achieve himself.  Although the masochist’s behavior is self-
defeating, it is an adaptation intended to ensure she will never be 
alone.  Similarly, those who to varying degrees try to ease their 
anxiety with obsessive behavior have adapted to an uncertain, un-
predictable, and possibly threatening world by trying to control it. 

 I am aware that these adaptive abilities in many people be-
come extremely self-destructive, well beyond the self-defeating be-
havior I referred to earlier in narcissistic patients.  It certainly can 
become destructive toward others.  Arthur Leonoff, in writing about 
sadism in a paper called “Destruo Ergo Sum” (Canadian Journal of 
Psychoanalysis, Vol. 5, 1997, 99-112), found it to be one means of 
trying to control or fend off death: 

 Faced with unarticulated primitive dread, I propose, 
the sadist triumphs over death by becoming its agent. 
Clinically, such dread can be expressed through a 
malignant fear of passivity, helplessness, or ego col-
lapse, as well as in the wordless panic of nonexist-
ence. These may be defended against through mo-
ments of sadistic triumph, which, through omnipo-
tent control of the object, symbolically guarantee the 
survival of the sadist (100).   

Adapting in the service of fending off death—to the species as well 
as the self—is why so much of the living world does what it does.  
Perhaps it’s even the living world’s raison d’être. 

 Joyce M. Rosenberg, JD, is a licensed psychoanalyst, mem-
ber of the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis 
(NPAP), and Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  She 
has a private practice in Manhattan working with adults and cou-
ples.  She has taught classes on working with masochistic patients 
and her published papers include several on the connection be-
tween the psyche and creativity, on empathy in culture and psycho-
analysis, and on the Holocaust.  In addition, she is a small business 
reporter at The Associated Press and may be contacted at 
psyjourn313@gmail.com.  ❑ 
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Murderous Suicidal Leaders:  
Hitler and Jones 

Paul Salstrom—St. Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Keywords: death-drive, Hitler, Jones, Jonestown, nationalism, mother, 
identification, collective-suicide, cult, suicide 

Abstract: The author analyzes the possibility of a death drive motivating 
both Adolf Hitler and Jim Jones, two leaders who drove their followers to 
mass suicide.  He finds evidence of death drives present throughout their 
missions as leaders.  Both Hitler and Jones shared similar histories and 
were affected by death, possibly leading to them designing the suffering 
and death of themselves and others. 

The Rozentsvit and Elovitz symposium papers set me think-
ing about suicidal leaders, especially ones who wanted their follow-
ers to die with them.  Both Adolf Hitler and Jim Jones come to 
mind.   

We used to hear about “wounded healers,” an idea originat-
ing from Carl Jung, which says that an analyst may be compelled to 
heal others because he himself is wounded.  Conversely, wounded 
perpetrators exist as well—those who consciously or unconsciously 
wish to spread their own pain to others, up to the point of suicidal 
actions among their followers.  While still children, they might be 
labeled “bullies” or “spoiled brats.”   

During the 1930s, Adolf Hitler was often depicted in car-
toons as a spoiled boy wearing lederhosen who was throwing a tan-
trum.  But Hitler’s youth involved more than that.  He had indeed 
been spoiled from birth by his mother Klara Hitler, but 18 years 
later he was traumatized when his mother died of breast cancer.  
Rudolph Binion contends in Hitler among the Germans (1976, 
1981, 1984) that what motivated Klara Hitler’s Jewish doctor Edu-
ard Bloch to repeatedly apply iodoform poultices to her chest could 
only have been Adolf’s distraught refusal to accept his mother’s 
impending death.  Those poultices made her final weeks an excruci-
ating torment for both herself and her son.  Hitler didn’t blame Dr. 
Bloch, at least not consciously.  He called Dr. Bloch an Edeljude (a 
noble Jew) and made contact with him at least annually until he be-
came Germany’s chancellor.  Five years later, when his troops 
marched into Austria, he arranged safe emigration to England for 
Dr. Bloch and his family.   
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But if Dr. Bloch wasn’t to blame for Klara Hitler’s dying 
torment, then who was?  Hitler’s conscious refusal to blame Dr. 
Bloch and his subconscious refusal to put the blame on himself left 
the issue unresolved.  As it turned out, his means to resolve the is-
sue, and to vindicate himself, was not going to unfold in just the 
privacy of his own mind.  For, as Binion again convincingly argues 
in Hitler among the Germans, when Hitler heard on November 10, 
1918 that Germany had in effect admitted defeat to the Allies, his 
identification with his mother expanded into identification with 
Germany as a nation.  He had failed to save his mother; now he felt 
called to save Germany. 

 Binion writes that Hitler’s deepest tie to other Germans was 
their shared determination to re-fight the First World War and win.  
That rings true as regards the millions of those other Germans, for 
surely they intended to win the second war.  But was Hitler’s own 
deepest intention to win it?  If so, then why did he invade the Sovi-
et Union in June 1941?  Why four days after Pearl Harbor did he 
invite the United States into the European war?  Why did he make 
other military mistakes as well?  Plausibly his deepest subliminal 
aim by then was to make Germany share the fate of his mother and 
to make sure that someone Jewish—better yet, everyone Jewish—
was to blame.  When he voiced his determination, in various word-
ings at various times, that Germany would either become a world 
power or there would be no Germany, then he was plausibly ex-
pressing his very deepest aim.  Toward the end he was more ex-
plicit, saying that since Germans had lost the war, they didn’t de-
serve to survive.  Hitler, who is reported to have attempted suicide 
when the Beer Hall Putsch failed in 1923, intended for the German 
nation to fight to the death—to die with him—when he successful-
ly committed suicide on April 30, 1945. 

 Although Germany was obviously important to Hitler, had 
it not in the last resort become a means to an end?  In the war’s fi-
nal months he prioritized using railway cars to transport Jews to 
death camps over transporting German soldiers to the Eastern 
Front.  His final order from his bunker was not to preserve Germa-
ny but to stay vigilant against Jews. 

 All this clearly has something to do with a death wish.  In 
fact, Hitler grew up surrounded by death: Prior to his birth his fa-
ther’s first two wives died, along with his mother’s first three chil-
dren.  In his first 18 years he lost his younger brother, father, and 
mother.  Paul Elovitz sees him as a lover of death—a necrophiliac.  
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Although there are unique aspects of Hitler’s life and career, in 
some facets they invite comparison with others’.  Those who sur-
vive when their significant others die have been known to feel 
guilty for surviving.  Some of them commit suicide.  For example, 
after surviving the Holocaust, Jean Amery and Primo Levi among 
others eventually committed suicide. 

 Then too, the course of history has included a number of 
collective suicides.  The collective suicide by the Zealots at the for-
tress of Masada in CE 73 comes to mind, and the collective suicide 
that Rev. Jim Jones orchestrated in 1978 at Jonestown in Guyana.  
Granted, the Zealots at Masada faced imminent defeat by the Ro-
man general’s forces.  Granted, Jones’ cohort didn’t follow him to 
Guyana intending to die and didn’t even realize how paranoid he 
had become.  But yet, in Rev. Jones’ case, his bond with his cohort 
does somewhat resemble Hitler’s bond with millions of Germans.  
Each bond was a personality cult.   

James (Jim) Jones was born in 1931 in Indiana.  His father is 
reported to have been an alcoholic who was associated with the Ku 
Klux Klan.  The son had trouble making friends and was seen as a 
“really weird kid” who was obsessed with death, religion, and fa-
mous leaders.  He often had funerals for small animals and killed a 
cat.  One biographer reports, “Jim’s teachers angered him, his fa-
ther infuriated him, racists incensed him.  He spent his youth in a 
constant rage” (Rebecca Moore, A Sympathetic History of 
Jonestown, 1985: 148).  His mother saw her son as a messiah and 
his parents separated during his adolescence.  Jones became a youth 
pastor in Indianapolis in 1952, started his own center called the 
Peoples Temple in 1955, and at various times was a United Meth-
odist, Pentecostal, and Disciples of Christ pastor.  He moved the 
Peoples Temple from Indianapolis to northern California in the mid
-1960s, but it didn’t gain many adherents until the 1970s when he 
established it in Los Angeles and especially in San Francisco.   

For several years the Temple flourished, but it also came 
under close scrutiny for its cult-like practices, and in 1977 on the 
eve of a magazine exposé, Rev. Jones moved the operation to Guy-
ana, in South America.  Beneath the Reverend’s helping persona 
was an isolated, traumatized man who was obsessed with death.  In 
November 1978, a California congressman who had come to Guy-
ana to investigate Jonestown and was about to leave with several 
defectors, was gunned down at the airport by Peoples Temple secu-
rity forces, whose barrage of bullets also killed one of the defectors 
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and three journalists.  That evening, at Rev. Jones’ insistence, al-
most all of the group’s members in Guyana, at least 900, including 
about 250 children, committed suicide by drinking grape-ade laced 
with cyanide. 

 Rev. Jones’ following never approached the scale of Hit-
ler’s, but there are resemblances.  Each grew and evolved over the 
course of a quarter-century.  Each of the two leaders proved espe-
cially popular among young people at odds with their parents and 
attracted to a mission larger than themselves and their own personal 
benefit, a mission that was intended to rectify the errors of their 
parents’ generation.  Hitler’s mission was to reverse the outcome of 
World War I, the “verdict of Versailles,” and to achieve what he 
thought that first war should have: namely, German world power 
status.  Rev. Jones’ mission was to actualize the social gospel, with 
or without the Christian gospel that initially went with it.  Each of 
the two leaders reached a point where “all or nothing” ruled their 
decisions, and by that time many of their followers were so far “in” 
that they didn’t know, or perhaps care, which way was out.  They 
had abandoned all distinctions except loyal versus disloyal.  Their 
identity had merged with their leader’s identity, leading many thou-
sands of Germans to commit suicide at the end of WWII.   For Rev. 
Jones’ followers, that led to collective suicide; for Hitler’s most de-
voted followers, it meant fighting to the end, no matter how 
“suicidal” that might be.   

Paul Elovitz’ and Inna Rozentsvit’s discussion of the death 
drive and suicide led me to wonder if these were factors in the lives 
and careers of Adolf Hitler and Jim Jones.  The actions of these 
leaders either awakened the death instinct in many of their follow-
ers or led them to blindly follow their leader into death.  At this 
point, I am struggling to weigh and understand these and related 
factors.  

Paul Salstrom, PhD, holds a doctoral degree in compara-
tive history from Brandeis University and teaches history at St. 
Mary-of-the-Woods College near Terre Haute, Indiana.  He may be 
contacted at PSalstrom@smwc.edu.  ❑ 
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Is the Death Instinct Still Alive? 

Jack Schwartz—Psychoanalytic Private Practice 

Keywords: Freud, death-drive, libido, clinical-analysis, human-
development, suicide 

Abstract: In this response to the symposium, Schwartz expresses his 
doubt that the death drive is a primary force within the psyche.  He points 
out that the death drive was very much an unfinished thought in the work 
of Freud.  He further expands on his skepticism of the death drive by us-
ing an example of a suicidal patient, who in the end expressed a wish to 
live a different life rather than die. 

Since its inception in 1920, soon after the First World War 
ended, Freud’s theory of the death drive (aka Thanatos) has been 
met with a mixed reception from academia and the psychoanalytic 
community.  The death instinct, later modified to mean any instinc-
tual drive motivated by aggression, is a bit like quicksilver.  In oth-
er words, it is difficult to hold onto.  Dr. Rozentsvit, who shares a 
background in neuroscience with Freud, confidently evokes the 
principle that within each cell there is a built-in orientation toward 
death or de-animation.  She reasons that if each cell is born to die 
then by extension the endo-psychic structure of the human mind 
would also carry this principle, thus accounting for all this 
death.  Yet, even Freud’s most ardent defender and biog-
rapher, Ernst Jones, reflected, 

Thus we have the purely psychological observations 
of the infant's aggressive and cannibalistic phanta-
sies [sic], followed later by murderous ones, but one 
cannot infer from them any active will on the part of 
the cells of the body to lead that body to death.  The 
fact that in rare cases of melancholia such wishes 
may, through complicated mechanisms of identifica-
tion, etc., result in suicide is again no proof that they 
arose from a primary wish for self-destruction on the 
part of the body the clinical evidence points clearly 
in the opposite direction (Ernest Jones, The Life and 
Work of Sigmund Freud, 1957, 298). 

The shock of the Great War led Freud to write Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle (S.E., 1920, 18:3-64).  If we think of the drive 
toward death throughout history and as the 20th century destructive-
ly unfolded, it is easy to see why Freud felt something more must 
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be operating than libido (in psychoanalysis the instinctive, energy, 
desire, passion).  Ironically, much of the resistance to the idea of a 
death instinct was a result of Freud’s earlier seminal work on libido 
theory, which strongly advocated a repressed sexual underpinning 
to aggression.   Take a look at the Rat Man and Wolf Man cases in 
which destructive, suicidal, and even murderous impulses were an-
alyzed in the context of libido theory without having to rely on an-
other drive to account for the patients’ sadomasochistic ideation 
and symptoms.  

Although Freud was brilliant, did everything he pondered 
and wrote about become a gospel we must blindly accept?  The 
death instinct as he spoke of it was a speculative notion that needed 
further consideration, as he framed much of his writing.  If he had 
labeled this drive strictly in terms of aggression, perhaps we would 
be less inclined to argue it.  What Dr. Elovitz was aiming at in his 
essay is that aggression in and of itself represents a type of energy, 
or as Dr. Rozentsvit calls it, a “pulsion.”  The question is how the 
“pulsion” is applied.  To say it is a “pulsion to de-animate” re-
moves the context that Dr. Elovitz was getting at in his essay.  Dr. 
Elovitz writes, “one man or nation’s heroic martyr can be another 
man or nation’s suicide terrorist,” indicating that culture may play a 
role in framing the meaning of the aggressive event, both for the 
individual and those living in the culture.   

Essentially, in my view, the death drive (if there is such a 
thing) would be subordinate to the drive toward the need to connect 
to other humans (“object attachment” in the language of psychoa-
nalysis; see Ronald Fairbairn, Psychoanalytical Studies of the Per-
sonality, 1952), whereby the death instinct (aggressive attitude) re-
flects a particular solution related to self-preservation (which could 
include the preservation of like-minded others, even if the individu-
al self must be sacrificed, as in suicidal terrorism).  In this model, 
object attachment and identification can be a mixture of both libidi-
nal and aggressive aims, all for the purpose of self, or group-self, 
preservation.  

  Here’s a case in point.  I had a patient who described him-
self as asexual and had regular thoughts of suicide.  He then devel-
oped breathing issues stemming from a fear of death by suffoca-
tion.  The patient also feared travel, hated social connection, and 
was often worried that people would hate and abandon him, and 
felt that he was destined to die alone and unloved.  In therapy, he 
eventually announced, with great trepidation, that he was gay.  He 
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feared disappointing his family and social ostracism from his work 
and friends, so he chronically suppressed his truer nature, which 
accounted for much of his morbid depression and symptoms.  Inter-
estingly, in the time following his “coming out” in session, his 
physical breathing symptoms disappeared, he was not ostracized 
but accepted by his family and friends, and now travels regularly, 
has many friends, and is happily married to a man.  It was evident 
that his “asexuality” and self-hate were merely a technique, a kind 
of solution designed to identify with and preserve his affiliation 
with his perceived non-accepting family while holding on to his 
secret longing.  The solution in the end proved untenable and thus 
the breathing symptom emerged.  This wasn’t an expression of 
some primary masochistic urge or a wish to die, but rather a wish to 
live truer to himself.  

I believe that at the core of the dilemma is Freud’s use of the 
label “death instinct.”  As a clinician with years of experience in 
criminal justice, I am uncertain what it adds to our therapeutic con-
versation.  Drs. Rozentsvit and Elovitz acknowledge the environ-
mental provision is central to the maintenance and cultivation of the 
individual.  For a baby to be born and not cared for will surely kill 
the infant.  It is the physical reality of all mammals, and even me-
chanical devices, which all require maintenance.   My understand-
ing suggests there is no conscious or unconscious intent on the in-
fant’s part toward de-animation, but rather a striving to animate, to 
stay alive.   

Reviewing Freud’s hypothesis, I was taken with the idea 
that Freud thought of the death instinct as a fundamental energetic 
principle, much like the way we speak of gravity.  Death, like grav-
ity, is an invisible force whereby its incessant influence is felt every 
day, always present, pushing down on us from birth onward.  As 
with gravity, the death instinct is both inescapable and invisible.  
Can the gravity/death-instinct linkage offer an insight on Freud’s 
theory?  Or does the gravitational metaphor suggest a deeper invisi-
ble, unconscious directive operating?  However, as I see it, death is 
a physical response to a failure of environmental provision which 
the infant, and in fact all stages of humans, actively seek.  Fairbairn 
points out we are creatures instinctually and aggressively seeking 
connection with other humans (“objects”) from birth.  “The ulti-
mate goal of libido is the object” (Psychoanalytic Studies of the 
Personality, 1952, 30).  Just listen to babies cry in a nursery!  How-
ever, the road to the satisfying “object attachment” and survival is 
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often intense, uncertain, and perilous.  This speaks to the question 
of whether aggression can serve Eros, not just Thanatos, and do we 
even need Thanatos?  Perhaps it is comforting to have Thanatos.  
What would the world be like without it; what could we blame for 
all this heartache?  As Dr. Rozentsvit suggests, and I may disagree, 
aggression in some ways serves both impulses simultaneously.  I 
don’t see how that works.  Even with the vilest killers there is a 
belief that their actions somehow facilitate their situation, or at the 
very least they find some sort of perverse pleasure/meaning from 
the act.  It is Darwin’s point, survival at all costs, without morality, 
without integrity.  Perhaps, as Freud knew, we are not that evolved 
from the animals we eat, we just dress it up better. 

 It is the perilous journey that we unconsciously hold onto 
that constantly influences our thoughts about existence and mortali-
ty.  What Dr. Elovitz is suggesting in his response to Dr. Ro-
zentsvit, although I thought he could have stated it more strongly, 
is that the orientation to connect with the other is often colored by a 
multitude of conscious and unconscious affects and attitudes in-
cluding historical-generational factors that, given the right specific 
circumstances, can cause an individual to ponder suicidal thoughts, 
or suicidal-murderous ideation, and even suicidal terrorism and 
genocide, and even translate these thoughts into tragic action.   

Dr. Jack Schwartz, PhD, is a nationally certified psychoan-
alyst as well as a faculty member, lecturer, and control analyst at 
New Jersey Institute for Training while maintaining a full private 
practice in Northern New Jersey.  Dr. Schwartz is a contributor 
and writer for a variety of clinical journals and is the author of a 
psychoanalytic novel called Our Time Is Up (2007).  He is a regu-
lar contributor at psychoanalytic institutes and his recent pub-
lished article on Freud’s “Irma Dream” led to the creation of his 
new multimedia project designed to offer a unique learning experi-
ence about the origins of psychoanalysis.  The article received a 
Gradiva nomination in 2015.  To read the article online, use the 
following link: http://www.mindconsiliums.org/publications/2014/ 
09/2014-09-Schwartz-Jack-freuds-irma-dream-origin-of-psycho 
analysis-and-a-bloody-nose-abstract.  He can be contacted at 
psyjack@msn.com.  ❑ 

http://www.mindconsiliums.org/publications/2014/09/2014-09-Schwartz-Jack-freuds-irma-dream-origin-of-psychoanalysis-and-a-bloody-nose-abstract
http://www.mindconsiliums.org/publications/2014/09/2014-09-Schwartz-Jack-freuds-irma-dream-origin-of-psychoanalysis-and-a-bloody-nose-abstract
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Reflections on the Human Condition As 
We Face Death  

Norman Simms—Waikato University 

Keywords: death-drive, American-middle-class, terrorism, fear, mental-
illness, Eros, determinism 

Abstract: Simms remarks on his skepticism that the death drive is univer-
sal, or even exists at all.  He instead describes it as an idea that makes 
sense only in the context of the American middle class.  He acknowledges 
that all organisms and even our planet all flow toward the abyss of death, 
but denies that there is a psychological impulse or instinct driving us to-
ward it. 

When one reaches a certain age and the future does not roll 
out into a horizon that is way beyond our imagination to conceive 
but lurks around every corner like a large black cloud, surprises us 
in the morning when we wake up yet again and wonder if we actu-
ally will make it through the day, especially on those days when the 
organism alerts us from all its little nooks and crannies of its failing 
condition that the effort may not be worth it—although another 
short while to finish some research project or make a visit to a 
friend or relative not seen for a number of years—can we say that 
this is an instinct or drive or simply inertia?  

 I choose not to discuss the kind of experiences mentioned 
by Inna Rozentsvit and Paul Elovitz.  This is not just because I am 
a retired academic rather than a practicing or clinical psychologist 
or trained psychoanalyst.  I was not even a professional historian.  
It is because their remarks strike me as specific to a modern Ameri-
can middle-class life over the past 50 years, or at least consist of 
people and events so very far out of my own experience that it is 
hard to imagine what the conditions referred to actually are.  After 
more than half a century away from North America, understanding 
how people live, feel, see, and think about the world defies me, 
even as I try to follow the news assiduously; watching televised 
versions of reality or in the print media is not the same thing as be-
ing there in medias res (in the middle of things).  Yet because I 
have lived in and visited for lengthy periods Israel, Europe, and 
New Zealand—and I accept that this perhaps disqualifies me from 
commenting on the land where I was born and the people among 
whom I was educated, which is now frankly a very foreign and vir-
tually inconceivable country—I hope it does not prevent me from 
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making general statements on the human condition based on what I 
do know and what I have previously written about in many books 
and articles.   

 As a psychohistorian, I have investigated the dynamics of 
childhood, small groups of people, and cultures that range from the 
archaic to the ancient through the folkloric and the religious.  I have 
read intensively in medieval, 18th century, and late 19th century lit-
erature, finding not special insights or magical thinking, but ways 
of articulating experiences that defy our contemporary jargon-laden 
discourses, concepts that were formed prior to the catastrophic 
events of the 20th century, and people who could be deeply and 
completely human in ways that are almost impossible to reproduce 
today in urban middle-class society.  Almost, but not quite, because 
there are strategies of interpretation that make it possible: slow and 
careful reading as well as contextual immersion in related texts. 

 Though I have been studying the nature of terrorist mass 
murder and suicide for the last few years, it strikes me as something 
deliberately outside of the instinctive and the impulse-driven, a 
matter of long-term ideological conditioning.  Blowing oneself up 
with an explosive belt in a crowded arena or enclosed restaurant, 
shooting hundreds from a stage with a high-powered rifle, or driv-
ing a heavy truck through a crowded beachfront of parents and chil-
dren, defies the very notion of martyrdom for a noble cause. We are 
talking about unstable individuals, often from dysfunctional fami-
lies, sometimes saturated from birth in ideologies of hatred and 
rage; not about normal, typical people.  Designating them as sick 
minds, fanatical fundamentalists, dupes of calculating and cynical 
political movements, does not make it proper to classify them with 
mentally ill persons or criminals driven to violent acts by drug ad-
diction, extreme poverty, or social anomie; the enormity of their 
crimes puts them into another kind of category.   

 Rather than discussing suicide, which is the consequence of 
mental illness (depression and deep despair), particularly among 
the young and otherwise healthy, I turn to old age: that place in life 
where each of us has to face up squarely to our mortality, the rav-
ages of time, the failure of organic systems… the moment when 
time runs out.  We are not whipped toward it by any natural task-
master, but approach it slowly and inevitably as the consequence of 
living.  We don’t leap out to embrace it before it is clearly in view, 
although for some people it hovers into view before the normal 
course of existence has had its turn to play itself out.  Diseases af-
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flict, accidents injure, circumstances make it impossible to go on, 
and then we have to consider the quietus that awaits or the respite 
we can somehow grasp before it takes hold of us.  Again, none of 
this strikes me as falling within the parameters of Freud’s “death 
instinct” or “drive.” 

 As with genes, what is passed on is not a specific content—
a feeling, a thought, an instinct, a drive—but a set of potentialities 
that can be expressed under various historical circumstances.  In 
other words, I don’t believe in biological (natural) or social deter-
minism.  But there are historical pressures that can overwhelm the 
instinct for life, ideological paradigms that set out ways and means 
for persons to complete their lives, and individual circumstances 
that make people choose suicide, assisted-dying, and heroic self-
sacrifices, with or without violent and murderous actions. 

 Thus, unlike Eros, the sexual instinct, libido, and similar 
drives that mark out developmental stages in the growth of the ego 
in its often bumpy encounters with reality, both the internal pres-
sures of id forces and external social constraints, Thanatos has no 
dynamic or ontological role to play.  Other than assuming that 
eventually all organisms, barring catastrophic accident or disease, 
wear out and systems fail, more or less according to some pattern 
of closing down written into the genes, there seems no conscious or 
unconscious impulse to end it all.   

 On the other hand, there are much larger, even cosmic pat-
terns in the formation of the universe and all its expansions of stars 
and dark matter that include collapses into black holes, counter-
movements, and new explosive beginnings.  At a more earthly lev-
el, life may have begun much earlier than anyone imagined, very 
soon after the planet began to cool and the seas formed, and then 
went through periods of flourishing and differentiation to prodi-
gious waves of variation but then suffered momentous catastrophes 
of extinction and virtual lifelessness.  As we discover increasingly 
complex patterns of relationships between life-forms, climatic 
shifts, and geographic forces over incredibly long periods of time 
(if time is the right word), we cannot deny that these interactive 
patterns provide the very matrix in which our own historical expe-
riences and consciousness as a species play out its existence.  
Whether this may, from a certain perspective, include what Freud 
and his followers call a dynamic tension between Eros and Thana-
tos seems beyond my capacity to understand.  However, I doubt 
any investigations will confirm either the directing hand of intelli-
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gent design or the severe restrictions of natural determinism. 

 Norman Simms, retired Associate Professor of Humanities 
at the University of Waikato (Hamilton, New Zealand), now contin-
ues his career as an independent scholar.  His latest projects have 
included studies of Crypto-Jews and the phenomenon of Marran-
ism, the personality-formation and intellectual matrix in the lives of 
Alfred and Lucie Dreyfus, the grand though sometimes unconscious 
disillusionment of Jews in Western Europe during the fin de siècle 
and through World War I, the tragic phenomenon of child-on-child 
murder and terrorism, and the double traumatic heritage of those 
involved in Nazi looting of Jewish art as victims and victimizers.  
He may be contacted at nsimms@waikato.ac.nzd. ❑ 

Ambivalence about Freud’s Death Instinct 
and Diverse Views of Suicide 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistory Forum 

I am honored when people take the time to respond to 
thoughts that we have put together in symposium papers.  I will go 
through some of the points made by the various authors as they 
confront our writings, agree and disagree, and expand on some of 
the ideas that arise.  First however, I will follow my usual practice 
of reporting what I found about the use of suicide in the Concord-
ance of the Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud.  Freud uses the 
term “death instinct” 41 times between 1920-1938, “suicidal” 11 
times, and “suicidal terrorism” not at all.  His focus was not on ter-
rorists, which is such a concern of ours in the 21st century.  What is 
most useful is Freud’s methodology of observing and probing the 
unconscious. 

Matthew Bowker, “Suicide Terrorism, Todestrieb, and the 
Inner World,” provides some interesting material, especially on the 
Russian revolutionary Ivan Kaliayev (1877-1905).  However, I am 
troubled by Bowker even raising the issue of “a suicide terrorist to 
kill and die creatively.”  Murder-suicide is not creative unless you 
want to take a Schumpeterian approach, by which every act of crea-
tion is an act of destruction, since the existing materials are reor-
dered.  I, for one, have no interest in labeling murder in any form as 
creative.  When Bowker writes about the issue of attachment in the 
process of suicide, it makes far more sense to me.  Suicide is per-
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formed with others in mind.  A rejected, distraught lover is sending 
a message to the one he longs to be loved by.  For example, a hus-
band who was raised with the notion of marriage being forever—he 
said, “my wife, my life”—made a serious though fortunately unsuc-
cessful suicide attempt with thoughts of punishing his spouse for 
raising the issue of divorce.   

While it is true that anti-Tsarist political terrorists sent a 
clear message of hatred of the regime that ruled them and of hope 
for the people they saw themselves as sacrificing for, we also must 
dig more deeply.  Thus when Bowker writes, “we find a group of 
suicide-terrorists seemingly seeking not death but attachment, 
meaning, justice, and creativity,” I find these attachments to be too 
vague.  Idealists see their attachment to meaning, justice, and crea-
tivity, but the reality is when psychologically informed scholars dig 
deeply enough, as we do in therapy, they normally have a very spe-
cific person or people in mind that they’re sending a message to.  
Bowker is on firm ground when he refers to revolutionaries fusing 
their identities with that of the group and rejecting other attach-
ments.  In these revolutionary movements, group identity takes on 
an enormous meaning of its own. 

In our era when I am so repulsed by murderous, domestic, 
and foreign killings by people so ready to throw away their lives, 
I’m also reminded of when I was thrilled to read about a deter-
mined group of revolutionaries who would eventually assassinate 
the “Czar Liberator” Alexander II.  At the time I was a graduate 
student in my twenties, studying Russian history.  I recollect stay-
ing up all night reading Avram Yarmolinsky’s, Road to Revolution: 
A Century of Russian Radicalism (1957).  I was enthralled by the 
self-sacrifice and dedication to the mission that motivated this 
group of young people that included Lenin’s older brother, Alexan-
der.  My ability to remember when I felt political violence was jus-
tified helps me to understand more about the motivation of contem-
porary suicidal terrorists.   

 One thing that struck me in psychoanalyst Claudia Frank’s 
“Probing the Unconscious As a Way of Preventing Suicide” was 
her patient’s anger, precisely when she said something that he 
couldn’t “avoid recognizing some truth in.”  This highlights the hu-
man propensity to be angry at the messenger who is saying some-
thing the person doesn’t want to hear, precisely because it is true.  I 
am also quite interested in the ways in which anger binds people 
together. 
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 My colleague Ken Fuchsman, author of “What is the Death 
Instinct and Does It Apply to Psychohistory?,” is really tough on 
Freud’s lack of theoretical precision.  But the human psyche, unlike 
theoretical formations, is very messy.  In the face of the incredible 
rage and destructiveness of World War I, I see Freud groping to-
ward a deeper understanding of the parts of our psyche we would 
much rather not know anything about.  Therefore, I am troubled by 
Fuchsman’s demand for intellectual clarity and charges that Freud 
is intellectually devious (“a sleight of hand”).  It seems harshly crit-
ical for Professor Fuchsman to call “Freud’s explication of the 
death instinct… self-contradictory and incoherent.”  In his fifth par-
agraph, he implies contradictory definitions of “instinct” between 
the Merriam-Webster dictionary and Freud, whereas I see no appar-
ent contradiction.  Furthermore, his reference to our “magnificent 
[human] destructiveness” appears to me to be an unfounded glorifi-
cation of the worst aspects of Homo sapiens.   

 Juhani Ihanus, in “Vicissitudes of the Death Drive,” reveals 
lots of erudition and shares two Finnish intellectuals’ work on the 
subject.  However, he leaves me puzzled when he writes, “the au-
thors were critical of Freud’s and others’ later references to the de-
structive elements in the death drive.”  Isn’t the death drive all 
about destructive elements?  I was pleased when I read Alan Mohl, 
“Suicide: A Psychosocial Perspective,” which references Emile 
Durkheim’s seminal work on the subject.  The contagion of suicide 
that one of his sons experienced among classmates is an all too 
common occurrence. 

 Paul Salstrom, “Murderous Suicidal Leaders: Hitler and 
Jones,” laudably provides concrete psychobiographical insights into 
leaders whose murderous fantasies proved disastrous for their fol-
lowers, and in the case of the Nazi, for tens of millions of others as 
well.  His reference to the brilliant Professor Rudolf Binion’s Hitler 
Among the Germans (1976) is praiseworthy; however, I think Sal-
strom loses track of the fact that idioform was the traditional medi-
cal treatment in cases like Klara Hitler’s breast cancer.  

Jack Schwartz, “Is the Death Instinct Still Alive?” uses a 
wonderful analogy of death being a powerful but unseen force, like 
gravity.  In our private communication, he indicated a preference 
for the term “identification,” rather than “contagion,” when speak-
ing of the spread of suicide, as among teenagers.  I find both terms 
to be quite helpful.  As a psychoanalyst, he is unsure if the death 
instinct “adds to our therapeutic conversation,” but when all is said 
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and done, he appears to reject the notion out of hand.  I am troubled 
when Schwartz writes, “it is Darwin’s point, survival at all costs, 
without morality, without integrity, but with purpose.”  This is a 
misrepresentation of Darwin, who was not a Social Darwinist, as is 
implied here.  Survival of the fittest to this great path-breaking sci-
entist was about the species’ survival and it involved intra-species 
cooperation, as well as competition.   

In “Reflections on the Human Condition As We Face 
Death,” Norman Simms provides some powerful images of the end 
of life for the elderly when he writes that death becomes like a 
“large black cloud to those of a certain age.”  His writing is so 
evocative that it brought to my mind the image of death as a foreign 
country whose border grows closer and closer as we age. 

 When preparing this symposium response, I started by cate-
gorizing those who believed in the death instinct, those who did 
not, and those who were ambivalent about it.  I ended up consider-
ing Rozentsvit and Bowker as strong believers; Fuchsman, Mohl, 
Rosenberg, Schwartz, and Simms as primarily rejectionists; and 
Ihanus and Salstrom as profoundly ambivalent about it.  I remain 
committed to the death drive, provided it is seen as an impulse, not 
an instinct. 

In life, it only takes a momentary lapse in judgment or de-
fensiveness to die when there is life-threatening danger or a conta-
gion of suicide, as sometimes happens among adolescents as they 
identify with suicidal peers.  One element that I’ve struggled with is 
whether it is suicidal to take risks one can avoid, and also why peo-
ple do this at some points and not others.  When I was assigned as a 
draftee in the Army to drive a tank, I enjoyed having enormous 
power at my fingertips, but I rejected the notion that I was going to 
risk my life in a vehicle filled with explosives and gasoline that in 
combat was likely to be destroyed in only a few minutes, should it 
not first destroy the enemy’s tanks.  Fortunately, I was able to get 
myself transferred to the relative safety of the headquarters compa-
ny and did not have to face that reality.  My decision was rein-
forced by the tragic death of the crew of one of our battalion’s tanks 
in an accident caused by faulty maintenance.  In our world, which 
is filled with both tremendous opportunities and dangers, it is im-
portant that we be alert to our impulses that both preserve and en-
hance life and put it at risk. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, may be contacted at cliospsycheedi-
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tor@gmail.com. 

———————————————————————————————— 

Using Psychoanalytic Insights in  
Memorializing 9/11 

Billie Pivnick—Psychologist/Psychoanalyst  

Keywords: 9/11, terrorism, collapse, time-collapse, annihilation, collec-
tive-trauma, psyche 

Abstract: Pivnick writes about her experience helping with the design of 
the 9/11 memorial and how she strived to avoid re-traumatizing visitors.  
She also shares her insights and those of others in the field of collective 
traumas.  The events of 9/11 have traumatized Americans and led to col-
lapses in the nation’s psyche.  She sought to create a space that allowed 
psychological safety while allowing people to discuss and heal. 

The National September 11 Memorial & Museum was creat-
ed with a “relational design.”  Exhibition designer Tom Hennes of 
Thinc Design partnered with the National September 11 Memorial 
& Museum and sought my services as a psychoanalyst in planning 
the museum.  He wanted to avoid re-traumatizing visitors, and his 
prior experience designing the South African Freedom Park during 
the Truth and Reconciliation process showed him how trauma’s 
disruption of narrative coherence could wreak havoc on a memorial 
design process.   

 Even as we began our work, some five years after Septem-
ber 11, 2001, U.S. politics had become so polarized as to jeopardize 
our country’s democratic functioning.  While there were many ex-
planations for our political impasse, one of them certainly was the 
effect of mass catastrophic trauma on our ability to express and reg-
ulate ourselves. 

 Freud famously described the collapse in time that follows 
traumatic anxiety.  What we witnessed following 9/11 were five 
interwoven kinds of collapse: physical, narrative, symbolic, tem-
poral, and inter-subjective.  Both buildings and bravado crumbled.  
Our capacity to tell our individual and collective stories fell victim 
to the many gaps in our understanding of what had happened.  Even 
multiple viewings of the repeating images of our shocking new re-
ality failed to yield consensual interpretations.  Reciprocal relations 
in our governing institutions were blocked like gridlocked cars in a 
jammed intersection. 
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 Psychoanalyst John Kafka, in an article on psychoanalysis 
and democracy that appeared in American Imago in 2008, identi-
fied the dangers for political systems of radical breaks in time 
caused by mass trauma.  The community’s memories were not just 
interrupted in these instances, but broken irreparably.  In the after-
math, despite attempts to mend, society often engaged in seeming-
ly rational debates that contained unconscious irrationality.  For 
instance, when trying to remember the past without examining 
what had been unconsciously omitted or overemphasized, we 
could re-traumatize ourselves rather than heal wounds.  In these 
instances, memory conservation could be hijacked to serve dema-
gogic purposes.   

 Could museum designers use a psychoanalytic approach to 
engage with this kind of altered social reality?  In the aftermath of 
9/11, memorialization was called for in order to repair “the social 
link” (Francoise Davoine and Jean-Max Gaudilliere, History Be-
yond Trauma: Whereof One Cannot Speak, Thereof One Cannot 
Stay Silent, 2004, 13). Our memorial museum design drew on rela-
tional aesthetics to evoke engagement among visitors to the muse-
um.  

Whether the arts are employed to bring together polarized 
groups or to disorient the overly complacent, they are creating 
what a critic calls relational aesthetics, artistic practices that con-
sider the entirety of human relations and their social context 
(Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 2002).  A relational artist 
may catalyze a social environment in a museum or gallery to pro-
voke visitors to learn about themselves.  In a museum that com-
memorates a significant historical event—a memorial museum—
people are brought together so they can encounter others’ perspec-
tives with the hope that the museum can aid in fostering under-
standing, even between antagonistic groups.  Exhibition designers 
aim to make visitors care about the curator-assembled narratives 
and materials.  They do so in how they display historical artifacts, 
film footage, audio recordings, or the names, images, and photos of 
those who died.  While standing in the spaces provided by the mu-
seum, visitors are encouraged to reflect on meanings they have at-
tributed to the events being commemorated and to consider new 
perspectives; they are also encouraged to notice the reactions of 
other visitors.   

 While art and design are quite different things, they share a 
use of visual, auditory, rhythmic, and spatial dimensions to sym-
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bolize emotional experience.  Like art, design is in the eye of both 
the beholder and the design/curatorial teams that constitute, togeth-
er with the visitors, an intersubjective unit.  Furthermore, both oc-
cupy the realm of culture. 

 Cultural experience, according to psychoanalyst Donald 
Winnicott, Playing With Reality (1991), grows out of the ability to 
play and to create potential space.  Politics, economics,  philoso-
phy, and culture belong to this third area of experience, the inter-
subjectivity beyond dependence and independence.  

 This third zone is also a crucible for the arousal-
modulating state management  that unfolds between two indi-
viduals, according to Daniel Stern (Forms of Vitality, 2010).  Re-
ciprocal state-sharing and affect attunement constitute nascent re-
lationships as well as developing aesthetic forms.  Arousal switch-
es on thought, emotion, perception, and movement to animate our 
life experience by creating the force, timing, shape, and directional 
intent of movement.  Together, these emergent properties enhance 
perceptual experience and stimulate spontaneous interaction.  

The same mechanisms that shape our experience of arousal 
in infancy underpin our responses to the temporal arts of music, 
dance, cinema, theater—and museum visits.  Since matching vital-
ity forms with an “Other” creates what Stern calls “a running dia-
logue” with that person’s other emotional behaviors, learning oth-
ers’ emotional meanings through being exposed to their artistic 
forms can help us predict their behavior, diminishing mistrust.   

 Studies have confirmed that contact among opposing 
groups diminishes conflict, whether or not agreement is reached.  
In peace negotiations, warring groups are typically asked to sit face 
to face.  In South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation process ide-
ally involves facing one’s victim or perpetrator while bearing wit-
ness to the truth of what happened and moving together gradually 
toward reconciliation.  In the reconciliation process following the 
Rwandan genocide, to promote empathy perpetrators of violence 
are required to perform active service to their victims, thus more 
deeply feeling the victims’ concerns.   

 When the arts are employed to enhance a reconciliation 
process, diverse groups view one another’s art, listen to one an-
other’s music, and watch one another’s dances.  In one instance, 
documented in a 2012 film, Sweet Dreams, directed by Lisa and 
Rob Fruchtman, both perpetrators and victims of the Rwandan 
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massacre were brought together by a theater director, who helped 
them form into a drumming group. Over time, as they matched one 
another’s rhythms, they learned to listen to each other’s stories, 
too.  Together they remembered nearly unbearable sorrows and 
losses.  Eventually, they were able to work together well enough to 
open and successfully run a novel business. 

 Here in the U.S., though, 15 years have passed since 9/11, 
and even psychoanalytically-informed memorialization has only 
grazed the surface of our maladies.  Although the museum was 
judged to have achieved its aims, outside its confines demagogic 
politics are in full swing during this run-up to the 2016 election, 
not only because of traumatic processes, but also due to massive 
economic dislocation and incipient climate change.    

 Social groups and systems appear to have responded to per-
vasive and continual annihilation anxiety and perceived leadership 
failure by becoming less cohesive—either massing and looking for 
a strong leader to identify with, or fragmenting into individuals 
isolated and alienated from one another—at the extreme, lone wolf 
terrorists.  Anomie, an alienated normlessness that is a consequence 
of social disruption and reorganization, is everywhere in evidence.  
At the polarities, repetitive, stereotypic, or unhinged communica-
tion manifested, or its opposite, rhetoric obeying a single ideology, 
impinged on private experience.   

 Psychoanalytic memorialization contributed to enacting 
remembrance.  During the museum design process, I often sat in 
on the design team’s internal meetings.  Occasionally, someone 
would do or say something that revealed or enacted a strong emo-
tion that we had unconsciously left out of the museum’s narrative 
to shield visitors and ourselves from becoming too overwhelmed.  
Once recognized, such affects were incorporated into the museum 
narrative. 

 However, could a psychoanalytic perspective also address 
our post-9/11 dysfunctional communication and political process?  
The scope of this museum design project was necessarily limited; 
multiple individual design, curatorial, and political perspectives 
jostled one another in a way that tended to keep the focus narrow. 
Nevertheless, I wonder if we sufficiently explored the effect of the 
attackers’ hatred, our wishes to retaliate or identify with the ag-
gressor, feelings of some that we were left unprotected, or explicit-
ly enough called for renewed ethical inter-subjectivity and empath-
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ic interconnectedness. These themes repeatedly re-surfaced during 
primary election debates. 

 Although a museum is not psychotherapeutic, and the 
world is not our patient, we hoped the museum experience would 
catalyze a political conversation “protected-enough” from toxicity 
to form a relational home for soothing annihilation anxiety stirred 
up by ongoing terrorist activity (Robert Stolorow, World, Affectivi-
ty, Trauma, 2002).  It is not clear at this writing if the psychoana-
lytically-informed memorialization process we began in our design 
and narrative can continue outside of the “safe-enough” confines 
of the museum.   

  Billie Pivnick, PhD, a psychoanalytic psychologist in New 
York City, is on the faculties of the William Alanson White Institute 
and Columbia University.  Her related work includes the Schil-
linger Award Essay, “Spaces to Stand In: Applying Clinical Psy-
choanalysis To the Relational Design of the National September 11 
Memorial Museum,” in Division/Review (Fall, 2015), “Enacting 
Remembrance: Turning to Memorializing September 11th” in 
Journal of Religion & Health (2011), and “Managing Collapse: 
Memorializing September 11th Through the Co-creation of a Me-
morial Museum” with Tom Hennes in The Ethics of Remembering 
and the Consequences of Forgetting: Essays on Trauma, History 
and Memory (Michael O’Loughlin [Ed.], 2014). She may be con-

tacted at drbilliepivnick@gmail.com. ❑   

Conquerors, Migrants, and Refugees  

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

Keywords: conquest, history, migration, refugees, outsiders, African-
tribes 

Abstract: The author argues that humans have moved throughout their 
history.  They started the process millennia ago when African tribes be-
gan to populate the planet to today when people flee violence and depra-
vation, or seek jobs and opportunities.  Some politicians see refugees and 
migrants as a major threat to their nations’ wellbeing.  

 Migrants and refugees have become a major topic of con-
cern in all forms of media and in almost every country, including 
the U.S.  It is surprising then that various commentators all too of-
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ten overlook that our species has been on the move, to express it 
popularly, from its very beginnings.  Indeed, some of the earliest 
modern European settlers moved from Africa across the Caucasus 
Mountains not quite as far back as the first recognizable human be-
ings.  They did so in part because they were by nature adventurous 
and inquisitive, could not sustain themselves in their habitats be-
cause their climates changed, and significantly, they had become 
capable of leaving their surroundings and adapting to others.  Other 
early groups of Africans moved into Asia and some of their de-
scendants much later moved across what is now the Bering Strait 
and with time created such civilizations as the Maya, Aztec, and 
Inca.  Indeed, although barely hidden in a nebulous past, in terms of 
their consequences, these massive migrations filled whole conti-
nents with our kind.   

Another unique phenomenon emerged early on.  While 
some areas into which successive groups of migrants adventured 
were unoccupied, others were occupied and, with the clash between 
the newcomers and the settled groups, anthropologists and histori-
ans notice the start of an ingrained fear and hostility toward outsid-
ers.  This was enhanced over and over in the following centuries. 

At some point during Americans’ early education, most 
surely have heard about one of the most amazing migrations of peo-
ples during the early Middle Ages, the so-called Völkerwanderung.  
It involved tribes that were pushed westward from Central Asia, the 
Caucuses, and the plains of what is today southern Russia and 
Ukraine; they moved as far west as the British Isles, Spain, Portu-
gal, and even North Africa.  As Huns, Goths, and Vandals cascaded 
westward, they displaced and massacred, and tribes had to move 
out of each other’s way in order to avoid being trampled in this 
stampede.  In the end, these migrants succeeded in undermining the 
Western Roman Empire.   

One of the prayers in churches ever since that time has been, 
“Save us, oh Lord, from the Vandals.”  Even as a child in the safe 
environment of a small mountain church, I sensed that the Vandals 
must have been fierce and detestable and that I needed to avoid be-
ing vandalized.  I sensed that they had long ago disappeared and 
since then new groups had taken up the cause of mayhem and plun-
der.  The migrations aroused fascination and fear in me and surely 
in many others.  

From the very beginning of our species, one can thus ob-
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serve two overlapping occurrences: on the one hand, tribes or peo-
ples who moved to areas with better living conditions, whether 
these areas were already occupied or not; on the other, refugees, 
people who were running from tribes and bands who had entered 
their areas with all too many terrible consequences.  One of the 
outcomes of later migrations, like the great peoples’ migrations, is 
that some migrants were not only or even primarily looking for 
better food supplies or climate, but rather to benefit from what oth-
ers had built up.  Because of this phenomenon, the earliest fear of 
strangers, whether they were migrants or refugees, was further en-
hanced in our collective memories. 

The Vikings were a later group that went on an expanding 
rampage, now usually politely called explorations, and travelled 
not only across the North Atlantic, but also penetrated through 
Russia all the way to Byzantium.  Hardly anyone was happy about 
their arrival, and people who did not want to be subjugated fled for 
their lives.  Surely, to no one’s surprise, those who escaped were 
not uniformly welcomed in the areas to which they ran. 

More recently, the Mongols initiated massive relocations of 
people as their armies headed eastward and westward from Central 
Asia.  Townspeople in particular tried to get out of the way; if they 
did not, they were forcibly integrated or killed.  A similar on-
slaught occurred when the Tatars moved westward from the same 
area and displaced people in their path with their unspeakable vi-
ciousness; we know from Russian history that people escaped their 
path northward into massive forests.   

Just as with the tribes who moved westward during the peo-
ples’ migrations, few were led by thoughtful or caring leaders; 
with time the phenomenon of the dynamic, authoritarian, and bru-
tal leaders had emerged.  Their unique visions and calculated ap-
proaches to life and death gained them loyal followers as well as 
fierce enemies, and frightened the people in their paths.  Names of 
such conquerors as Attila the Hun, Alaric I, Genghis Khan, Batu 
Khan, Tamerlane, and many more come to mind. 

 Almost as dramatic as the Eurasian migrations were the 
massive transatlantic explorations of Europeans, specifically those 
from Spain and Portugal in the 16th and 17th centuries, of South and 
Central America, and the later migrations from northern and other 
parts of Europe into what became the United States and Canada.  
As these migrants/conquerors moved into and settled in these (to 
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them) backward areas, they displaced or subjugated native popula-
tions.  Displacement and subjugation in all cases was associated 
with violence and disease transfers that decimated local popula-
tions and in many cases forced them to move on; that is, to become 
refugees in their own lands.  Today we would call them internal 
refugees.   

The forced migrations of African captives into this same 
world, and their enslavement there, is one of the other travesties 
that is associated with conquest and exploitation.  While some na-
tional histories glorify the exploits of the explorers and colonists to 
this day, the shadow side of their activities cannot be talked away.  
In all parts of the Americas, groups of people live in ghettos and 
reservations as reminders of their past and current refugee status. 

Even more recently, one needs to point to the massive relo-
cations of human beings as an outgrowth of the policies of Stalin in 
the Soviet Union and Hitler in National Socialist Germany.  
Stalin’s forced relocation of hundreds of thousands from their 
homes to unfamiliar and nearly uninhabitable areas of Siberia is 
rarely spoken of now, but we know that few survived.  Most 
thoughtful persons today also know of and accept the terrible pres-
sures on and displacement and murder of European Jews and other 
minorities and of their need to flee, if they could, their tormentors.  
Then there were the 14 million Eastern European Germans moving 
west and the rarely told hardship of Poles and Ukrainians who 
were forced to move westward from areas that were taken over by 
Russians after WWII.  

Several considerations are implicit in the more recent devel-
opments linked to this topic.  One is that over time states or nations 
arose and refugees or migrants were not simply entering an area 
that might be lightly defended and thus readily overrun, but locals 
in some cases even accepted the newcomers.  However, with the 
development of nation states, migrating also became the act of 
crossing borders.  Implicit in this act is either an official ac-
ceptance of migrants (like Eastern Germans in Germany after 
WWII and Syrians in Germany today, or European Union internal-
worker migrations), a tacit acceptance of their presence (like Mexi-
cans in the U.S., even if called illegals), or an outright rejection of 
them (like Hungary’s current hostility toward all refugees).  

Another major consideration is the emergence of dictator-
ships in the 20th century.  Uniformly they were highly nationalistic 
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in their governing approaches and endeavored to strengthen what 
they interpreted as a weakening of their traditions or, specifically 
in Hitler’s case, their Volk (“the people”).  This nationalist posture 
included fear of outsiders, whether internal “strangers” or refugees 
and migrants.  Thus, dictators used the long-held and deeply rooted 
fear of outsiders to gain power and to exploit their populations 
once they attained it.  Such thinking lingers on today in right-wing 
politicians almost everywhere around the globe.  We saw them in 
action during the Brexit debates and outcome, and we hear their 
loudmouthed fear-mongering from Russia to the U.S., where 
Trump has won the presidency partly by promises to seal the 
Southern border and keep out Muslims.  No doubt, these anti-
immigrant politicians exploit the fear of outsiders that our species 
learned from its very beginnings, and has been reinforced ever 
since then, in order to gain attention and power.  

Finally, another development is the massiveness of the cur-
rent migratory and refugee problem.  As many as 60 million people 
are being displaced from and in their countries/regions because of 
civil wars, famine, dictatorships, dysfunctional governments, lack 
of employment opportunities, and many other woes.  What is dif-
ferent today though is that because of modern media, principally 
social media, almost everyone knows about the human beings who 
are migrating and escaping from one place to another in order to be 
safe and to provide for themselves and their families.  Because 
there are so many of these migrants and refugees, their cases are so 
readily dramatized by right-wing politicians, who argue that these 
people’s intent is nothing other than to flood into and undermine 
every self-respecting nation’s supposed core citizens. 

The reason, then, for reaching back to some of the earliest 
migrations, conquests, and refugee situations is to highlight the 
deep-seated fear of outsiders.  Through historical and literary in-
vestigations, and many educational settings, we heard and hear of 
migrations and refugees and are thus consciously or unconsciously 
aware of this human past; that is, even without the rhetoric of the 
political right, outsiders frighten segments of every national or re-
gional entity because they might overwhelm them.  In the activa-
tion of fears regarding “hordes” of outsiders, traditional values of 
hospitality that are part of Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism, Christi-
anity, and Islam are being supplanted, and thus even generous gov-
ernments encounter difficulties to accommodate these often des-
perate fellow human beings.    
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Not surprisingly, today the individuals and groups most 
readily frightened about refugees and outsiders are those least fa-
miliar with outsiders.  Among these frightened people are those 
who live in rural areas and disadvantaged groups, such as the un-
employed or underemployed.  In Germany in the 1920s and ’30s, 
they were mostly men who lost their footing as a consequence of 
several economic upsets; in the U.S. today, they are white lower- 
and middle-class men and women who have been left out or left 
behind during the second industrial revolution; in both cases, lack 
of appropriate education is one of the main components of this ma-
laise. 

A final thought about the U.S.’s own history of aggression 
and rejection.  Few observers today seem to know that it was this 
country that resisted, almost vehemently in some cases, accepting 
refugees, including the desperate European Jews of the ‘30s.  No 
wonder Americans resist accepting the traumatized Syrians of to-
day.  Implicit is that deep down we are afraid that the same inhu-
mane displacement that America’s white forefathers imposed on 
Native Americans might befall us.  Some members of our commu-
nities deny this perpetration or even that white Europeans did any-
thing untoward, but denial means awareness. We sense that our 
forefathers wronged the Native Americans, but in order to reduce 
our guilty feelings about this wrong, we make them out to be “no 
good Indians,” people whom we despise and fear almost in propor-
tion to the wrongs we did to them.  

 Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of Histo-
ry at Appalachian State University, a Research Associate of the 
Psychohistory Forum, and a member of its Editorial Board.  He 
was born in Berlin and emigrated to the U.S. as a 17-year-old from 
South Tyrol in Italy.  His recent publications include books on his 
father who was a diplomat in the SS, the four women who raised 
him, and a novel on an 18th century German woman art-
ist.  Petschauer may be contacted at petschauerpw@appstate. 
edu.  ❑  
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Refugees 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

They hide in forests, 
bobble in boats, 
press under fences, 
walk on stony paths,  
slog near concrete highways. 

They die on their way. 

Farmers, wives, shopkeepers, mothers, 
teachers, barbers, daughters, priests,  
merchants, masons, healers,  
brothers, husbands, and sons. 
Young and old –  
rich and poor – 
all forced away. 

Threadbare clothing on emaciated bodies – 
hands struggling with bare essentials. 
Faces filled with misery. 
Fear of greater catastrophe in every move – 
yet hoping for a better future. 

Millions upon millions – 
driven from hearth and home – 
from tiny plots into arms of strangers. 

Famine, war, conquest, death – 
the dreaded horsemen of the past. 
Add bigotry, extremism, hatred,  
destruction, rape, torture, murder. 
And call it terror. 

Lust for power, 
envy of success, 
greed for more of the same, 
pride in knowing more than others, 
intolerance of difference. 

They met the above at home, 
on their paths, 
and in their potential home. 
Hundreds of years ago, 
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decades ago,  
today. 

Monarchs, tyrants, and dictators of the past, 
fanatics, politicians, and crooks of the present – 
enhancing humanity’s plight, 
ruining chances of success. 

Little understanding of loss and pain. 
Mostly meanness – 
pure and simple,  
and lack of love. 

Peter W. Petschauer, PhD’s biography may be found on page 290. 
❑ 

Moral Injury and Suicide in  
Combat Veterans 

Jamshid A. Marvasti and Anton Power—University 
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Abstract: The authors summarize their work in the area of moral trauma 
among United States servicemen and women.  They contrast it with the 
most popular diagnosis and cause attributed to the rash of suicides 
among veterans: posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  Moral injury on 
the other hand is not a psychiatric diagnosis but refers to the psychologi-
cal and spiritual injuries caused by life or death decisions, especially in 
the absence of support from those at home.  The causes of moral injury 
are examined through the history of America’s involvement in the Middle 
East, statistics, and stories of servicemen. 

Researchers explain that combat changes a human being, 
though this is not fully understood or accepted by ordinary citizens.  
The public consensus is that the profession that trains its employees 
to harm and destroy its enemies is composed of warriors.  However, 
combat involves the trauma of one’s own life being threatened as 
well as the trauma of harming others, especially innocent civilians 
(Bret Moore, C. Alan Hopewell, and Dave Grossman, “Violence 
and the Warrior,” in Sharon Freeman, Bret Moore, and Arthur Free-
man, eds., Living and Surviving in Harm’s Way, 2009, 307-327). 
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As clinical literature indicates, the experience of combat is 
“transformative.” No one remains the same person as before enter-
ing war.  Family members often recognize this first.   Psychic trau-
ma can impact the biochemical and hormonal aspects of warriors 
(software), and may also make physical changes in the brain 
(hardware).  

Impact of War on Warriors 
Veterans may face a tremendous amount of stress after their 

return from combat, starting with the traumatic stress of war (the 
nature of the beast) and grief (such as the loss of a comrade).   

Operational fatigue is based on the wear and tear of deploy-
ment; multiple tours can have an impact on the resiliency of veter-
ans and their families.  Exposure to destroyed areas and dead and 
wounded civilians has its impact as well.  There is moral injury and 
change in worldview, such as the loss of religious faith or of faith 
in the goodness of people.  Also, there is frustration and anger due 
to the “lack of victory,” particularly poignant if an expected short 
war drags on and becomes less popular.  Ed Tick skillfully report-
ed, “When women and children are willing to die to stop us, and we 
cannot distinguish between enemies and civilians because an entire 
population resists us, then our soldiers’ belief in our goodness crack
[s]—and so does their spirit” (War and the Soul, 2005, 160). 

 Furthermore, separation from family can increase stress on 
relationships regardless of how “patriotic” these families are.  Self-
sacrifice often has a limit, especially during an “unpopular war.”  
Some servicemen are on multiple medications due to psychological 
disturbances—hence the nickname “the Prozac Army.”  When they 
remain in combat zones despite such disturbances, their problems 
may worsen.  

Suicide as a result of serving in war or even during wartime 
is a most serious problem.  U.S. veterans commit suicide at a rate of 
20 to 22 people per day, according to a July 2016 Veterans Admin-
istration report, an increase from 18 deaths per day only a few years 
ago (https://www.va.gov/opa/publications/factsheets/Suicide_Pre 
vention_FactSheet_New_VA_Stats_070616_1400. pdf).   Accord-
ing to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, veterans commit 20% of 
suicides in the United States, even though only seven to eight per-
cent of the American population is made up of veterans. The aver-
age age of veterans committing suicide is 59.6 (https://
www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2015/02/ 04/the-
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missing-context-behind-a-widely-cited-statistic-that-there-are-22-
veteran-suicides-a-day/).  The July 2016 VA report says that in 
2014 about 65% of veterans who committed suicide were 50 years 
old or older.  Another finding is that the suicide rate of veterans 
who never served in Iraq or Afghanistan is 16% higher than those 
who did (http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-veteran-suicide-
20150115-story.html).  Less than 20% of veteran suicides are by 
those who served in American wars since 2001.  What follows ad-
dresses the suicides of those American military veterans who ac-
tively served in Iraq and Afghanistan.   

Suicide is a multidimensional phenomenon and lacks a sin-
gle etiology, though the quality and quantity of combat are im-
portant elements in emotional disorders.  How the war is viewed 
has an important impact.  It can be devastating to some veterans 
when they learn they were labeled as “invaders” or “agents of im-
perialism,” rather than “liberators” and “creators of democracy.”  
The quantity of combat is defined as the number and length of de-
ployments.  It is known that diagnoses of PTSD substantially in-
crease with the number of deployments. 

The Impact of Killing 
Boot camp may not erase years of growing up in a civilian 

society with moral institutions that engrain concepts, such as “thou 
shalt not kill.”  In war, life or death predicaments may permit a sol-
dier only two options: kill or be killed.  As one combat veteran in-
dicated: you know it is wrong either way, and you wish never to be 
in that situation. 

David Wood indicated that 65% of Marines in Iraq reported 
killing an enemy combatant, 28% said they were responsible for 
killing a non-combatant, and 83% said they saw ill or injured 
women and children whom they were unable to help (“Moral Inju-
ry: The Grunts,” The Huffington Post, March 18, 2014). 

In our opinion, combat killings may increase veterans’ psy-
chological stress due to a number of factors, including the U.S. 
military’s reticence to discuss the psychological and spiritual im-
pact of killing.  One factor is when enemies are not sufficiently 
dehumanized.  In urban warfare, veterans go from house to house, 
often breaking in doors in the middle of the night, in search of 
combatants.  Encountering children, women, and elders can cause 
them to think about the enemy as “human.”  Veterans may discov-
er that enemy soldiers are defending their own country against 
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“invaders,” just as they would if the United States were invaded.  
Killing an enemy who ran a “torture chamber” may be acceptable 
and may not cause “moral injury.”  However, when news of their 
own military personnel doing the same thing (e.g., at the Abu 
Ghraib prison) is revealed, confusion and a sense of betrayal may 
develop.  

War, Moral Injury, and Its Causes 
We believe that many of our military personnel who devel-

op self-destructive behavior have a condition called “moral inju-
ry.”  Unlike PTSD, which is caused by exposure to threatening 
events, moral injury does not require exposure to a life-threatening 
trauma.  Instead, it is an experience that can provoke shame, grief, 
guilt, and poor self-image.  It is well known that war and combat 
have detrimental impacts on spiritual, moral, and ethical beliefs. 

Moral injury is harm to an individual’s moral and ethical 
foundation; a violation of cultural norms of “right and wrong.”  
Veterans suffering from moral injury may have difficulty reconcil-
ing their perceptions of themselves with an idealism of becoming a 
“war hero” and a “freedom fighter.”  They struggle to integrate the 
new self-image within their psyche and soul. 

It is caused by commission and transgression: perpetration 
of atrocity or unethical action. Omission, the failure to prevent 
atrocities committed by others, can also be a cause.  Then there is 
the “after air raid” syndrome: a warrior who enters a city or village 
that was bombed or shelled by his unit can experience moral and 
spiritual disturbance as feelings of guilt, shame, anger, and dissoci-
ation from one’s spirituality and one’s place in the world.  Veter-
ans may question their own humanity.    

A major cause is the betrayal of trust by authorities, news 
media, or the public.  In Afghanistan, some soldiers have com-
plained they are fighting to protect a “corrupt government” that 
engages in opium distribution and human rights violations.  Like-
wise, over time the Iraq War elicited severe criticism, eventually 
labeled by the U.N. Secretary General as an unauthorized and ille-
gal war.  Former Navy Commander and Chaplain Steven Dundas 
wrote in The Huffington Post (March 18, 2014) that he went to Iraq 
to help modernize the nation and build a democratic U.S. ally.  In-
stead, “Seeing the devastation of Iraqi cities, some of it caused by 
us, some by the insurgents and the civil war that we brought about, 
hit me to the core […] I felt lied to by our senior leadership.  And I 
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felt those lies cost too many thousands of American lives and far 
too much destruction.”  After returning home, Dundas reportedly 
lost faith in God and was diagnosed with a severe form of PTSD.   

Another Marine questioned news media reports citing 
“Americans” or “America at war.”  From his point of view, Ameri-
cans are at malls, bars, and the beach—by contrast, the Marines are 
the ones at war.  Another serviceman, Chuck Luther, explained in 
The Nation article “Disposable Soldiers” that it is cheaper for the 
military to train a new soldier than to rehabilitate one with trauma.  
He felt abandoned by the Army when he was diagnosed with a psy-
chological disorder and discharged.  Without disability benefits, he 
was denied basic medical care and asked to pay back a portion of 
his reenlistment bonus (J. Kors, “Disposable Soldiers,” 2010. Re-
trieved May 18, 2016, from http://www.thenation.com/article/
disposable-soldiers/). 

Conclusion 
The epidemic of veteran suicide is devastating.  Some sur-

vived the enemy’s fire but chose to take their own life with their 
own fire.  We believe that moral injury is a significant contributing 
factor in a number of veterans’ self-destructive behaviors.  Unlike 
PTSD, moral injury is not yet considered a psychiatric diagnosis.  
Military officials instead label these challenges as “inner conflicts,” 
as they assume that the U.S. military engagement has been legal/
ethical/moral, and the concept of moral injury is irrelevant.  At this 
point, there is not sufficient research conducted to confirm or ques-
tion our belief in the connection between moral injury and suicide.  
We present this as a hypothesis that demands further investigation.    

Moreover, PTSD treatment may not alleviate moral injury 
and in some cases may exacerbate it.  It is unknown if medication 
or exposure therapy can repair moral damage to the “soul” of a vet-
eran.  It is further unknown what modality may work to eliminate a 
feeling of betrayal or deception by superiors, or alleviate psychic 
pain and the misery of combat trauma in our warriors.  
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lies (2012) and Psycho-Political Aspects of Suicide Warriors, Ter-
rorism, and Martyrdom (2008).  He may be contacted at jmarvas-
ti@aol.com.  Anton Power is a fourth-year medical student at the 
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Thinking About Empathy and Altruism 
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Abstract: Booth discusses the meaning of empathy and its manifestations 
in the forms of altruism and compassion.  He sees compassion as the con-
nector between the feeling of empathy within humans and their behavior 
of giving to others.  The author asserts the importance of empathy for a 
well-functioning society, as well as the problems associated with one be-
ing too empathetic.  Also in this article is a discussion of the origins of 
empathy and altruism in human development, which can be as early as 
maternal bonding or stem from various life events later. 

Empathy is much discussed in contemporary discourse 
(CliosPsyche.org/archives), but it is certainly not a new concept.  
Its Greek origins have come to mean “to be in feeling with” in Eng-
lish.  Empathy can apply to a person, culture, group, or inanimate 
object.  It has a hint of projection or transference in it at times, as in 
“that picture mirrors my own feelings,” or “I feel with that person.”  
Understandably, it has been foundational in psychotherapy for 
many years, and its use is encouraged for all helping persons.  
However, empathy is not an innate part of our character; it must be 
learned and developed through a lengthy and healthy socialization 
process, the beginning of which is attachment to the mother and, by 
extension, to others.   

To feel with another requires learning the nuances of facial 
and body presentations (Wilson van Dusen, “To See and Hear An-
other Person,” in Psychology and Personal Growth, 1980, 40-50), 
the spoken and unspoken word, self-awareness, and emotional self-
regulation, decentering in the direction of the other and becoming 
the “real self” described by Karen Horney (The Neurotic Personali-
ty of Our Time, 1994).  A functional social skill base, an ability to 
think in open-minded, multi-dimensional ways, and negotiating life 
rationally and with resilience are also necessary components.  The 
process of becoming empathic, then, is a difficult journey of contin-
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uing vital growth, whose constant challenges are pathological ego-
ism and narcissism.  As Paul Tillich aptly says when discussing be-
ing fully alive, “He [i.e. human beings] can transcend any given 
situation in any direction and this possibility drives him to create 
beyond himself” (The Courage to Be, 1952; author’s emphasis).   

Given its demanding requisites, it is not surprising that we 
see so little empathy in its mature form.  Acts of charity or generos-
ity may or may not emerge from a true empathic impulse; feeling 
with others may be unconscious efforts to feel something within 
ourselves.  So care must be taken to discern between real and false 
empathy.  In this regard, Alfred Adler provides an excellent exam-
ple of this in his book Problems of Neurosis (1964).  He writes of 
an analysand who frequently gave to the poor and was publicly 
known and praised for her generosity.  It was assumed she was em-
pathic and altruistic.  In analysis, however, they discovered her un-
derlying motivation was feeling superior to those benefitting from 
her help.  Her motive was unconscious, her helping useful.  But she 
did not give selflessly. 

“Feeling with” must be constantly practiced, particularly in 
a world replete with conflict, pathological competition, suicide 
bombings, genocide, and other atrocities.  Empathy confronts the 
divisive character, an example of which is described by Thomas 
Harris in his book, I’m Okay, You’re Okay (2004), which says, in 
Transactional Analytic terms, “I hate me, I hate you; let’s blow up 
the world.”  The practice of empathy necessitates an attempt to un-
derstand even people like the above and proceeding despite them.  
Life provides many opportunities for us to practice patience, for-
bearance, proactive tolerance, self-realization, and an inviting heart.  
Empathy is a symbol that stands for the good, as well as emotional 
connectedness to the other. 

Empathy and Altruism: The Bridge 

The nexus between empathy (a feeling state) and altruism 
(doing behaviors) is compassion.  In Compassion and Self-Hate 
(1975), Theodore Rubin argues that compassion is a very powerful 
factor in psychological growth.  But what is it and what is its rela-
tionship to “genuine empathy” (David Myers, Social Psychology, 
2006) and altruism? 

 Compassion is “a feeling of deep…sorrow for another who 
is stricken by misfortune, accompanied by a strong desire to allevi-
ate the suffering” (Oxford Dictionary Online, author’s emphasis).  
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We can see that compassion is the catalyst for transitioning from 
empathy to actual helping behavior, the cord that holds the two to-
gether.  True compassion, like true empathy and altruism, emerges 
from authenticity (Karen Horney, Neurosis and Human Growth, 
1959).  The mature self allows us to love and become self-
actualized (Abraham Maslow, Hierarchy of Needs, A Theory of Hu-
man Motivation, 2011, Kindle version).  This was stated long ago 
by Matthew Arnold, in Culture and Anarchy (1869), who under-
scores our interconnectedness when he says, “Culture… leads us …
to conceive of human perfection as a harmonious perfection, devel-
oping all sides of our humanity… developing all sides of our socie-
ty.  For if one member suffers, the other members must suffer with 
it” (Kindle version, 21-32). 

In the same vein, the notion that humans are interdependent 
and fundamentally social has long been argued by sociology, an-
thropology, and social psychology.  In essence, we are drawn to 
each other and enjoy interacting.  Significant deviation from mean-
ingful affiliation even becomes clinically diagnosable, as in Antiso-
cial Personality Disorder, Avoidant Personality Disorder, and 
Schizoid Personality Disorder.  Even neuropsychologists are find-
ing support for human sociality, and this will be showcased in the 
2017 major symposium entitled “Our Social Brain: Neurobiology 
of Human Interactions” (www.icps.psychologicalscience.org).   

As interdependent persons, we have a myriad of reasons for 
helping each other, some more selfless than others.  Some seek re-
ward acquisition, notoriety, and narcissistic praise; others respond 
to automatic learned behavioral cues, shame avoidance, conformity, 
persuasion, and fear of not helping and of risk-taking.  Still others 
help because it feels good, it renders others potential allies (the 
“reciprocity norm”), religious impulses compel them, or they need 
to appear generous.  However, the ultimate forms of empathy, com-
passion, and altruism derive from the self that seeks no recognition, 
and helps because help is needed. 

It has been argued that for people to become selflessly em-
pathic, compassionate with suffering others, and altruistic, their de-
velopment must be quite evolved.  They must also be insightful 
enough to understand challenges to their goals, since the world is 
filled with separatism and compartmentalization that defy psycho-
logical attempts to rise above them.  Less developed persons tend to 
engage in we-us/they-them dichotomies while the more developed 
seek oneness and inclusion.  There exist, then, greater and lesser 
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degrees of altruistic helping, as Adler noted.  Witness, for example, 
paramedical or medical personnel, whose sole job is to help people, 
behaving hurriedly, coldly, indifferently, or roughly.  These people 
are doing helping behaviors without being truly altruistic, since 
their developmental level, betrayed by their behavior, is not 
evolved.   

A Balancing Act 

The onus falls upon altruists to determine when, how, 
whom, and how much to help.  For example, we might carry too 
much feeling for others, ultimately becoming overburdened and 
even resentful of needy people.  We might also fall victim to de-
pression and helplessness, given that many stories we hear are 
heavy and sad with no solution in sight.  We may even be tempted 
to give up.  This dynamic is what Martin Hagger and Nikos Chat-
zisarantis call resource- or ego-depletion (Perspectives on Psycho-
logical Science, 11[4], 546-573, 2016).  We generally understand it 
as burnout. 

 Stories abound about people devoting excessive time and 
energy to helping strangers while ignoring those who deserve it 
most.  We may virtually abandon self, family, and friends to assist 
others.  Everyone requires reciprocity and needy people can rarely 
provide it.  So, as Hagger and Chatzisarantis suggest, we may begin 
to deflate, leaving nothing for our intimates.  Our response to the 
frequency and intensity of helping derives partly from childhood 
bonding and limit-setting, interactions throughout our personal de-
velopment, and our own decisions.   

 We know that those who give very little of themselves tend 
to live empty lives, no matter what their other accomplishments.  
Moreover, objectification alienates us from ourselves and others.  
Hence, helping too much and helping insufficiently should be 
avoided.  Erich Fromm reminds us of this in his book, The Art of 
Loving (1963), as does Rollo May in Man’s Search for Himself 
(2009).  Our own empirical research on loneliness (Richard Booth 
et al., “An examination of the relationship between happiness, lone-
liness, and shyness in college students,” Journal of College Student 
Development, 1992, 33) demonstrates that disengaged people do 
not experience a highly evolved character structure sufficient to be 
of use to others.  Alfie Kohn agrees when he discusses highly suc-
cessful people in The Brighter Side of Human Nature (1990), as 
does Émile Durkheim when he talks of “anomie,” or being lost and 
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alone in the “madding crowd,” in Suicide (1897).   

 Finally, selfless altruists should expect to sacrifice.  Altru-
ism virtually always requires giving something up.  For example, 
the arthritic who works in a community garden suffers physical 
pain; the altruist who truly listens to another’s story suffers loss of 
time and energy.  But, an ironic factor in sacrifice is that only 
through the suffering does a person grow.  Giving begets personal 
growth, if motives are sufficiently pure. 

Conclusion: Empathy, Altruism, and Change  

 Empathy is a state of feeling that may transform into com-
passion, which, in turn, fuels an empathic person’s need to assist.  
The cycle is completed through a highly developed helping, called 
true altruism.  Altruism is a practiced character trait that, at best, 
begins with our earliest mother-bonding.  But, if this process is 
lacking, we can still learn altruism as we move through life.  Often, 
a tragedy or catastrophic event is the stimulus for change; some-
times, it is an experience we have shared with a needy other; and at 
other times it is learning that we are not the center of the universe 
(a narcissistic injury).  Fromm frames this in terms of optimal 
growth in his book The Art of Being (1992), when he says, “Therein 
lies the reason that all great teachers of man have arrived at essen-
tially the same norms for living, the essence of these norms being 
that the overcoming of greed, illusions, and hate, and the attainment 
of love and compassion, are the conditions for attaining optimal 
being” (Kindle version, 4).   

Richard Booth, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of Psychology 
at Black Hawk College, Moline, IL; Retired Adjunct Professor of 
Behavioral and Social Sciences at University of Maryland Univer-
sity College; Licensed Psychotherapist; and Disaster Mental 
Health Professional for the American Red Cross.  He is also an in-
dependent scholar.  Dr. Booth has published numerous articles in 
peer-reviewed journals, has practiced psychotherapy his entire ca-
reer, and is a member of The Psychohistory Forum.  He can be 
reached at drrichardbooth@gmail.com.  ❑ 
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The Political Future of John F. Kennedy, 
Jr.: An Unmet “Calling”? 

Joseph G. Ponterotto—Fordham University 
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Abstract:  John F. Kennedy, Jr., died in a tragic plane crash in 1999.  
What would have become of J.F.K., Jr., had he lived?  Evidence accrued 
from his closest confidants indicates that in 1999 J.F.K., Jr. was about to 
close shop on George magazine and enter the New York State political 
arena.  The media had often portrayed J.F.K., Jr. as a fun-loving, risk-
taking, and kind person who struggled academically in passing his bar 
exam.  He was also a determined and visionary leader, a person commit-
ted to social justice and international relations, and a man with high 
emotional intelligence who effectively brought groups with very diverse 
interests together to work on common goals.   

We recently experienced a contentious and controversial 
U.S. election in which Donald J. Trump upset the favorite, Hillary 
Clinton, to win the Electoral College vote and therefore become 
the country’s 45th President.  As the U.S. and the world process the 
election results and attempt to come to terms with a new political 
reality, this article steps back for a brief moment in time to reflect 
on a potential 21st century political force whose life and political 
future were tragically cut short.  This brief psychobiographical 
sketch of J.F.K., Jr. draws primarily on first-person (J.F.K., Jr.’s 
letters and taped interviews) and second-person sources (memoirs 
and reflections of those who knew him intimately), as well as 
drawing occasionally on more distanced third person sources (e.g., 
general biographies, documentary film, journalistic reports, and 
FBI files).  The author explores whether J.F.K., Jr. was destined to 
continue the Kennedy legacy of a life in politics and if he could 
have succeeded in the political arena.  For a more comprehensive 
lifespan psychobiography of J.F.K., Jr., the reader is referred to the 
Winter 2017 issue of The Journal of Psychohistory (Joseph G. 
Ponterotto, “John F. Kennedy, Jr. and the Torn Self: A Psychologi-
cal Portrait,” 2017, Vol. 44 [3], 221-241). 

Early Protective Life of John F. Kennedy, Jr.: Seeds of Adven-
turism 
 J.F.K., Jr. was born on November 25th, 1960, the month his 
father was elected the 35th President of the United States.  John had 
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an older sister by two years, Caroline Kennedy, and a younger 
brother, Patrick, who was born 5½ weeks prematurely on August 
7, 1963, and died two days later of Hyaline membrane disease 
(now known as respiratory distress syndrome).  As John ap-
proached his third birthday in November of 1963, his father was 
assassinated in Dallas, Texas.  Soon thereafter, Jackie and family 
settled in New York City, where she was committed to ensuring 
that her children would lead as normal a life as possible.  However, 
this sense of “normality” would be hard to achieve.  As children of 
a President, John and Caroline had secret service protection until 
the age of 16.  Wherever they went—school, the park, out with 
friends—there was a secret service detail close by (C. Jill and L. 
McCubbin, Mrs. Kennedy and Me, 2012).  This period was also the 
beginning of the era of the paparazzi, and Jackie and her children 
were prime targets for enterprising photographers. 

 On June 5, 1968, roughly four years after settling in New 
York City, John’s uncle, Robert F. Kennedy, was assassinated in 
Los Angeles, California.  Since the assassination of President Ken-
nedy, Uncle Robert had become a father figure to John and Caro-
line and his death was a deep loss for the children and their mother 
(M. Shaw, White House Nannie: My Years with Caroline and John 
Kennedy, Jr., 1966).  For Jackie, the murder of her brother-in-law 
heightened her concerns for the safety and well being of John and 
Caroline.  At the ages of seven and ten respectively, John and Car-
oline could discern the fears of their mother regarding safety and 
the need for protection. 

 In some ways, John may have felt as if he were living in a 
cocoon, trapped in a web of security.  Throughout his life, John 
was exposed to threats of serious harm, including death threats 
while at Brown University (C. Haag, Come to the Edge: A Love 
Story, 2012) and a kidnap threat in adulthood that led to an FBI 
investigation and a 180-page file (available through the Freedom 
of Information Act, FBI File No. 7-HQ-19719).  Rather than being 
inhibited from embracing life as a result of his protection, John re-
acted in an opposite way throughout his development.  He fully 
engaged life through adventures, travel, and thrill-seeking and em-
bodied a sense of fearlessness and risk taking (W.S. Noonan, 
“Forever Young: My Friendship with John F. Kennedy, Jr.,” 
2006). 

Early in life, John’s interaction with the physical environ-
ment and diverse cultures was fostered by his mother.  From early 
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childhood, John was gregarious, rambunctious, and distractible 
(Shaw, 1966), and Jackie promoted summer adventure activities as 
a way of helping John learn to focus and also as a reprieve from the 
scrutinizing public eye of New York City.  She also instilled in her 
children the value of hard work and sacrifice, and the importance of 
community service and social justice.  Among the adventures that 
Jackie encouraged and facilitated for John were a summer Outward 
Bound program at Hurricane Island off the coast of Maine designed 
to inspire self-esteem, self-reliance, concern for others, and care for 
the environment.  Another summer John volunteered with close 
cousin Timothy Shriver to assist a small village in earthquake-
ravaged Guatemala; and in yet another summer “vacation” he 
worked as a ranch hand on the Wyoming cattle ranch of Mrs. Onas-
sis’ acquaintance, John Perry Barlow.  After college, John helped 
salvage the pirate ship Whydah off the shoals of Wellfleet, Massa-
chusetts.  He also traveled to India to absorb the culture and com-
plete some studies in rural economic development at the University 
of New Delhi. 

 Nature, travel, and adventure became a safe place for John.  
A place where he could be free, away from the microscope of con-
stant media attention.  John’s oldest and closest friend, William 
Noonan, recalled that: “John took road trips; he traveled every-
where.  It was his MO.  He told me many times, ‘If I stop to think 
about it all, I would just sit down and fall apart!’  He meant, of 
course, what his family had endured” (Noonan, 72).  Noonan con-
tinued: 

 For John what began as pure adventure and 
escape – hiking, biking, skiing, kayaking, jumping 
out of airplanes, being out there and doing it – shift-
ed to traveling to exotic places.  Exotic places – es-
pecially Africa – were an escape for him …. He 
found direction in nature.  He found healing in na-
ture.  Hiking in the woods, sleeping under the stars, 
started as a lark and turned into something else:  
reaching out to reach in, to who he was (80-81).  

As an adult, John was heavily involved in philanthropic and 
service activities, which included the Robin Hood Foundation, 
serving the poor with food and after school programs; founding 
Reach Up, an organization supporting employees who serve the 
mentally disabled; supporting cousin Timothy Shriver in Special 
Olympics events; and with his sister Caroline, running the Profiles 
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in Courage award organized by the J.F.K. Presidential Library in 
Boston.  These activities honored his mother’s (and family’s) vi-
sion for his path and brought John wide visibility and respect 
among broad segments of the U.S. population. 

Forging His Unique Professional and Personal Identity 
While always very active in school, training, or social/

community service, John was also in search of his own unique 
identity outside the tight-knit Kennedy family legacy.  After all, his 
father and uncle Robert were idolized in death, and his uncle Ted 
Kennedy was also a renowned senator.  The achievement levels 
and power of the Kennedy men was a hard act to follow.  In high 
school and college, John did broach a unique vocational path rela-
tive to the Kennedy traditions—acting.  From high school until af-
ter college, John acted in various theatre productions and thrived 
on the stage (Haag, 2012).  Acting was exciting, liberating, and 
challenging; on the stage, John could wear his actor’s “mask” and 
be freed from the pressure of playing himself under the constant 
media scrutiny that characterized his real life.  

 Mrs. Onassis admired John’s passion and interest in acting; 
she was initially supportive of his efforts in this regard, and attend-
ed many of his productions (R. Littell, The Men We Became: My 
Friendship with John F. Kennedy, Jr., 2004).  However, she did 
not feel acting was the proper career pursuit for her son, and dis-
couraged her son from pursuing acting on a full-time basis.  Jackie 
did not believe acting was a career befitting John and his legacy as 
a Kennedy committed to public service and social justice.  In time, 
John left the stage and entered law school at New York University, 
after getting rejected by Harvard Law School and others (Littell, 
2004).  John received his law degree in 1989 and went to work for 
the New York District Attorney’s Office.  As much of the Western 
World is well aware, John struggled in passing the New York State 
Bar exam, failing twice before hiring a tutor, and arranging a spe-
cial testing session where he could take the test alone and with a 
more generous time allotment; he passed in 1990 (Littell, 2004).  
John’s close friends noted that John did not particularly love the 
day-to-day life of an attorney, and though he was fairly good at his 
work, winning all six cases he tried, being a full-time attorney was 
clearly not his path. John never talked with great interest or passion 
about the work of an attorney and he longed for work that was 
more entrepreneurial, more adventurous (R. Blow, American Son: 
A Portrait of John F. Kennedy, Jr., 2002; Littell, 2004).  
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As John entered his mid-30s, he knew it was time to focus 
on a career pursuit and establish himself as a mature, responsible, 
autonomous man with vocational direction.  His mother’s death in 
1994 further liberated him in terms of following his own interests.  
In 1995 he formed a holding company with friend Michael Berman 
called Random Ventures.  The company soon partnered with the 
French magazine magnate Hachette Filipacchi Media U.S., Inc. to 
launch a new political and popular culture magazine titled simply 
George, after the first U.S. President.  John thought politics was 
fascinating, psychological, and interesting, and that the magazine 
could bridge the political world with the general masses.  In starting 
George, John was striking out on his own, independent of his moth-
er’s or the Kennedy family’s influence.  He was asserting his auton-
omy and self-identity.  

The first issue of George released in September 1995 flew 
off the shelves, and the editors were hopeful regarding the maga-
zine’s future.  However, over the ensuing years George struggled 
financially as advertising dollars dried up.  At the time of John’s 
death in July of 1999, Hachette Filipacchi had decided to terminate 
publication of the magazine within a year or so.  At this point, John 
set about searching for a new financial partner for the magazine.  
The particular significance of George to the current vocational pro-
file of J.F.K., Jr., is that John believed he needed to successfully 
establish and head the magazine to enhance his status and reputa-
tion as a successful businessperson outside the Kennedy family in-
fluence and connections.  A successful George could serve as an 
effective launching pad for John’s next career move; a move many 
believe was a run for New York State political office.  John’s close 
friend, Robbie Littell, reflected that “George was an opportunity for 
John to build a platform from which he might possibly move into 
political life” (2004, 172).  RoseMarie Terenzio, recalled John shar-
ing with her that “This magazine has to be a success; otherwise I 
can’t move on to the next venture, whatever that may be” (Fairy 
Tale Interrupted: A Memoir of Life, Love, and Loss, 2012, 195). 

Was J.F.K., Jr. “Called” to a Life in Politics? 
 A “calling” can be defined as pursuing “a career that is inte-
gral to an individual’s life meaning, is prosocial in nature, and can 
arise from either an internal or external summons” (Richard 
Douglass, Ryan D. Duffy, and Kelsey L. Autin, “Living a Calling, 
Nationality, and Life Satisfaction: A Moderated, Multiple Mediator 
Model,” Journal of Career Assessment, 2016, Vol. 24 [2], 253-
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269).  Did J.F.K., Jr. feel a “calling” to follow in the path of his fa-
ther, President John F. Kennedy, and his two uncles, Robert F. and 
Ted Kennedy, and plan to pursue political office?  Close friends of 
John’s all report that he often hinted that someday he would enter 
politics: it was his destiny.  “Gotta go home someday, right?” he 
expressed to good friend Robbie Littell one day when they were 
discussing an eventual run for President (Littell, 2004, 25).  John’s 
former college housemate, fellow actor, and long-term girlfriend, 
Christina Haag, reflected on John’s call to service: 

But when I look back now, I think of the black-and-
white photographs of his father and his uncle Bobby, 
shirtsleeves rolled up, receiving hands reaching to 
them from the crowds, the faces weeping, smiling, 
believing.  I think of the weight of those images and 
imagine that the call of service might have been 
there for him – was always there for him… (Haag, 
2012, 89).   

 Accumulated evidence from multiple sources leads this au-
thor to conclude that J.F.K., Jr. was very likely on the verge of run-
ning for political office in New York State.  As he worked to keep 
the struggling George magazine afloat, cognitively he was shifting 
directions, accepting that maybe it was time to move on to his 
“calling”: political life.  Billy Noonan remembered that he “had 
been making vague references on the phone about shutting things 
down and starting things up” (Noonan, 2006, 213).  The implication 
was John’s readiness to now begin his political career.  Robbie Lit-
tell recalled John telling him in the spring of 1999, that he “might 
have to wind it up by the end of the year,” as he was becoming re-
signed that George would not succeed, and that besides, magazine 
publishing was not John’s life dream (2004, 175).   

In the mid-1990s, John had toyed with the idea of running 
for the U.S. Senate seat that was to be vacated by Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan in 2001, but knew he was not ready at that time, and that 
Hillary Clinton would likely take the seat.  Now, at 38 years of age, 
John had established his unique personal and professional identity 
outside the Kennedy family influence.  He was no longer just the 
kind, tenderhearted, handsome, playful, and adventurous son of 
Jackie Kennedy Onassis; he was now a successful businessperson 
who had demonstrated resilience, strength, and leadership in the 
publishing world, and who was settled and married to Carolyn Bes-
sette Kennedy.  In an interview with television host Tim Russert, 
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upon being asked about entering the political arena, John respond-
ed: “A public career is a lot to bite off and you better be ready for 
it, and you better have your life set up for it, and you better be pre-
pared to do it for the long haul” (from the documentary film, I am 
JFK Jr., Spike TV, August 1, 2016).   

I believe John was ready to enter the political arena, but he 
may not have been sure his wife Carolyn was ready.  Carolyn had 
trouble adjusting to the constant media intrusion into her life since 
her marriage.  John was accustomed to fame; Carolyn was not.  
More than being a “great” man, John wanted to be a “good” man, 
and that started at home, with his family.  John confided to long-
time close friend John Perry Barlow, “Everybody expects me to be 
a great man, but plenty of great men were not particularly great at 
home.  Even my father was no model.  I think it would be a more 
interesting challenge to be a good man” (J. Barlow quoted by 
McNeil, in “JFK Jr.: The John We Loved,” People Magazine, on 
August 1, 2016, 48).  John needed to be sure Carolyn was ready 
and that they were on the same page before launching his political 
career.  

John’s closest friends and confidants, Billy Noonan and 
Robbie Littell, were both convinced John was soon about to enter 
New York State politics.  His former Brown University classmate 
and good friend, Gary Ginsberg, believed John was strongly con-
sidering a run for Governor of New York State in 2003 (Littell, 
2004).  Ultimately, John’s goal was to be President of the United 
States, and Littell noted in his memoir that “if he had lived I’m sure 
John would have become President of the U.S.” (25).  Recently, 
People Magazine (August 1, 2016, 44-48) commemorated the 17th 
anniversary of John’s death with reflections from some of his clos-
est friends.  In that issue, RoseMarie Terenzio, who worked closely 
with John from 1995 until the day of his death as his executive as-
sistant at George, recalled the following incident:  

Once we were in a meeting with Sen. Al D’Amato, 
who said John should run for mayor of New York 
City.  After we left, I asked him, “Would you ever 
run for mayor?” and he said no.  I asked him why, 
and he said, “Well, Rosie, how many mayors do 
you know that become President?” (People Maga-
zine, August 1, 2016, 47-48).   

Psychodynamically speaking, John had always been in 
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search of his father en route to knowing himself.  As a high school 
student at Phillip’s Andover Academy, John was launching his own 
investigation into the killer(s) of his father (see Meg Azzoni, John 
F. Kennedy, Jr. to Meg Azzoni: 11 letters.  Memories of Kennedy’s 
and reflections on his quest [2nd ed.]).  Billy Noonan (2006) recalls 
him working diligently to understand his father.  John studied his 
father’s speeches, read books about him, and generally studied all 
aspects of his father’s life.  Perhaps being president of the U.S., like 
his father, could bring him, emotionally, one step closer to 
“touching” the man he could not even remember ever hugging.  
Noonan put it this way: “He was intensely close to his mother, sis-
ter, and a few cousins.  Yet he struggled with what it meant to be 
his father’s son; it was a relationship he never developed and hardly 
remembered” (2006, 3). 

Would J. F. K., Jr., Have Succeeded in Political Life? 
Throughout his adolescence and young adulthood, John had 

been often portrayed in the media as a kind, fun-loving, risk-taking 
adventurer who was not very academically focused.  John did have 
trouble in school at times, but by his second year at Brown Univer-
sity, John became very studious and did quite well (Littell, 2004).  
He obviously was admitted to and graduated from a prestigious law 
school, did eventually pass his bar exam, and was a successful New 
York City Assistant District Attorney (D.A.) under Robert Morgen-
thau.  More characteristic of John was his determination, persever-
ance, and work ethic.  His staff at George magazine deeply admired 
and respected John because of his commitment to the venture, his 
loyalty and honesty, and the fact that no one on staff worked harder 
than he did (see M. Berman, JFK Jr., George, & Me: A Memoir, 
2014; Blow, 2002; Terenzio, 2012).  He was an inspiring leader 
who earned the loyalty and respect of those who worked with and 
for him.  He was often successful at bringing together people with 
different interests and ideologies to work on a common goal.  This 
leadership, authenticity, and magnetism could have transcended his 
political life and he might indeed have succeeded at some point in 
his run for major political office, first in New York State, and then 
nationally.  

Naturally, there would be challenges for John in political 
life, and we are left with a number of unanswered questions.  John 
may have been concerned about the interpersonal costs of a life in 
politics.  How would Carolyn cope with a life in politics?  On a 
professional level, could John develop the skill set necessary to suc-
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ceed in the competitive political arena?  Though he grew to be a 
fairly good student, actor, and attorney, and had initially succeeded 
with George in its first few of years of operation, John had not 
comprehensively mastered a career proficiency.  Could he maintain 
his interests long enough while receiving the proper mentoring and 
guidance needed to succeed as a senator or governor of New York?  
John had confided to friend and business partner Michael Berman 
that “he had a short attention span, that he often thought of his fu-
ture in five-year chunks” (Blow, 2002, 26), and that after the Assis-
tant D.A. job it was time for something new.  Could John commit 
to a long-term political career?  Could John and Carolyn sustain a 
long-term marital commitment given the stress of their lives?  

After weighing the available evidence and considering the 
opinions of those who knew him best, my answer to these questions 
is affirmative.  After following through to see if he could save 
George magazine, John would have eventually entered the New 
York State political arena.  With his broad network, his engaging 
personality, and his depth and breadth of life experience, he would 
have risen to the occasion and succeeded in his run for major politi-
cal offices.  In time, Carolyn may have adapted to their life as a fa-
mous couple (see particularly, Littell, 2004).  It is not far-fetched to 
speculate that given some of the controversy surrounding Hillary 
Clinton’s 2016 Presidential candidacy, it could have been Donald J. 
Trump versus John F. Kennedy, Jr., in the election of 2016. 

Joseph G. Ponterotto, PhD, is a professor of Counseling 
Psychology and Coordinator of the Mental Health Counseling Pro-
gram at Fordham University-Lincoln Center, New York City.  He 
maintains a small private practice in New York City.  He is at work 
on a book-length psychobiography of J.F.K., Jr.  Professor Ponte-
rotto can be reached at Ponterotto@Fordham.edu.  ❑ 

Featured Scholar Interview 

Ken Fuchsman: Scholar of the Human 
Condition 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College 

Kenneth Alan Fuchsman was born Jewish as the elder of 
two sons on April 10, 1945 at Walter Reed Army Hospital in Wash-
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ington, D.C.  His father was a certified public accountant and Army 
reservist; his mother was a housewife and Avon lady.  The family 
moved to New York City in 1946, where his brother was born in 
1947, then to Albany in 1958, where he graduated high school four 
years later.  His brother became deaf after a childhood illness. 

Ken earned his bachelor and master of arts degrees in histo-
ry from the State University of New York at Albany.  He then served 
in the United States Army in DaNang, Vietnam in 1969, which had 
a profound influence on his life and left him with an abiding con-
cern for issues such as the human propensity for violence and post-
traumatic stress disorder.  He began teaching history at the Univer-
sity of Connecticut in 1977, then served as a counselor to returning 
adult students, Executive Program Director of the Bachelor of Gen-
eral Studies program, and finally as faculty in both the general 
studies and the individualized and interdisciplinary studies pro-
grams, where he taught interdisciplinary capstone courses, includ-
ing ones he developed including “The Family,” and also “The Na-
ture of Being Human.”  In 1982, he received his Doctorate of Edu-
cation in Foundations of Education from Rutgers University.  He 
retired on July 1, 2016. 

Professor Fuchsman has been a very active professional, 
having presented 70 papers and published 86 articles, as well as 
one co-edited book.  His subjects include Freud, being human, in-
terdisciplinary studies, love, presidents, presidential candidates, 
popular culture, and teaching.  He serves on the editorial boards of 

both Clio’s Psyche and the Journal of Psychohistory and is cur-
rently president of the International Psychohistorical Association 
(IPA).  Fuchsman (KAF) was interviewed by email by the editor, 
Elovitz (PHE), in early January. 

PHE: What brought you to psychohistory? 

KAF: While working on my dissertation in the 1970s, I relied on 
works that connected psychology and history, but was unaware of 
psychohistory as a developing specialty.  My thesis itself was on 
Randolph Bourne (1886-1918), a champion of youth as a stage of 
life, and later a critic of American liberal intellectuals for support-
ing the U.S.’s entrance into the First World War.  While studying 
the stages of Bourne’s personal, political, and intellectual develop-
ment, I realized his patterns were mirrored by others of his time and 
later.  Bourne embodied many themes of the ‘60s cultural and polit-
ical radicals, my own generation.  After reading much psychoanaly-
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sis and history, I concluded that there is a recurring cycle of Ameri-
can liberalism and radicalism.  All these movements show an in-
complete adolescent social rebellion against adult authority.  Each 
period follows a cycle from discontent to activism, some triumphs, 
fragmentation, diminished effectiveness, and/or disillusionment.  
They often have as much adherence to the values they oppose as to 
the issues they espouse.  I practiced psychohistory without really 
knowing it was becoming a flourishing field.   

 Over the years, I did know more about the existence of psy-
chohistory, and used psychohistory in some of my courses.  In 
2004, I published an article on Freud, which you saw, then contact-
ed me, took me under your wing, suggested readings, invited me to 
meetings, then to participate in panels at conferences, and encour-
aged me to write.   

PHE: Of which of your works are you most proud? 

KAF: There are a number of such works, one of which is my 2004 
article “Fathers and Sons: Freud’s Discovery of the Oedipus Com-
plex.”  In an 1897 letter, Freud had said that love of the mother and 
hatred of the father are universal and apply in his own case.  Right 
before he made this declaration, Freud described an incident when 
he was three that involved himself, his mother, and his half-brother 
Philipp, who was about the same age as his mother.  He recounted 
this incident in a 1901 book.  When he revisited it again in 1923, 
Freud then said that his brother had replaced his father as a rival.  
How could this be?  The Oedipus complex need not be just three 
people, and be confined to parents and a child.  Family dynamics 
are then integral to how the Oedipus complex unfolds.  The uncon-
scious needs to be placed within the context of individual identifi-
cation, familial relationships, and also social structure. Writing this 
piece then gave me a new perspective on what psychoanalysis 
needs to include.  

 I am also proud of my work on both trauma and killing.  
After coming home from Vietnam, I had three years of intense post
-traumatic symptoms, which then diminished.  When in 2003 the 
U.S. invaded Iraq, I found myself emotionally troubled, and eventu-
ally started writing about war and trauma.  In 2007, I delivered 
“Traumatized Soldiers,” at the IPA psychohistory conference.  In 
the paper, I tried to balance the enduring appeal of combat with the 
heart-wrenching ordeals soldiers endure.  At the end of my presen-
tation, two people in the audience were crying.  At the 2014 IPA 
Conference, I delivered a paper on killing and being human.  In re-
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searching this project, I ran across a number of instances from the 
hunter-gatherer to the modern eras where during war soldiers would 
kill an enemy, then cut off his genitals and place them in the dead 
soldier’s mouth.  This practice shook me up.  Why is killing an ene-
my not sufficient, why dismember a dead opponent?  There is little 
direct evidence about motivation, so I tried to put myself in the po-
sition of an individual who would want to dismember someone.  
This imaginative exercise brought me to some dark places, but led 
me to some understanding of why someone could do this.  Thomas 
Hardy says that if there is a way to the better, it exacts a full look at 
the worst.  I am not sure I adhere to all of this, but to understand 
being human we need to know the best and the worst.  What we do 
to each other in the heat of combat is certainly among the worst.  

 In a different vein,  in a 2015 issue of Clio’s Psyche, I 
wrote about President Obama’s place in history.  I criticized him 
for not more fully attacking the fallout from the Great Recession, 
and not more actively seeking full recovery and helping individuals 
who were suffering the consequences of the economy’s collapse.  I 
now think that Obama’s failures in the economy laid the foundation 
that Trump exploited on his way to becoming president.  Recently, 
I revised a piece for the Psychohistory Forum about the 2016 elec-
tion.  In it I tried to understand why Hillary Clinton lost.  I present-
ed a balanced view of her personality and strategy, and also how 
she fits into the political spectrum of the Democratic Party.  Hillary 
Clinton made many of the same mistakes as President Obama.  
Both of them were less committed to principles and practices of 
promoting full prosperity and assisting the less fortunate than what 
had enabled the Democrats to mostly control Congress from 1933 
to 1980.  In Obama’s last two years in office, there were fewer 
Democrats in Congress than since the days of Franklin D. Roose-
velt.  As President, Obama did more to rescue big Detroit automak-
ers than he did to help the millions who lost their homes in the 
Great Recession.  Hillary Clinton was more comfortable meeting 
with wealthy fundraisers than championing the cause of the white 
workers who never bounced back from the 2008 economic catastro-
phe.   

PHE: What is your primary affiliation?  Is it history, interdiscipli-
nary studies, psychoanalysis, psychohistory, psychological history, 
or something else? 

KAF: If I have to choose between these options, I would say inter-
disciplinary studies.  A major reason being that one thing leads to 
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another, and investigating many subjects leads beyond one field.  
So being interdisciplinary is often unavoidable if you want to do 
justice to the subject matter.  

 In the last five years, I have a newer affiliation: it is to ad-
dress what it means to be human.  As perennial as this subject is, no 
one in recent memory has tried to formulate a comprehensive over-
view of all the subjects and disciplines that are needed to answer 
this question.  I try to do so.  As important as our cognitive capabil-
ities, language, sociality, and resemblance to other primates is, what 
I focus on is our history.  For 95% of our existence as a species we 
were hunter-gatherers.  It is how in the last 10,000 to 12,000 years 
humanity has developed agriculture, then civilization, literacy, sci-
ence, industrialization, and affluence, which is central to under-
standing being human.  Among other things this includes our ability 
to be creative, even exhibit genius.  As many of these developments 
include central psychological issues, a good deal of what I am do-
ing is psychohistory on a grand scale.   

PHE: What are you working on now?   

KAF: I have many irons in the fire, but my central preoccupation 
remains what it is to be human.  From 2012 to 2016, at UConn, I 
taught a course I devised on “The Nature of Being Human.”  I 
sought to develop a full interdisciplinary overview of this subject 
matter; I think these six topics—the human condition, human en-
dowment, human universals, our history and culture, comparison to 
our primate relatives, and our propensity to formulate ideas, beliefs, 
and world-views—cover the necessary spectrum.  I then proceed to 
examine the basics of being human, such as obtaining sustenance to 
survive and child-rearing.   

 Of course, getting food requires killing plants and animals.  
It turns out that unlike most other species, humans kill in over a 
dozen different ways beyond acquiring food.  We are both a kind 
and killing species.  Another basic of the human condition is that 
we attach to each other beginning in the womb and continuing 
throughout our lives.  The dynamics of the attachment process is 
then another essential part in understanding being human.  Later, I 
will discuss moving from infancy to individuation.  It is individua-
tion that is connected to the human creativity that has enabled us to 
transform the conditions of human existence.  Yet individuation is 
not a psychological process divorced from the level of cultural de-
velopment and socio-economic structure.   

 Engaging with individuation and creativity brings in the his-
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torical and anthropological dimensions of being human.  As part of 
this, I will need to show the development and advancement of hu-
man civilization over the course of time.  Our progress has included 
much brutality, barbarity, and destruction of other life forms.  This 
is as far as I have gotten in my thinking of how to address what be-
ing human entails.  I expect to revise these formulations as I move 
along on this massive project.          

PHE: Given the reluctance in recent years of publishers to take a 
chance on scholarly books that do not have a built-in market based 
on being written by a renowned author or likely assignment in a 
mandatory college course, what are your prospects for large-scale 
publication?  Do you think it is helpful to set up a website called 
“Teaching the Nature of Being Human” as a way of helping col-
leagues to see the advantages of integrating your valuable material 
into a large variety of mostly interdisciplinary courses? (In my 
“Readings in the Humanities” required freshman/sophomore 
course, students have reacted extremely positively to materials on 
our animal ancestors.  They also listen with considerable interest 
when I discuss the issues of human violence that you highlight.) 

KAF: Over the last 40 years, authors such as Edward O. Wilson, 
Jared Diamond, Steven Pinker, Bruno Latour, and maybe big histo-
ry historian David Christian have found extensive public audiences 
for their work.  Most of us toiling in the area of being human have 
smaller audiences.  Given the way I write and think, I am not antici-
pating the level of recognition that more popular authors have 
achieved.  I think setting up a website such as you suggest is an ex-
cellent idea.  As well as getting published, I do need to concentrate 
on how to market my work.  I appreciate your suggestion.      

PHE: What was the impact of your military service in Vietnam on 
your view of humankind and scholarly work? 

KAF: I learned so much from my time in Vietnam in 1969, though 
its after-effects wreaked havoc on me for years.  Even though 
America disrupted the cultural traditions of the Vietnamese, they 
seemed at home in the world, while Americans seemed constantly 
restless and not at peace with themselves.  As a young man, I had a 
sense of relaxation, and so what I observed in Vietnam reinforced 
my own inner experience.  

 I came to recognize what to me at the time were unusual 
phenomena.  My African-American roommate was from Washing-
ton, D.C. and he had friends from home in neighboring units.  They 
would take their jeeps and try to drive South Vietnamese off the 
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roads.  One night he said to me that he would not let his daughter 
marry a Vietnamese as they were inferior.  I said to him that’s what 
racist white southerners say about blacks.  He said it is different in 
this case.   

 I came to know a good deal about how power works, as 
some with military authority would as soon see you die as to dis-
sent from their command.  Decorated army veteran Anthony 
Hebert, after the My Lai Massacre of Vietnamese civilians became 
public, said that the way the military would deal with an infantry 
soldier who complained about atrocities would be to put him on 
point in front of the other soldiers and leave him there until he was 
shot by the enemy.  In my battalion, a fellow from a unit near the 
demilitarized zone was caught sending marijuana to his friends in 
Boston and with a big bag of weed in his possession.  At his ensu-
ing court-martial where I served as clerk, the MPs (military police) 
had not put their mark on the evidence, and so it could not be intro-
duced.  The charges were dismissed.  But the battalion commander 
re-assigned him to another Army division with a very high death 
rate and also a high court-martial history.  To many, what the com-
manding officer did was military justice, where commanding offic-
ers can get you punished, even if you are not convicted of breaking 
laws.  I have seen many with power outside the military who are 
their own law.  Being in the Army was good preparation for some 
of the less seemly aspects of civilian life.   

 My unit in Vietnam was in the city of DaNang, the second 
largest in the country.  We got rocketed but were not attacked by 
ground troops.  We were also fairly insulated, and developed strong 
bonds with each other.  At our first reunion, close to 40 years after 
leaving Vietnam, we had a camaraderie and closeness that endured, 
the proverbial band of brothers joined together by extreme experi-
ence.  

 Even though my encounter with war was mostly confined to 
residing in a war zone and being rocketed, the most valuable lesson 
I learned from Vietnam is about the nature of war.  In war, there is 
one central theme: be prepared to have life-threatening events ap-
pear in deadly form in an instant.  In war, your body adjusts, your 
nerve endings anticipate danger.  Even when you think you are re-
laxed, your body is also tense and prepared.  In war, it is the quick 
and the dead.  

 My unit mostly worked in vans, with an adjacent bunker.  
When the rockets got closer, we would run to the bunker, and those 
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who were the last to arrive would be greeted by laughter at being so 
slow to sense danger.  As I said, your body adapts, and so you de-
velop an internal sense of when rockets are close enough to be 
threatening.  Clearly, being in a war zone fits the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual’s (DSM) definition of a traumatic situation. 

 What I found out for myself is that while you are in harm’s 
way in war, as I said, your body adjusts.  It is when the danger is 
mostly removed that the body starts to loosen up and then the trau-
matic stress starts to be felt.  A few months after returning from 
’Nam, I started having sudden attacks where my body would tense 
up, and I could not feel.  These would last a week or two, disap-
pear, then strike without warning.  This lasted intensely for about 
three years, then began to fade.  Being in war led me to experience 
what unites us, what traumatizes us, and what can bring out the 
worst in us.  All of these phenomena permeate my writing.                      

PHE: As a scholar who has a keen awareness of the role of vio-
lence in society, what are your thoughts on the psychology and psy-
chodynamics of violence in our world? 

KAF: Violence and killing are intrinsic to being human.  Animals 
have to kill plants and other animals to get food to survive.  Modern 
humans are better at using violent ingenuity to acquire food than 
any other species, so we are more accomplished killers than any 
other life form on this planet.  We also kill in more ways than any 
other species.  It is also hard to find advanced human civilizations 
that have not developed military superiority.   

 With the development of centralized state governments that 
are also economically advanced, the level of interpersonal violence 
has often declined in many parts of the world.  However, periodi-
cally barbaric and long-lasting wars break out, so that the 20th cen-
tury saw a rise in war-related deaths that surpassed levels in the 
preceding centuries.  There have also been more frequent genocides 
in the last hundred years than ever before in recorded history.  
Since the fall of Napoleon, most wars on this planet have been civil 
wars.  Between 1816 and 1945 there were 166 civil wars and 52 
interstate wars, then between 1945 and 2007, 168 were civil wars 
and 38 were between states.  It is the inability of the nation state to 
provide stability and gain adherence from its citizens that is the ma-
jor reason for warfare in the last 200 years.  Plus, in this global era 
it is easier for non-state actors to be effective terrorists than in earli-
er periods.        

PHE: In our Psychohistory Forum meetings and published Clio’s 
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Psyche discussions of the development of civilization, I have al-
ways taken the optimistic “glass half full” approach while you are 
inclined to be more pessimistic and stress violence rather than the 
overcoming of it.  Would you care to comment on this continuing 
debate as to whether society has become more or less violent? 

KAF: I often say things move in opposite directions at the same 
time.  To me the glass is half empty and half full.  Looking at the 
whole 200,000-year history of our species, I am astounded by how 
far humanity has come since we developed agriculture over 10,000 
years ago, literacy in the last 5,000 years, modern science half a 
millennium ago, and industrialization less than 300 years ago.  In 
our own lifetimes, look at how much technological progress there 
has been.  On the one hand, the smartphone that has so changed our 
lives is just a decade old.  On the other hand, we firebomb cities, 
drop nuclear weapons, use poison gas, and are in the midst of the 
sixth extinction where the actions of Homo sapiens destroy the life 
of many other species.  While the number of people killed since the 
end of World War II has dropped, the number of wars in the 62 
years after that war is almost the same as in the 129 years between 
1816 and 1945.  To address your question are we more or less vio-
lent, the answer is yes, we are both more and less violent.  

PHE: How do you understand the psychology of terrorism?  

KAF: There are a number of forms of political terrorism and there-
fore different psychologies of terrorism.  In guerrilla wars, the in-
surgents may make raids on towns or cities to frighten and even 
massacre civilians.  This is one form of terrorism, designed to un-
dermine the confidence of citizens in established authority.  The 
goal of guerrilla terrorists is ultimately to replace those in power 
with themselves.  They are alienated power seekers.  In all likeli-
hood, the most lethal form of terrorism is brutal state actions enact-
ed on portions of the nation’s population.  Stalin’s purges and 
Mao’s cultural revolution are two examples of horrifying state ter-
rorism.  These leaders aim at so scaring the citizenry that they will 
not dare oppose the rulers.  State terrorism intends to maintain pow-
er and punish any potential opposition.  

 A more recent form of terrorism includes the attacks on the 
World Trade Center and on many European cities.  This is not 
about gaining or continuing to remain in power, but about acts of 
revenge and terror against civilian populations.  In its way, these 
are both acts of retaliation and despair.  They are also not quite ra-
tional, in that they are punishing individuals who are not directly 
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responsible for the actions they oppose, and cannot stop the practic-
es to which they object.  As acts of retaliation, they are obviously 
misdirected, and are acts of despair as they cannot defeat the identi-
fied enemy.  This more recent terrorism differs from that of the 
Irish Republican Army, which hoped to have England withdraw 
from Northern Ireland.  We have then at least three or four different 
kinds of terrorism with different psychological and political aims.             

PHE: I have always been impressed by your love for and devotion 
to your three sons, with whom you are quite close.  Did psychoana-
lytic or psychohistorical ideas influence your raising of them?  
More generally, what is the importance of childhood to psychohis-
tory? 

KAF: I knew from psychoanalysis that children absorb their par-
ents’ unresolved issues, that this impacts their development, and 
that Oedipal issues will rear their head.  I have tried to be as self-
reflective as I can and give my children space to develop their own 
personality.  As have many of us, I have lost my temper with my 
sons, and said and done things that would have been better not to 
do.  My children were fortunate in that my wife had a closely knit 
extended family nearby, and this provided a rich environment for 
our children.  Being a father has been one of the most rewarding 
experiences in my life.  

 Childhood is important for all of us.  Within psychohistory, 
Lloyd DeMause focused on the history of childhood, and his work 
has drawn many to psychohistory.  As the conception of what is 
history broadens, this opens up a wider panorama of subject matter 
for the field of psychohistory.       

PHE: Some Forum researchers have been struggling with the issue 
of identification with a particular parent and achievement.  If you 
would like to comment on this, it would be helpful to them.  In your 
experience and life, are high achievers more identified with their 
fathers?  

KAF: What makes someone a high achiever is a complex subject.  
There are multiple approaches to answer the question of high 
achievers and father identification.  Let’s say there was a study of a 
sizable group, and it was able to identify the percentage of the sam-
ple who are father identified.  I would expect that the percentage of 
those who both identified with their father and were high achievers 
is relatively small.  This would indicate that other factors need to be 
considered to understand high achievement besides parental identi-
fication.  
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Each of us has special aptitudes; some people have higher 
intelligence, physical agility, or musical inclinations.  Some are in a 
better socio-economic position to develop their talents.  The oppor-
tunity for high achievement of African-American slaves pales in 
comparison to the opportunities available to their plantation own-
ers.  Through most of history women’s activities were confined to 
specific spheres.  High achievement is also connected to the oppor-
tunities within a culture.  What would have happened to the talents 
of Beethoven, Einstein, or even Hitler when the career choices were 
hunting, gathering, and parenting?   

 Some high achievers follow in the occupational footsteps of 
their fathers, and others move into different fields.  As well as pa-
ternal identification, those in other specialized fields have extended 
their identification beyond their family to their professions.  Why 
some father-identified individuals can develop these strong extra-
familial identifications and others do not is an important question in 
understanding achievement levels.  In addition, studies of creativity 
show that innovators become immersed in their field, preoccupied 
with mastering the subject matter, and take a minimum of a decade 
before they can make significant discoveries.  If we just concentrate 
on the connection between father identification and high achieve-
ment, we would be reductionist.  This question of becoming a high 
achiever benefits from an integrated psychohistorical approach.  
The subject cannot be adequately addressed by just taking a psy-
choanalytic, psychological, historical, or socio-economic approach; 
it requires synthesizing the evidence from each field under the psy-
chohistorical umbrella.  There are many important topics within 
psychology and history that cannot be adequately addressed with-
out psychohistory.   

 Returning to the question of whether most high achievers 
are father-identified, there may be studies that bring together data 
on this subject, but I do not know of them. On an anecdotal level, 
Sigmund Freud identified more with his mother, and had a negative 
identity towards his father, while his daughter Anna was clearly 
positively identified with her father.  Heinz Kohut was clearly cen-
tered on his over-controlling mother.  America’s two greatest presi-
dents, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt, were not identi-
fied with their fathers.  Roosevelt’s father was much older, and his 
mother was the central figure in his childhood.  Franklin was moth-
er-identified, as Eleanor Roosevelt would testify to.  Lincoln’s 
mother died when he was young, and he was alienated from his fa-
ther.  Donald Trump is clearly a loyal son to his father.  Steve Jobs 
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was adopted by a working-class family and from an early age this 
brilliant boy dominated family life, and his parents deferred to him.  
A young Bob Zimmerman was so alienated from his Minnesota up-
bringing that he took a new last name, Dylan, and created false his-
tories for himself when he settled in New York as a young man.  
There are a variety of identifications among high achievers.   

PHE: Following up on an issue raised by Freud, what is the impact 
of parental loss on your level of achievement and those of subjects 
you have studied? 

KAF: For Freud himself, the death of his father unsettled him.  
Within four months, Sigmund, in letters, was accusing his father of 
sexually abusing some of his sisters and his younger brother, thus 
causing their hysteria.  In less than a year, Freud reversed himself 
and said hysteria was caused by the unconscious wishes of the hys-
teric.  The long and winding road of this crisis over the loss of his 
father led Sigmund Freud to develop a number of his central psy-
choanalytic ideas.   

 In my own case, my elderly parents resided in Florida while 
I lived in Connecticut.  My father developed dementia.  I would 
travel to visit him, and when I would greet him as dad, he would 
say I am not your father but your brother.  I came to recognize that 
he had often acted more as a sibling than a father.  This insight was 
helpful to me.  He died when I was 50.  My mother passed away 
months before she turned 90, when I was 64.  The last time I saw 
her weeks before she died, she said to me a few times, “I am 
through with life.”  That she was reconciled to dying was a great 
gift.  I have no idea if my father’s death when I was middle aged 
and my mother’s when I was a senior citizen impacted my level of 
achievement.             

PHE: Was there any special training that was most helpful in your 
doing psychohistorical work? 

KAF: I think my graduate training in history and writing my disser-
tation were most helpful as far as formal training goes.  But mostly 
I learned psychohistory as an apprentice with on-the-job training, 
and reading the scholarship in this and related fields.   

PHE: What training should a person entering psychohistory today 
pursue? 

KAF: For most specialties, there is graduate training of some kind.  
These options are not currently available for most people wanting 
to become psychohistorians.  Some of us have been trying to devel-
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op a course in psychohistory as a beginning.  I do think graduate 
training in both history and some branch of psychology or psychoa-
nalysis is pertinent, particularly methodology courses.  Knowledge 
of being interdisciplinary is also essential so that one can come to 
know the epistemological challenges to combining knowledge from 
diverse fields.  Given the lack of formal training, finding a mentor 
in the field can be indispensable.    

PHE: I’m impressed with your early work as president of the IPA, 
especially with your introduction of planning conferences.  The 
online conference of six or eight people is a very effective instru-
ment in planning the yearly IPA conference and encouraging peo-
ple to commit to help the growth of the organization.  Please tell us 
more about this innovation. 

KAF: This innovation was put in place a few years ago when Brian 
D’Agostino was IPA president.  Prior to that, in recent years the 
IPA president did much of the planning for the Conference by him 
or herself.  Brian wanted a collaborative leadership team, and this 
has worked well.  I follow in his footsteps.  

PHE: Your energetic commitment to honoring colleagues, such as 
Jacques Szaluta, David Beisel, and me, on the basis of our long-
term contributions to our field is very commendable and impres-
sive.  Can you tell me more about your personal and professional 
motivation in doing this? 

KAF: This all started when I noticed that the 30th anniversary of 
the Psychohistory Forum was coming up.  I thought we should rec-
ognize this achievement of yours.  Then Molly Castelloe and Denis 
O’Keefe helped get this off the ground at an IPA Conference.  Mol-
ly and I kept the tradition going, and now it is an established part of 
the IPA Conference.  It brings me joy to do this work, plus we 
bring people together, and take care of our own.  There are worse 
things than making people feel special and appreciated.        

PHE: Your inclination to invite serious scholars such as Joan Scott 
and Eli Zaretsky, who have not been a part of the IPA because of 
lack of knowledge of it or because they didn’t like the direction that 
it took in the 1980s and ‘90s, is quite admirable.  While I appreciate 
that you’re bringing new people into the field, I think there are 
numbers of extraordinarily distinguished contributors, such as Peter 
Loewenberg and Robert Jay Lifton, who would make excellent 
Featured Keynote Plenary speakers in 2018 and thereafter.  Do you 
have any plans for inviting them?  
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KAF: I do believe we both expand our base and recognize promi-
nent psychohistorians.  We have tried in the last two years to have 
Peter Loewenberg and Robert Jay Lifton be plenary speakers.  At 
the 2017 IPA Conference, we are starting a new tradition of having 
a panel discuss the work of a distinguished psychohistorian.  This 
year there will be a panel on David Beisel’s contributions as a 
teacher, as editor of the Journal of Psychohistory, and as a scholar.  
I already have ideas as to panels for the next few years celebrating 
the work of eminent psychohistorians.   

PHE: How do you see psychohistory developing in the next dec-
ade?  What do we as psychohistorians need to do to strengthen our 
work? 

KAF: Psychohistory has much to do.  There is an odd paradox: 
while some historians disparage psychohistory, there are a number 
of historians who actively combine psychology and history while 
not wishing to be called psychohistorians.  Peter Gay was a prime 
example of such a scholar.  Oddly enough, although many profes-
sional historians disparage psychohistory, there is less attention 
paid to psychohistory among psychologists than historians.  Ulti-
mately, it is important to bring those who combine history and psy-
chology together, and bridge some of the divides that have charac-
terized these endeavors.  So, one task is to find common ground, 
and then to have the intersection of psychology and history more 
recognized within the historical, psychological, and psychoanalytic 
professions.  I expect psychohistory to always have detractors, but 
wish to increase its advocates.   

 In addition, within history there is a movement to broaden 
its scope.  This takes a number of forms, one of which is called big 
history.  Psychohistory needs to see its subject matter as embracing 
not only recorded history, but the whole period of time when hu-
mans have existed.  There are many psychological issues raised by 
studying the full history of our own species.  More research on cre-
ativity within society and history should be a central focus.        

 The other side of the ledger is what psychologies should be 
used within psychohistory.  What psychohistory needs to do is find 
ways of integrating the standards of knowledge within the historical 
spectrum and within the psychological spectrum.  This, too, is a 
formidable challenge, as standards of what counts as knowledge are 
contested within many specialties.  A prominent criticism of psy-
chohistory is that it does not meet recognized standards of scholar-
ship, and so in this complicated atmosphere psychohistorians need 
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to do their best to be as scholarly sound as is possible.  

PHE: Your love for jazz and music generally is impressive.  How 
do you integrate this into your psychohistorical work? 

KAF: I think and write best while listening to music.  So, for dec-
ades when I read and sit at the computer to write, music is being 
played.  It is the background in which my creative psychohistorical 
juices unfold.  I also think in song lyrics, and incorporate them into 
my teaching and some of my writing.         

PHE: How can psychologically-oriented scholars have more im-
pact in academia and on society in general? 

KAF: On Google Scholar, the ten most cited individuals include 
two with psychohistorical connections.  The most cited is Sigmund 
Freud, and Michel Foucault ranks seventh.  Of the seven Americans 
on the list, all are connected in one way or another to medicine or 
health policy.  If citation is criterion for impact, in these United 
States, it appears that natural and health sciences have basically 
cornered the field of citation.  Probably the best-selling books relat-
ed to psychology in the last 35 years are the various editions of 
DSM.  These books published by the American Psychiatric Associ-
ation (APA) aim to use scientific research to back diagnoses.  If the 
goal is to have greater impact on academia and society, laying 
claim to being scientific is the most likely path to greater recogni-
tion for psychologically-oriented scholars.                

PHE: How can we recruit new people to the field? 

KAF: Given that there are no graduate programs in the U.S. with 
an established curriculum in psychohistory, and not many colleges 
that offer undergraduate courses in psychohistory, recruiting new 
members remains a challenge.  Right now, I think one strategy is to 
draw established scholars to the psychohistory conference, publish 
in peer-reviewed journals in fields other than psychohistory, and 
find ways to better market our conference.    

PHE: What books were important to your development? 

KAF: Norman O. Brown’s Love’s Body (1966) and his Life Against 
Death: The Psychoanalytic Meaning of History (1959).  Then there 
are Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927); Fyodor Dostoyev-
sky’s The Brothers Karamazov (1880); Saul Bellow’s Herzog 
(1964); Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men (1946); Shake-
speare’s Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear; Erik Erikson’s Child-
hood and Society (1950); Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents 
(1930) and the Freud-Fliess letters (1887-1904); the complete 
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works of Montaigne; Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of 
Perception (1945), in tandem with Dashiell Hammet’s The Maltese 
Falcon (1929) and The Glass Key (1931); Ford Madox Ford’s The 
Good Solider (1915); and John Calhoun’s A Disquisition on Gov-
ernment (1849).  

PHE: Who was important to your development as a student of psy-
chosocial phenomena?  Did Erik Erikson have an impact on you?  

KAF: Yes, the complete body of Erikson’s work has been very in-
fluential on me, as has Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (1905), the historical work of William McNeill, 
Christopher Lasch’s The New Radicalism in America 1889-1963: 
The Intellectual as a Social Type (1965), and, of course, my experi-
ence in the U.S. Army. 

PHE: How do you define psychohistory?  

KAF: Psychohistory is an interdisciplinary field that shows how 
psychology and psychoanalysis illuminate the course of human his-
tory from our beginnings as hunter-gatherers until today and how 
history should be incorporated within psychological and psychoan-
alytic investigations.  

PHE: Please list the five people who you think have made the 
greatest contribution to psychohistory in order of their contribution.   

KAF: Below are the individuals whose psychohistory-related 
works I think are most distinguished and simultaneously have had 
the most impact on those outside of psychohistory: Sigmund Freud, 
Erik Erikson, Richard Hofstadter, Michel Foucault, and Robert Jay 
Lifton.  

PHE:  Why do you include Foucault, as he is not commonly associ-
ated with psychohistory? 

KAF:  His books on insanity in the age of reason, the history of 
sexuality, and the development of prisons are all both historical and 
psychological.  Each has been very influential.  His The Order of 
Things (1966) is a historical examination of, among other topics, 
the development of psychology as a discipline, and why to him the 
idea of humanity is a historical innovation, not a given.      

PHE: Thanks for your valuable and insightful participation in our 
scholars/editors interview program.  ❑ 

Memorial 
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Bruce Mazlish (1923-2016): In Memoriam 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistory Forum 

The New York Times reported in a lengthy obituary on November 
30, 2016 the death of Bruce Mazlish, who was a contributor to psychohis-
tory from the 1960s into the 1980s.  After a long period of ill health, he 
died on Sunday, November 27, 2016 (“Bruce Mazlish, Master of Biog-
raphy and Psychoanalysis, is Dead at 93” (New York Times, Paul Vitello, 
B9).  This prolific historian taught at Columbia University and the Uni-
versity of Maine before serving for 50 years at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), where he became professor emeritus in 2003.  
While in the psychoanalytic and psychohistorical communities he is best 
known for In Search of Nixon: A Psychohistorical Inquiry (1972), I came 
to appreciate his work with Jacob Bronowski, The Western Intellectual 
Tradition: From Leonardo to Hegel (1960), which I assigned quite suc-
cessfully in one of my classes back in the early 1980s.  This valuable sur-
vey reportedly remained in print continuously since its original publica-
tion in 1960.  In the 1960s and ‘70s, Mazlish was a vocal advocate for 
psychohistory within the academic world and wrote psychologically-
informed studies of Henry Kissinger, Jimmy Carter, James and J.S. Mill, 
Mao Zedong, and revolutionary ascetics.   

 Mazlish was born in Brooklyn on September 15, 1923.  He was 
the middle sibling with an older brother and younger sister.  His father, 
Louis, was a teenage Jewish immigrant from Eastern Europe who started 
out in the working class and went on to become a prosperous business-
man and self-taught engineer.  Bruce graduated from Boys High School 
in Brooklyn, prior to attending Columbia University in 1940.  His educa-
tion was disrupted by the call to military service in 1943.  In World War 
II, he was one of a number of bright young men who served in the Office 
of Strategic Services (OSS)—the predecessor to the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA).  Columbia University granted him his accelerated BA de-
gree when he returned in 1944.  He later went on to receive his master’s 
and doctoral degrees at Columbia.  

His widely-publicized book, In Search of Nixon (1972), had much 
to do with his acclaim.  It was the first of a number of psychobiographies 
on our 37th president, but other psychohistorians were inclined to find it 
lacking in depth of analysis.  Bruce Mazlish was proud of his connection 
to the Wellfleet Psychohistory Group (1965-2015) and gave the impres-
sion that he was one of the key founding members.  However, this is not 
reflected in Robert Jay Lifton’s edited book, Explorations in Psychohisto-
ry: The Wellfleet Papers (1974), or in Lifton’s autobiography. 

Mazlish was quite proud of the awards he received and his numer-
ous accomplishments.  He was elected a fellow of the American Academy 
of Arts and Sciences in 1967, which funded a project exploring the feasi-
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bility of psychohistory as a separate academic discipline.  Robert Jay 
Lifton, Erik Erikson, and Philip Rieff were the key investigators, with 
Mazlish playing a role, and they decided against creating a separate psy-
chohistorical discipline.  In 1972-73, Mazlish was awarded a Social Sci-
ence Research Council Faculty Fellowship and made a Visiting Member 
of the prestigious Institute for Advanced Study.  At MIT, the professor 
headed the Department of Humanities from 1974 to 1979, prior to its di-
vision into separate disciplinary departments.  Professor Mazlish was 
awarded the Toynbee Prize for 1986-87 and went on to serve on the 
Prize’s Board of Trustees (1992-2007) and as president of the Toynbee 
Prize Foundation (1997-2006).  His service extended to the Scholars 
Council of the Library of Congress’ Kluge Prize (2000-2003) as well as 
the board of the Rockefeller Archive Center (1999-2005).  His numerous 
invited lectures were in Argentina, India, Great Britain, Russia, and the 
U.S.  In 2011, Mazlish’s scholarship and teaching were honored by the 
MIT history faculty’s symposium, “World into Globe – History for the 
21st Century,” to celebrate his work and teaching.  

 Professor Mazlish rightfully lamented that his fellow historians so 
often felt “very threatened” by psychoanalysis and its application.  He 
recognized that psychohistory’s not becoming a firmly established disci-
pline within history was based on strong resistances that solidified in the 
1980s and ‘90s.  Though he taught a psychohistory course at MIT into the 
late 1980s, he politely declined invitations to present at the Psychohistory 
Forum and to write for this publication.  It seemed important to him to be 
a part of a new field; thus, he turned his attention to the burgeoning hu-
man relationship with technology and subsequently to globalism.  Those 
who joined the psychohistorical movement or continued in it, despite the 
considerable opposition, were appreciative of some of Mazlish’s work but 
disappointed by his departure from the field. 

During the Ford/Carter contest for the presidency, together with 
the journalist Edwin Diamond, Mazlish published a psycho-political arti-
cle, “Thrice-Born: A Psychohistory of Jimmy Carter’s Rebirth,” (New 
York Magazine, September 30, 1976) in support of Jimmy Carter’s candi-
dacy.  This caused some colleagues to think that the authors traded their 
political support in exchange for access to the Carters, which was seen as 
a dangerous precedent for presidential psychobiography.  

Bruce Mazlish is survived by his third wife, Neva Godwin; two 
children by his first wife; two from his second; and six grandchildren.  He 
leaves a substantial intellectual legacy.  I wish to express my appreciation 
to Neva Godwin for providing some information in a time of sorrow. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is a presidential psychobiographer who is 
writing Pioneers of Insight: The Making and Makers of Psychohistory.  
He is editor of this journal and may be contacted at cliospsycheedi-
tor@gmail.com.  ❑ 
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Psychohistory Forum Meeting Report 

Psychohistorical Insights Prior to the 2016  
Election 

David Cifelli with Paul Elovitz—Ramapo College 

The importance of the 2016 election loomed over us as 15 other 
members of the Forum and I sat around seminar tables inside Fordham 
University’s Lincoln Center in Manhattan at the November 5th 2016 elec-
tion meeting.  We sought to make sense of this unusual election that has 
evoked intense emotions for so many.  Moderator Jacques Szaluta kept 
the group focused on the psychology of the election.  I was struck by the 
fact that convener/director Paul Elovitz was quiet throughout most of the 
meeting, except when presenting, addressed, or his writings were the cen-
tral focus—he is the type of leader who wants to hear what others have to 
say.  The morning was brightened by the sunshine pouring in from large 
windows and the smell of fresh doughnuts and pastries brought by two 
colleagues.  Our Fordham host, Harold Takooshian, took pictures during 
the meeting, which we have posted on our website 
(www.cliospsyche.org). 

Following meeting protocol, we began with introductions accom-
panied by questions for the presenters Herbert Barry (University of Pitts-
burgh), Ken Fuchsman (University of Connecticut), and Paul Elovitz 

(Clio’s Psyche).  All three are scholars with long experience doing presi-
dential psychobiography.  They spoke in order of the distance they had 
traveled, so Herbert Barry, hailing from Pittsburgh, presented his paper, 
“Decisions Shortly Before Election Day.”  Barry described the mindset of 
voters as the election approached in 1980, and compared that to the uncer-
tainty of many voters as this year’s election grew nearer.  Fuchsman, who 
came to the Manhattan meeting from Connecticut, presented 
“Temperament and Truthfulness,” a paper that addressed the campaigns 
of Trump and Clinton, as well as their careers.  Elovitz expanded on this 
topic as he presented his psychobiographical comparison of the two can-
didates.  He also described how negative publicity has worked so well for 
Trump throughout his business, TV entertainment, and now political ca-
reers, while negative publicity has had quite the opposite effect on Hillary 
Clinton’s career.  His papers, “A Few Free Associations on Election 
2016” and “A Presidential Psychobiographer’s Countertransference to 
Trump,” were mailed to members prior to the meeting partly to explain 
the difficulties of maintaining objectivity and even-handedness in the face 
of intense negative feelings for Donald J. Trump.   

The questions and concerns posed, but not answered, during the 
introductions, included David Lotto’s concern that Clinton, with her call 
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for a “no fly zone” over Syria where Russian planes are active, might pro-
voke a war with Russia.  After everyone seated around the tables intro-
duced themselves and asked their questions, the 20 minutes of presenters’ 
comments began. 

Subsequently, the attendees’ inquiries were addressed by the 
group and a vigorous discussion opened with Candace Orcutt’s and Joyce 
Rosenberg’s questions regarding the role of gender in the election and 
connections to Oedipal issues.  Elovitz agreed that there is definitely 
some element of the campaigns that represents paternal and maternal fig-
ures arguing for control of a family.  Rosenberg also noted that some hes-
itation of American voters to choose Hillary may be a fear of a mother 
regaining control of a child’s life.  These ideas flowed into dialogue re-
garding Hillary’s image as a cold woman, which does not fit the expecta-
tion of a warm, motherly woman.  Jeannie Seitler commented, “nobody 
wants to hang out with Hillary!”   

The conversation eventually moved to Tom Ferraro’s hypothesis 
that America may have an unconscious death wish evidenced by the lack 
of fear that Trump, an unpredictable man, might try to use nuclear weap-
ons.  A fresh start, a rebirth, seems to have appeal in America.  This in-
spired Michael Britton’s allusion to Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey 
(1968), specifically the final scene in which the old man becomes a fetus, 
floating alongside Earth.  This idea, that a vote for Trump was a vote for a 
return to a new start may exist somewhere within the unconscious of 
Americans. 

Ken Fuchsman noted the incredible strain the lengthy electoral 
process puts on candidates and the American people.  Candidates are far 
more concerned with campaigning than governing and the people suffer 
through an extended psychodrama so often.  He also contrasted this sys-
tem to the parliamentary system that exists in Britain, which squeezes 
elections into a span of weeks or a month.  Elovitz noted that the current 
American system grew out of the desire to democratize the process and 
rid the parties of crooked bosses.  While the intent was to democratize, 
who knows what other negative consequences came of this change.  Some 
at the meeting argued that the election season more closely resembles a 
season of a reality TV show, allowing reality stars like Trump to have 
tremendous success in this format.  We live in an ultra-competitive socie-
ty obsessed with celebrity, evidenced by the fact that the single most uni-
fying event in the nation is the Super Bowl, as pointed out by Ken 
Fuchsman.  Now, this mass celebrity culture has seeped into the political 
culture. 

Much of the meeting’s focus was on the divisiveness of this elec-
tion.  The obstructionism and gridlock that have plagued the administra-
tion, Congress, and the country was a point focused on by Fuchsman, 
who predicted that this Republican policy would not end with a Clinton 
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administration.  Now that the Republicans surprisingly have taken the 
presidency, while retaining the House and the Senate, they have made this 
a moot point.  According to Ferraro, the United States becoming a one-
party system seems the inevitable result of the current polarization.  The 
meeting took place three days prior to the election, and a focus was how 
the disappointment of Trump supporters might be vented after the ex-
pected Clinton victory.   

For many, this election was more about the economy than any-
thing.  Tom Ferraro, among many others, spoke of the impact Americans 
are still feeling from the 2008 recession.  While recovery has happened 
for many, there are still those in middle America who feel forgotten and 
left behind.  The wound of the Great Recession is still fresh. Understand-
ing the mindsets of Trump supporters and their perceived realities is cru-
cial to understanding this most unusual presidential election.  Of course, 
for millions it was about choosing between two disliked candidates. 

The meeting was adjourned as the presenters responded to the 
final questions and everyone felt an exhaustion, not only from the long 
morning of discussion, but also the lengthy electoral cycle that exhausted 
the concerned public as well as candidates.   

David Cifelli is a member of the Psychohistory Forum and a jun-
ior honors student at Ramapo College who may be contacted at 
dcifelli@ramapo.edu.  Paul H. Elovitz is convener/director of the Psy-
chohistory Forum and a presidential psychobiographer who may be con-
tacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. ❑ 

Film Review 

A Man Working for Peace Amidst  
Murderous Hatreds 

Don Carveth—York University (Canada) 

Review of Molly Castelloe’s documentary film Vamik’s Room, 
2017, 67 minutes, prices are inexpensive for a film and vary for DVD, 
streaming, institutions, and community groups.  For details contact Clio 
Films at msc214@nyu.edu or see its website at www.vamiksroom.com. 

Following the election of a plutocrat, Donald Trump, to the high-
est office in the United States, hope is something many of us are finding 
difficult to sustain.  Happily, Molly Castelloe has written, directed, and 
produced an excellent documentary film on the inspiring work of Vamik 
Volkan, a psychoanalyst who has sought to utilize psychosocial concepts 
to better understand and contribute to the resolution of severe ethnic, ra-
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cial, religious, and political conflicts.  Castelloe acknowledges in her own 
voice at the outset that it is precisely out of a desire to sustain hope for the 
future of her two boys that she became interested in and committed to 
communicating Volkan’s ideas.    

The title, Vamik’s Room, refers to a space constructed for Volkan 
to stay in a virtually destroyed building by people appreciative of his re-
parative efforts.  The documentary should be of interest not only to psy-
chohistorians, psychoanalysts, and other social scientists working in polit-
ical psychology, international relations, and conflict studies, but to any-
one who wishes to obtain a deeper understanding of the complex psycho-
social forces underlying the types of social conflict that can often lead to 
war, ethnic cleansing, and genocide.  In addition to providing the viewer 
with arresting visual images that illustrate Volkan’s key concepts, the 
film introduces us to the man himself.  It details the traumatization of his 
mother and sister during the conflict between Cypriot Greeks and Turks, 
which set him on his path to apply psychoanalysis in the attempt to better 
understand collective behavior, as well as his subsequent work in diverse 
parts of the world to bring such understanding to bear in potentially con-
structive ways in zones of conflict.   

While some may already possess a general intellectual grasp of 
Volkan’s key concepts (large group identity as a kind of second skin or 
pseudo-species, chosen trauma, shared trauma, transgenerational trauma, 
linking objects, postponed or perennial mourning, monuments, “hot” 
monuments that re-traumatize, reactivated trauma, entitlement ideology, 
time collapse, hot spots, etc.), Castelloe introduces each using a clear 
heading, with Volkan himself explaining the concept, combined with viv-
id images of cultural practices and historical events that epitomize and 
emotionally convey the meaning of the concept.  This film is in no way a 
matter of “talking heads” discoursing on abstract concepts.  Instead of just 
“telling,” the film “shows” clearly and often dramatically the important 
human references of these concepts.  To take but one example: the con-
cept of “time collapse” is vividly illustrated with footage from the 600th 
anniversary of the battle of Kosovo, at which the Ottomans had beheaded 
the Serbian leader Prince Lazar, whose remains had been exhumed by the 
Serbs for ceremonial re-burying.   

Slobodan Milosevic reactivates the “chosen trauma,” standing 
before a monument with the figures 1389-1989 emblazoned behind him.  
A clearer illustration of the effort to make “time collapse,” reactivate trau-
ma, and thus promote “entitlement ideology” would be hard to find.   

Because it so clearly explains and vividly illustrates Volkan’s 
concepts without sacrificing the complexity of the social and psychologi-
cal phenomena involved, while also conveying the humanity of the man 
himself, this film will be of interest to diverse audiences ranging from 
high school students to social scientists, psychohistorians, and mental 
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health professionals.  Anyone interested in the dangerous pathologies of 
mourning and the efforts to ameliorate destructive social conflicts will 
benefit from this film.    

Don Carveth, PhD, is Emeritus Professor of Sociology and Social 
& Political Thought at York University, past Director of the Toronto In-
stitute of Psychoanalysis, and author of The Still Small Voice: Psychoan-
alytic Reflections on Guilt and Conscience (2013).   He may be found on 
the web at www.yorku.ca/dcarveth.  ❑ 

Letters to the Editor   

Probing Trump, Clinton, and the Electorate 

Dear Editor, 

 What a privilege it was to be in a room filled with highly educat-
ed and politically astute therapists, psychoanalysts, historians, and others 
discussing the 2016 Presidential election.  Here I will provide a summa-
tion of the insights that emerged from this extraordinary discussion led by 
professors Herbert Barry, Paul Elovitz, and Ken Fuchsman, who provided 
essays on unconscious aspects of Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton, the 
American public, and the media at the November 5, 2016 Psychohistory 
Forum meeting at the Fordham University Lincoln Center.  

 The bulk of the discussion centered upon the polarizing effect of 
Donald Trump.  At the outset, the group focused on the gender difference 
between the two candidates and why this apparently important topic was 
rarely discussed in the media.  Was Hillary Clinton a good enough mother 
for our nation?  Was the nation averse to having a mother as president?  
Would her apparent lack of warmth hurt her chances for victory?  The 
conversation gradually moved into the area of income inequality, the last-
ing trauma of the 2008 recession, and how the embattled middle class 
remains depleted, angry, unheard, and afraid.  Four days after the meet-
ing, Donald Trump emerged as victor, since it appears that the nation has 
embraced his version of American exceptionalism and his temporary re-
trenchment against multiculturalism.   

 The Psychohistory Forum was convened in order to better under-
stand this year’s election process.  Was Trump’s rise to power a desperate 
scream for help from the working and middle class?  Is his rise an all-out 
attack against the gridlock and entitlement of the Washington establish-
ment?  Was his election the nation’s effort to reestablish American identi-
ty, which seemed fragmented?  These were some of the questions that 
emerged during our discussions. 

 It is probable that the majority of Americans see Donald Trump 
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as an indecent embodiment of wealth, vulgarity, greed, and arrogance; yet 
he was voted to be our leader perhaps as a result of the nation’s underly-
ing rage, despair, and desperation.  As the Chinese curse says, “May you 
live in interesting times.”  Well, we certainly live in interesting times.  

 Donald Trump has the feel and look of a Jeff Koons sculpture: 
wildly expensive, apparently empty on the inside, but shiny and attractive 
in appearance.  Trump comes into office representing little more than an 
extreme example of materialism, aggressiveness, money, and power.  
Elovitz, Fuchsman, and Barry described this campaign season as the poli-
tics of entertainment, exhaustion, and grandiosity.  

 Toward the end of the Forum meeting there was reference to the 
election campaign being a reminder of the cinematic masterpiece 2001: A 
Space Odyssey (1968), when Astronaut David Bowman touched the mon-
olith and thereby underwent an evolutionary change.  There does seem 
something seismic about the election, and something very new.  But 
what? 

 On the night that Trump was elected he walked across stage to a 
podium to announce his victory, and it was apparent to me that he had 
changed in some way.  It was as if his arrogance melted away and in its 
place were gravitas, gravity, and maturity.  It was almost as if he had 
touched that monolith and had been changed.  

 There has been much talk about the transition of power.  The 
transition of power may have already occurred.  When The Donald sud-
denly became President-elect Trump, it was as if it dawned on him that he 
was now responsible for his nation.  The weight of the Presidency entered 
into him and I could see it.  

 We think of ourselves as people with fixed identities, but this is 
not true.  When a person takes on a position, he unwittingly and immedi-
ately incorporates the values of that position.  We learned this many years 
ago from the experiments of Stanley Milgram at Yale and Philip Zimbar-
do at Stanford.  They both discovered that identity and behavior are tied 
to the environment people find themselves in. 

  We live in an age of anxiety, spiritual emptiness, and greed, and 
this age gave us Donald Trump.  I think he may be more surprised than 
the rest of us to see how donning the monolithic power and responsibility 
of the Presidency can change a person.  Let us hope that eventually he 
will be filled with some gravitas, decency, measured thinking, and equa-
nimity.   

Sincerely yours, 

Tom Ferraro 

Tom Ferraro, PhD, is a psychoanalyst, sports psychologist, and 
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commentator on contemporary society who lives on Long Island and may 
be reached at DrTFerraro@aol.com.  ❑ 

Resisting Female Leadership 

Dear Editor, 

It is interesting to note how relatively little is said about the na-
tional reaction to a historical likelihood: the possible election of the first 
U.S. woman president.  Are we really too mature for this to be an issue, 
or are we reluctant to explore a subject that may be conflicted? 

Surely, the contest between a “mother figure” and a “father fig-
ure” to head the national “household” should provide a field day for psy-
chohistorians.  Yet, when I read the ten articles devoted to “The Psychol-

ogy of Election 2016” (Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 23, No. 1), I was intrigued to 
see that only two are substantially directed toward the female contender, 
and neither of these particularly consider her in terms of opposition to her 
primary male rival.  I wonder, does this journal itself reflect to some de-
gree the reluctance of the collective conscious to delve into this subject? 

Reading on, I find the balance of the journal equally evoca-
tive.  “Assorted Articles” is devoted to a piece on pioneer women analysts 
who have been “erased and forgotten” (and have met violent ends), and 
another on the “ritual sacrifice” of a national woman president.  “Letters 
to the Editor” are more gently gynocentric, concerned with mother-child 
attachment, whether we are making sufficient “progress by elevating the 
status of women,” and most to the point, a plea that it is “time for a wom-

an president.”  Looking over Clio’s Psyche as a whole, I wonder if it re-
flects, unawares, not only the emerging significance of the topic of female 
leadership, but also our hesitation in approaching the matter directly. 

What sorts of psychic conflict might be involved here?  For in-
stance, does a negative reaction to a female contender contribute to the 
popularity of a misogynistic candidate who caricatures masculine 
“power”?  Is the “mother figure” candidate handicapped by an apparent 
lack of maternal warmth?  What unresolved Oedipal issues are called up 
when we have to choose between “mother” and “father”?  And how about 
unconscious reactions when contentious debates suggest the primal sce-
ne? 

Beginning with Freud himself, it has been easier for psychoana-
lysts to focus on the father figure.  Even with increasing exploration of 
the mother-child relationship, the emphasis is on the pre-Oedipal, where 
the maternal influence does not usually meet with paternal competi-
tion.  Analytic theory, preoccupied with the child’s inner world, has per-
haps underplayed the importance of the parental dynamic.  The Oedipal 
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parents need to guide the child past conflicting fantasies to a concept of a 
caring, mutually interactive social relationship.  Our willingness to con-
sider the “mother” of equal value to the “father” in taking responsibility 
for the wellbeing of the national “family” seems to me to be an important 
step in our cultural growing-up.  Our resistance to this eventuality, how-
ever, may be in need of some working through. 

Sincerely yours, 

Candace Orcutt 

Candace Orcutt, MA, PhD, is a clinical social worker and psy-
choanalyst.  Former Associate of James F. Masterson, MD, she is now on 
the Adjunct Faculty of the International Masterson Institute, as well as 
the Faculty of the New Jersey Institute for Training in Psychoanaly-
sis.  She is the author of Trauma in Personality Disorder (2012) and nu-
merous journal articles.  She may be contacted at Candacephd 
@optonline.net.  ❑   

BULLETIN BOARD 

CONFERENCES: Our first 2017 Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress Seminar starts on March 25, 2017 when Irene Javors 
(Yeshiva University and private practice) will present “Do Ask, Do Tell: 
Contemporary Questions for Psychohistorians and Psychobiog-
raphers.”  Our November 5, 2016 presidential election seminar was 
held at the Lincoln Center Campus of Fordham University with presenters 
Herbert Barry (University of Pittsburgh), Ken Fuchsman (University of 
Connecticut), and Paul Elovitz (Ramapo College).  At the same location 
our January 28, 2017 meeting on Freud’s Death Instinct in Our Era of 
Suicide and Suicidal Terrorism involved a panel of Inna Rozentsvit, 
Jack Schwartz, and Paul Elovitz.  Harold Takoosian was our Fordham 
host.  Additional seminars will be announced as details are finalized after 
papers are submitted and accepted.  As usual, Jacques Szaluta (Merchant 
Marine Academy) will serve as moderator.  Proposals are welcome and 
will be vetted by a committee once a presentation paper is submit-
ted.  Announcements and papers are sent out electronically to Psychohis-
tory Forum members.  Our members who presented at the Association for 
the Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society (APCS) at Rutgers University 
on October 13-15, 2016 included C. Fred Alford, Ruth Lijtmaer, Billie 
Pivnick, and Burton Norman Seitler.  Upcoming meetings of various 
organizations include the University of California’s Psychoanalytic Con-
sortium at the Arrowhead UCLA Conference Center on March 31-April 
2, 2017; the National Association for the Advancement of Psychoanalysis 
(NAAP) in the late fall 2017; the IPA conference is on May 31-June 2, 
2017 at New York University; the International Society for Political Psy-
chology’s (ISPP) conference on June 29-July 2, 2017 in Edinburgh, 
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Scotland; and the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for Psycho-
analytic Education (IFPE) on November 9-11, 2017 in Lago Mar in Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida.  CONGRATULATIONS: To Norman Simms on 
the publication of Jews in an Illusion of Paradise Dust and Ashes, Vol-
ume One Comedians and Catastrophes Cambridge Scholars Press in the 
UK (2017).  To Molly Castelloe and Trevor Pederson for winning Grav-
ida Awards of the NAAP.  We welcome new members Christine Good 
and Jack Schwartz.  ERRATA: In the fall 2016 issue, book review author 
Susan Kassouf’s degree should have been listed as a PhD, not an MA, 
and regrettably Nick Duffell’s name was misspelled.  OUR THANKS: 

To our members and subscribers for the support that makes Clio’s Psyche 
possible.  To Benefactors Bill Argus, Peter Barglow, Herbert Barry, Tom 
Ferraro, Peter Loewenberg, Jamshid Marvasti, and Mary Peace Sullivan; 
Patrons Fred Alford, Eva Fogelman, Ken Fuchsman, David Lotto, Alice 
Lombardo Maher, and Jacques Szaluta; Sustaining Members Dick Booth, 
George W. Brown, Ruth Ljitmaer, Allan Mohl, and Candace Orcutt; Sup-
porting Members Valerie Rose Brinton, Donald Carveth, Paul H. Elovitz, 
Christine R. Good, Jay Gonen, Susan Gregory, John J. Hartman, Merrill 
Hawkin, Marcie Newton, Mena & Dominic Potts, Inna Rozentsvit, Jack 
Schwartz, and Hanna Turken; and Members Michael Britton, David 
Cifelli, Dan Dervin, Ted Goertzel, and Bonnie Oglensky.  Our special 
thanks for thought-provoking materials to Richard Booth, Matthew H. 
Bowker, Don Carveth, David Cifelli, Paul H. Elovitz, Tom Ferraro, Clau-
dia Frank, Ken Fuchsman, Juhani Ihanus, Jamshid A. Marvasti, Allan 
Mohl, Candace Orcutt, Peter W. Petschauer, Joseph G. Ponterotto, Billie 
Pivnick, Anton Power, Joyce M. Rosenberg, Inna Rozentsvit, Paul Sal-
strom, Jack Schwartz, and Norman Simms.  To Caitlin Gaynor for editing, 
proofing, and Publisher 2016 software application, Nicole D’Andria and 
David Cifelli for editing and proofing, and Professor Paul Salstrom and 
Kimberly Lanholm for proofing.  Our special thanks to our authors, edi-
tors, and numerous overworked referees who must remain anony-
mous.  ❑ 

We Wish to Thank Our Authors.  

Thanks to Our Diligent, Hard-working and 

Prompt Editors, and Anonymous Referees. 



 

 

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 

Psychological Insights on the 2016 Election,  

Trump’s Presidency, and the State of Democracies 

Early Summer Issue (Due April 1, 2017) 

 We seek psychoanalytically and psychologically informed articles on: 

• What is and will the Trump presidency be like? 

• In separate detailed articles, what are the implications for business, civil rights, 

defense, the environment, immigrants, the judiciary, the fourth estate, etc.? 

• How did Trump win despite voters’ doubts? 

• Why are people frustrated with the usual politics? 

• How does Trump connect to a sense of loss in America? 

• What do people expect of and fear from our newly elected President? 

• What is the relationship between Trump and his followers? 

• Why does Trump appeal to non-college-educated white males?   

• Is Trump the “grandiose self” for many worried Americans? 

• What are the sources of America’s search for an outsider president?  

• The assault on truth: Trump’s alternative facts and the reaction. 

• Does Richard Hofstadter’s “Paranoid Tradition” in American politics apply today? 

• What are the reactions against a biracial  president or a woman as president? 

• What are the political implications of our digital, instant gratification era?   

• How has social media influenced the 2016 election and the process of governing? 

• How do the actions of the Trump administration match his campaign rhetoric? 

• Case studies of destroyed democracies, such as Weimar, or threatened 

democracies, such as Turkey today. 

• Demagogues in American history, such as Long, McCarthy,  and Wallace. 

• Review essays of books on Trump, the election, threats to democracy, and 

worldwide populist reactions against internationalism. 

We seek articles from 1,500 to 2,000 words—including your brief 
biography, keywords, and an abstract.  Some 3,500 word essays are also 
welcome provided they are outstanding scholarship and well written.  We 

do not publish bibliographies and usually have citations only for direct 
quotes.  Before writing, it is good to examine issues from the last decade 
on cliospsyche.org/archives.  Articles, abstracts, and queries should be 

sent to the editor: 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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