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The President We Need Symposium 

The President We Need 

Michael Maccoby—The Maccoby Group 

Abstract: The author explores the characteristics he believes are needed 
for the next president of the United States.  He specifically references 
Pericles of Athens’ four competencies, which Pericles listed during a dev-
astating plague, as well as Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Delano Roose-
velt, who the writer believes are examples of what we need to find in a 
current candidate for president. 

Keywords: Abraham Lincoln, competency, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
Pericles, plague, president, Thucydides 

To recover from a presidency that has increased the distrust 
Americans have for each other and their national government, we 
need a president with the competence and character we can trust to 
work for the common good.  How should we look for these quali-
ties in a candidate?  Some of the competencies needed by an effec-
tive leader of a democracy were outlined centuries ago by Pericles 
of Athens.  Two of America’s greatest presidents, Abraham Lincoln 
and Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), demonstrated these compe-
tencies in different challenging contexts.  By describing how they 
expressed these qualities in contrast to Donald Trump, we may be-
come better able to find them in a current candidate for the presi-
dency. 

In his speech to the Athenian people during a devastating 
plague, Pericles, according to Thucydides, listed four competencies 
that he believed equipped him to lead Athens.  These were:     

One, knowledge of the right policies  
Two, the ability to explain them and convince people they 

 are right 
Three, patriotism, meaning putting the interests of the  
nation above the leader’s and his family’s narrow interest  
Four, honesty 

Pericles said that a leader “possessing that knowledge of the 
right policies without that faculty of exposition might as well have 
no idea at all on the matter.  If he had both these gifts, but no love 
for his country, he would be but a cold advocate for her interests; 
while were his patriotism not proof against bribery, everything 
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would go for a price” (Thucydides, The History of the Peloponne-
sian War, Book 2.34-46).  I interpret the crucial ability to explain 
policies as not just crafting a good explanation of them but doing so 
in a way that engages the values and interests of the voters.  Candi-
dates become leaders only when they gain followers. 

Reflect on the Trump presidency; compare what you’ve 
seen and heard to the above four qualities.  I’ve done so, and I give 
Trump low to middling marks on right policies and the ability to 
convince people they are right, and failing grades on honesty and 
putting the nation’s interests before his own.  That is what got him 
impeached.  He expounds wrong policies like fossil fuels over re-
newable energy, ending environmental protection regulations, de-
priving millions of health insurance, and belittling the threat of the 
coronavirus disease (COVID-19).  It’s too early to score his mili-
tary and trade policies.  Before the COVID-19 crisis, his economic 
policies produced a thriving economy with a high level of employ-
ment, but his tax bill increased the wealth gap.  He first belittled the 
COVID-19 pandemic, then kept changing his messages.  I believe 
only a minority of Americans would disagree with my report card.  
Yet he has persuaded that minority that he is working for their in-
terests. 

Before discussing the qualities we need from a president in 
the current context, I’ll briefly describe what we can learn from the 
way Lincoln and Roosevelt expressed them.  They both took office 
at a time of challenge and political division.  Both knew the right 
policies for their time if we believe the right policies moved the 
country forward according to humanistic values.  Both used their 
ability to effectively communicate, explaining the reasons for their 
policies in a way that first connected with the voters who elected 
them, then with a wider constituency. 

Both Lincoln and Roosevelt were patriots who did not take 
bribes and put their country before self-interest.  Lincoln’s honesty 
was so well-known that he was called “Honest Abe.”  FDR scores 
less well on honesty because he tried to hide the facts that he was 
disabled and very sick when he ran for his fourth term.  But unlike 
Trump, he sought and valued the truth relevant to political issues.  
Lincoln and Roosevelt fought courageously for the common good 
against special interests that fought progressive change.  Although 
Trump talks about loving this country and proclaims he is putting 
America first, he supports regressive special interests and his own 
interests and attacks democratic institutions such as a free press and 
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voting rights. 

The Right Policies 
Pericles didn’t define what he meant by the right policies.  I 

suggest that for America it has to do with responding to existential 
and national challenges, consistent with the humanistic values and 
rights enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and Constitu-
tion.  In Lincoln’s time, the main challenges and right policies not 
only had to do with slavery and the threat to the Union by the Con-
federacy but also government initiatives to improve the economy.  

Lincoln expounded his policies about slavery and union in 
his carefully prepared Cooper Union speech on February 27, 1860.  
He said that while the Constitution protected slavery in the original 
13 states, the founding fathers had indicated that slavery should not 
be allowed to spread into new territories.  Lincoln went to war to 
preserve the union, but in his speeches and debates with Stephen A. 
Douglas, he had condemned slavery as unjust.  By the end of his 
presidency, he had signed the Emancipation Proclamation, which 
freed most slaves, and had initiated the 13th amendment to the Con-
stitution that made slavery illegal.  He also signed the Homestead 
Act that gave settlers Federal land, a policy that led to the develop-
ment of farms and towns.  This act, together with his support for 
railroads and public universities, brought prosperity to post-Civil 
War America.  His exceptional ability to communicate and explain 
his policies was developed by his history of speeches, debates, and 
experiences as a trial lawyer. 

When Roosevelt became president, his main challenge was 
national depression, both economic and psychological.  In the first 
100 days of his presidency, Roosevelt’s response to the Great De-
pression was to institute policies to get people back to work, protect 
their savings, and provide relief for the sick and elderly.  He in-
creased his support with programs like Social Security that provid-
ed benefits for everyone, not just the disadvantaged.  Throughout 
his presidency, Roosevelt effectively expounded his policies in his 
“fireside chats” over the radio. 

Leadership Philosophy 
These competencies to develop the right policies and ex-

pound on and explain them clearly were strengthened by the hu-
manistic philosophy and productive personalities of these leaders.  
People are more likely to trust leaders when they know and approve 
of the philosophy that directs their policies and priorities.  Lincoln 
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expressed his purpose and values in many speeches and through 
personal interactions with people.  A humanistic philosophy is built 
on the belief that every human being has the potential to develop 
their productive and loving potential, but this depends on the sup-
port of society as well as their own responsibility to live a produc-
tive life.  The measure of national progress is not just material but 
also the well-being of the people.  Today, it also includes the pro-
tection of the environment. 

Lincoln said he was for “the man and the dollar, but in case 
of conflict the man before the dollar;” he believed that everyone 
should enjoy “the fruits of their labor” and that slavery was “a so-
cial, moral, and political wrong” (“Another Letter from Mr. Lin-
coln.; His Views of the Political doctrines advocated by Jefferson,” 
The New York Times, July 9, 1860, 5).  He also believed in fighting 
for what was right, but not wars for conquest, which is how he saw 
the Mexican war he voted against during his term in Congress. 

Lincoln and Roosevelt also understood that good values are 
sometimes in conflict.  They were principled pragmatists, able to 
adjust their policy so that it furthered their main purpose.  When 
General John C. Frémont proclaimed the liberation of slaves in 
Missouri at the start of the Civil War, Lincoln fired him and re-
versed the proclamation.  He was criticized by the abolitionists, but 
he reasoned that he lacked a Constitutional right to end slavery and 
by freeing the slaves, he would lose the slave-holding border states 
that remained in the union.  Then the South would be more likely to 
win the war and spread slavery to the West.  In August 1862, he 
wrote Horace Greeley that his goal was to preserve the union, and 
what he did about slavery had to fit into that goal.  A month later, 
he argued that the South was using slaves to strengthen its armies, 
and he announced the Emancipation Proclamation as both a practi-
cal and moral decision.  The Emancipation Proclamation only freed 
slaves in Confederate states.  It took the 13th amendment to make 
slavery illegal in all states. 

Roosevelt, at the start of his presidency, expressed the hu-
manistic values that drove his policies.  He said, “In these days of 
difficulty, we Americans everywhere must and shall choose the 
path of social justice, the path of faith, the path of hope, and the 
path of love toward our fellow man.”  He ran as a fiscal conserva-
tive but quickly realized that the Federal Government needed to 
restart the economy.  In his second term, he said: “the test of our 
progress is not whether we add to the abundance of those who have 
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much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too lit-
tle” (National Park Service, January 20, 1937, https://
www.nps.gov/frde/learn/photosmultimedia/quotations.htm). 

The Challenges We Face 
In Lincoln’s time, the challenges were national as they were 

for Roosevelt before World War II.  Now a president faces chal-
lenges on both the global and national levels.  No country by itself 
can deal with the major threats to human life on planet earth.  The 
president needs to develop international collaboration to avoid 
wars, fight pandemics, protect the environment, and care for survi-
vors of wars and disasters.  Although global trade has enriched 
many people, it has also caused others to lose their jobs.  Global 
trade agreements need to take account of their social and political 
impact, and the national government should aid people who have 
lost their jobs because of these agreements. 

On a national level, we are living in an age of anxiety, with 
fears that are political, social, and individual.  We are anxious now 
in a pandemic knowing that weapons of mass destruction are 
primed to kill millions of people; climate change threatens human 
life; terrorists can suddenly turn a pleasant outing in places like Par-
is, London, Barcelona, New York City, and El Paso, Texas, into a 
bloodbath; and children at school, concert-goers, and worshippers 
in a church or a synagogue can suddenly be murdered by a fanatic. 

There are other causes of anxiety.  Decades of rapid transi-
tion from a bureaucratic-industrial culture to a culture based on in-
formation and knowledge has widened the financial and power gap 
between those able to adapt and those who remain rooted in a van-
ishing culture.  Threats to livelihood and self-esteem have triggered 
anxiety in people left behind who have been losing industrial jobs 
due to global competition and automation, fearing they will never 
catch up.  Now millions have lost their jobs because of the pandem-
ic.  How many will return to them?  How many small businesses 
will never reopen?  How many jobs will be replaced by artificial 
intelligence (AI)? 

Even before the pandemic, we were a sick society with in-
creasing indices of depression, suicide, drug addiction, and escap-
ism into social media and Netflix.  A Pew study published in Febru-
ary 2019 reported that about 70% of U.S. teens see anxiety and de-
pression as a major problem among their peers (Juliana Menasce 
Horowitz and Nikki Graf, Pew Research Center, “Most U.S. Teens 

https://www.nps.gov/frde/learn/photosmultimedia/quotations.htm
https://www.nps.gov/frde/learn/photosmultimedia/quotations.htm
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See Anxiety and Depression as a Major Problem Among Their 
Peers,” February 20, 2019).  Even professionals in the knowledge 
economy, the so-called elite, are not free of anxiety.  Both at work 
and socially, they are constantly being evaluated as employees and 
social partners.  According to studies by Jean M. Twenge, their 
children are afraid to grow up in this dangerous world; Twenge also 
cites reports that increasing numbers of undergraduates suffer over-
whelming anxiety (iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are 
Growing Up Less Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy—And 
Completely Unprepared for Adulthood—and What That Means for 
the Rest of Us, 2017).  Rather than focusing on living a purposeful 
life, these young people worry they will become a have-not rather 
than a have.  They worry about paying for education, being saddled 
with debt from taking on student loans, and about getting a job that 
would make their education a good investment. 

Creating a healthy society requires recognizing that the his-
toric changes in work, the empowerment of women and minorities, 
climate change, and the increasing economic disparities require 
new policies.  Trump exploits the distrust of elites and the nostalgia 
and resentment of White traditionalists for whom the changing so-
cial values and loss of status rankled even more than their worries 
about jobs.  He promised this constituency a return to an idealized 
past.  He addressed some neglected problems such as unbalanced 
trade with China and our expansive military presence.  But his elec-
tion resulted in further enriching and empowering the monied inter-
ests and increasing ideological conflict.  We have boasted about 
being a land of equal opportunity, but if that were true in the past, it 
is no longer true in the knowledge economy.  Unless people have 
guaranteed healthcare and schools that develop their adaptive skills 
and social character, they have little chance of prospering in the 
new economy or narrowing the income gap. 

The social and economic challenges we face today are in 
some ways similar to those Theodore Roosevelt (TR) faced at the 
start of the 20th century when new technology and innovation in 
production led to the exponential growth and power of corpora-
tions.  When the country moved from a farming and craft-based 
economy to a dominantly industrial economy, as at present, there 
were winners and losers.  Farmers and craftsmen became workers 
and bureaucrats.  Unions were formed to protect workers.  Theo-
dore Roosevelt’s Square Deal defended customers and small busi-
nesses against the powerful monopolies and trusts.  When FDR ini-
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tiated the New Deal, he was attacked by the large corporations that 
had been humbled by TR but had increased their power during the 
1920s.  Running for reelection, FDR said that these monied inter-
ests “consider the Government of the United States as a mere ap-
pendage to their own affairs;” he went on to say “Never before in 
all our history have these forces been so united against one candi-
date as they stand today.  They are unanimous in their hate for me 
and I welcome their hatred.”  Furthermore:  

I should like to have it said of my first Administra-
tion that in it the forces of selfishness and lust for 
power met their match. I should like to have it said 
of my second Administration that in it these forces 
met their master (FDR Library, “Our Documents: 
Franklin Roosevelt’s Address Announcing the Sec-
ond New Deal,” October 31, 1936). 

Roosevelt was reelected by over 60% of the voters and won 
523 of 531 electoral votes. 

When Donald Trump ran for president, his populist policies 
appealed to many Americans, especially to White families who felt 
like the victims of progressive social and economic change.  He 
claimed he would make America great again and get unemployed 
workers jobs by keeping out unskilled and poor immigrants, partly 
by building a wall on the border with Mexico and getting better 
deals with our trading partners.  He promised to end Obamacare 
and replace it with a much better health care system, and that he 
would save money and American lives by bringing our troops home 
from the Middle East.  He has somewhat improved the North 
American trading treaty, but it is highly questionable that some of 
his other policies will improve the country.  They do not deal with 
the real challenges caused by the effects of changing technology, 
the nature of work, and threats to the environment.  His policies on 
immigration, the environment, health care, and education are divi-
sive and not humanistic. 

In his first inaugural address, Roosevelt told an anxious 
country that fear paralyzes us, and “we have nothing to fear but fear 
itself.”  His optimism turned fear into hope and activated the coun-
try.  Trump told voters we should fear terrorists, immigrants, and 
trading partners that were threatening our lives and stealing our 
jobs.  Now, the country is suffering from an increase in anxiety and 
uncertainty. 
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The Personality of Leaders  
The philosophy that directs the policies of leaders is rooted 

in their personalities.  Even though they came from very different 
backgrounds—FDR was rich and Lincoln was poor—they shared 
key personality traits.  They did not try to maintain the status quo or 
promise a return to an idealized past.  Both presidents experienced 
suffering and setbacks that made them more sensitive to the suffer-
ing of others.  Lincoln suffered from the tragic deaths of his mother 
and sister when he was young and lost a son during his presidency.  
Roosevelt struggled to recover enough from his crippling polio to 
gain the strength to run for office.  Both fought for their ideas 
against attacks from both the Right and Left, but the two did not 
denigrate their opponents.  Both had a sense of humor, the emotion-
al equivalent of intellectual realism, which they used as a weapon 
to disarm and poke fun at their attackers. 

Contrast these traits with those of Trump.  In his book, 
Trump: Think Like a Billionaire (2004), Trump avers that the de-
scription in my book, The Productive Narcissist (2003), of produc-
tive narcissists like Steve Jobs and Jeff Bezos fit him; that like 
them, he works to realize his visions (Trump: Think Like a Billion-
aire, xvi).  Productive narcissists are typically ambitious and com-
petitive.  They have weak superegos, so their moral sense and vi-
sions are shaped by their philosophies.  Lincoln and FDR were pro-
ductive narcissists with humanistic philosophies.      

I have termed Trump’s motivational system as marketing 
narcissistic.  Since this view of Trump’s personality is different 
from the common views that just describe him as a narcissist, it is 
worth elaborating on Trump’s marketing traits to show their rela-
tion to his policies.  Erich Fromm first described the marketing ori-
entation, and he could have been describing Donald Trump.  A 
marketing person’s self-worth and identity depend on how he is 
evaluated by significant others.  “His prestige, status, success, the 
fact that he is known to others as being a certain person are a sub-
stitute for a genuine feeling of identity.  This situation makes him 
utterly dependent on the way others look at him and forces him to 
keep up the role in which he had once been successful” (Erich 
Fromm, Man for Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Eth-
ics, 1947, 73).  Fromm wrote that others are experienced by the 
marketing person as commodities, like himself; “The difference in 
people is reduced to a merely quantitative difference of being more 
or less successful, attractive, hence valuable” (72). 
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Fromm wrote that only when the marketing individual is 
successful does he feel valuable; if not successful, he feels worth-
less: “The insecurity which results from this orientation can hardly 
be overestimated.”  In fact, “If one feels one’s self-worth is not 
constituted primarily by the human qualities one possesses, but 
one’s success on a competitive market with ever-changing condi-
tions, one’s self esteem is bound to be shaky and is in constant need 
of confirmation by others” (Man for Himself, 72).  Fromm wrote 
that the marketing orientation also determines a way of thinking, 
“of grasping things quickly so as to be able to manipulate them suc-
cessfully….  For manipulative purposes, all that is necessary to 
know is the surface feature of things, the superficial.  The truth, to 
be uncovered by penetrating to the essence of a phenomena, be-
comes an obsolete concept” (75). 

Depending on the marketing person’s degree of productive-
ness, he may also have positive qualities, including adaptability—
radar-like sensitivity to people and their needs.  The marketing ori-
entation can be a strength for a politician whose success depends on 
satisfying the voters.  Trump has this sensitivity and productive 
qualities of activeness with passion, perseverance, risk-taking, and 
resiliency, but also the negatives of superficial knowledge and need 
for continual affirmation.  He can be charming and seductive with 
those he values, but cold, dismissive, and even cruel to those he 
considers to be without value.  

Trump’s narcissism is an attempt to overcome his marketing 
vulnerability.  To avoid the feeling of intrinsic worthlessness and 
being a commodity, he creates a grandiose self-image, attacking 
anyone who threatens it.  A major element in Trump’s success has 
been his exceptional ability to adapt to a knowledge-information 
culture, a media world where information is constantly being creat-
ed to serve interests and truth is lost in the process.  He finds ways 
to connect with people who affirm this image and demands this 
from those who work for him.  We can remember the scene where 
members of his cabinet, sitting around a table, lavishly praised him; 
all except General Jim Mattis, who didn’t last very long as Secre-
tary of Defense. 

Trump told Anthony Scaramucci, “I’m a total act” (Philip 
Rucker and Carol Leonnig, A Very Stable Genius, 2020, 192).  
This grandiose act served him well on the TV show The Apprentice 
(2004-2017), and as Elizabeth Lunbeck suggests, it appeals to his 
base.  Rather than showing his needy marketing vulnerability, it 
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invites people to identify with an image of invulnerability. 

Trump has some of the negative narcissistic traits.  To pro-
tect his fragile grandiose self-image, he is oversensitive to criticism.  
He exaggerates and lies to look good and is over-competitive and 
distrustful to the point of paranoia.  

Our personalities are integrated by our philosophies of life, 
sense of purpose, and supporting values.  Trump’s purpose is to be 
a winner and make every organization he heads into winners.  He 
values whatever supports this purpose; his moral decisions favor 
whatever serves himself and his family. 

How does Trump’s marketing narcissistic personality com-
pare with other national leaders?  The closest is Boris Johnson, the 
British Prime Minister, also known for his opportunistic political 
flexibility, lies, and exaggerations.  Bill Clinton has some of these 
qualities, but he is more productive, with a philosophy that com-
bines personal success and the public good. 

Trump’s marketing narcissistic personality is very different 
from that of productive narcissists whose strong convictions did not 
waver, even in the face of adversity and unpopularity, like the lead-
ers Winston Churchill and Charles de Gaulle.  They, like produc-
tive narcissistic business leaders such as Steve Jobs and Jeff Bezos, 
don’t need constant praise to bolster their self-images.  They need 
collaborative followers to help them to implement their visions. 

Trump claims he is a visionary, but his visions are not hu-
manistic.  They are aesthetic visions of beautiful buildings, a beau-
tiful wall, and an idealized past.  Leaders like Trump with a strong 
aesthetic drive tend to distort reality to make it sound and look 
good to them.  Business leaders like Steve Jobs with a strong aes-
thetic drive and a tendency to distort reality don’t do as much dam-
age as do political leaders with this tendency.  The worst was Adolf 
Hitler with his destructive vision of a racially pure Thousand-Year 
Reich. 

It is essential for leaders with a narcissistic personality to 
recruit advisers they trust and who will help to keep their egos in 
check.  Unlike Lincoln and Roosevelt, Trump has been unable to 
build a first-rate team at a time when increased complexity and 
speed of change call for a leadership team with complementary ex-
pertise as well as shared values.  Trump listens, if at all, only to 
powerful people—generals, leaders of state and government, bil-
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lionaires, and some politicians—who he believes respect him.  Now 
he has been forced to listen to health care experts such as Dr. An-
thony Fauci. 

Neither Lincoln nor Roosevelt was perfect.  No leader is.  
Lincoln was slow to take leadership in the Civil War and left Gen-
eral George B. McClellan in charge of the armies too long.  Roose-
velt tried to pack the Supreme Court and exercise dictatorial pow-
ers.  Both learned from their mistakes.  

Recognizing the President We Need 
In summary, Lincoln and FDR had the right policies, ability 

to express them and engage followers, put their country above self-
interest, and especially Lincoln, were honest.  They had a human-
istic philosophy and some of the personality traits we needed in a 
president then and that in a different historical context we need 
now.  But would the electorate recognize these qualities in a candi-
date?  Some people recognized them in Lincoln and Roosevelt but 
many experts did not.  Edward Everett, a former president of Har-
vard, wrote his view of Lincoln in his diary during the presidential 
campaign: “He is evidently a person of very inferior cast of charac-
ter, wholly unequal to the crisis” (American Battlefield Trust, 
“Evidence for The Unpopular Mr. Lincoln: The People at the Polls 
1860-1864”).  Congressman Charles Francis Adams wrote, “His 
speeches have fallen like a wet blanket here.  They put to flight all 
notions of greatness” (American Battlefield Trust).  Lincoln was 
elected president with only 39.8% of the popular vote.  The fact 
that there were four candidates contributed to his victory, but those 
who voted for him agreed with the policies he had so well ex-
pressed.  (As I write this in July 2020, Trump has an approval rat-
ing of around 40%, but it’s much higher in some states.)  

When Roosevelt ran for president, Walter Lippmann, the 
distinguished columnist, described him as a good-natured “boy 
scout.”  H. L. Mencken, another influential columnist, saw him as 
“shallow and futile.”  

In his study of Pericles, Donald Kagan wrote, “The paradox 
inherent in democracy is that it must create and depend on citizens 
who are free, autonomous, and self-reliant.  Yet its success—its 
survival even—requires extraordinary leadership” (Pericles of Ath-
ens and the Birth of Democracy, 1991, 9).  Kagan could have added 
that this leadership depends on voters who recognize the qualities 
of competence and character needed in a leader.  Americans have 
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not always elected the leaders most needed.  Sometimes they have 
elected leaders with the wrong policies, like Herbert Hoover who 
tightened the money supply during the depression, or the wrong 
philosophy, like Donald Trump whose main purpose is to be an ad-
mired winner and who has a humorless authoritarian personality.  
Sometimes they have elected a president with the right policies and 
philosophy but who could not explain them effectively and gain 
followers like John Quincy Adams, who sought justice for Blacks 
and Native Americans but lost the 1828 election to Andrew Jack-
son, a racist.  

Sometimes, particularly in less challenging times, they have 
elected patriotic and honest presidents with the right policies who 
have more balanced personalities, such as James Madison, Grover 
Cleveland, Harry S. Truman, and Dwight D. Eisenhower.  These 
presidents were more cautious than Lincoln and FDR, more prob-
lem solvers than visionaries.  

Joe Biden, the probable Democratic candidate for president, 
is not a visionary but more like the problem-solving presidents.  He 
has a caring personality.  Barack Obama describes him as “guided 
by knowledge and experience, honesty and humility, empathy and 
grace” (Facebook, “Endorsement of Joe Biden for President,” April 
14, 2020).  Like Lincoln and FDR, Biden’s experiences of the trag-
ic deaths of his wife and children have left him sensitive to the suf-
fering of others.  

I have found that caring leaders tend to excel at bringing 
people together, and Biden boasts about doing this in the Senate.  A 
major weakness of some caring leaders is avoiding necessary con-
flict.  The policies Biden proposes will likely spark conflict, and 
Biden’s effectiveness may depend on his ability to mobilize sup-
porters to fight political battles.  

Biden expresses knowledge of the right humanistic policies, 
but he needs to persuade people that they are the right policies for 
our time.  He needs to articulate his philosophy, the values that de-
termine his policies and decisions.   

Biden scores well on honesty.  His untruths are failures of 
memory rather than intents to deceive.  He is a patriot who has not 
enriched himself as a public servant, although one of his sons used 
his father’s position to gain jobs where he clearly lacked qualifica-
tions.  After leaving office, Biden did become a multi-millionaire 
with speeches and book deals. 
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Will Biden become the president we need?  He scores much 
better than Trump on three of Pericles’s qualities—the right poli-
cies, truth-telling, and patriotism—but even with the right policies, 
he will only be elected if he proves able to convince the voting pub-
lic that these policies are right, better than those of Trump for this 
age of anxiety and threats to human lives.  Pericles could have add-
ed that someone becomes a leader only when they have followers.  
So far, Biden has supporters, not followers.  Lincoln and FDR 
gained followers by their responses to the challenges of their time.  
Even if he is elected, Biden will become the president we need only 
if he becomes an effective leader.  

 Michael Maccoby, PhD, is a psychoanalyst and anthropol-
ogist who is a globally recognized expert on leadership and the au-
thor or co-author of 15 books including The Gamesman (1976), 
Narcissistic Leaders (2007), and Strategic Intelligence (2015).  He 
has taught leadership at Harvard, Oxford, and Sciences Po and 
psychoanalysis at the Washington School of Psychiatry.  Dr. Mac-

coby can be contacted at mm@maccoby.com.  ❑  

Analysis and Data from an Economist  

Robert Shapiro—Georgetown University  
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Before commenting on Michael Maccoby’s insightful essay, 
I commend him for the subtle irony of anchoring his analysis in 
Pericles and his views of the ideal leader at this particular time, 
when the world struggles with a lethal pandemic.  During the Pelo-
ponnesian War, Pericles ordered that much of Attica’s population 
decamp to Athens to protect them from attacks by the Spartans and 
their allies.  It was a brilliant military tactic, as Thucydides relates.  
But when a deadly epidemic struck Attica during the siege, the 
strategy made Athens a hotspot and ultimately cost Pericles his life.  
That coda to the story should remind us of Niccolò Machiavelli’s 
insight that effective political leadership also requires the facility to 
adapt to unforeseen developments beyond the leader’s control.  

So, the first part of Maccoby’s essay begins with Pericles 
and an assessment of the presidencies of Abraham Lincoln and 
FDR based on Pericles’ views of the four qualities of good leaders: 
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their knowledge of the best policies to meet the nation’s challenges, 
their ability to convincingly expound and explain those policies, 
their patriotic character that favors the nation’s interest over one’s 
own, and their personal honesty.  The author then connects Lincoln 
and FDR’s personality structures and values to how each acquitted 
himself as president in these four respects. 

This analysis sets up the second part of Maccoby’s essay, in 
which he uses Lincoln and FDR as historical counterpoints for an 
assessment of Donald Trump’s leadership based on Trump’s per-
sonality and values.  The most striking aspect of this analysis is the 
psychological connections the author suggests between Trump’s 
personality and his political success in the context of our country’s 
current political and cultural predicament.  Those connections are 
all based on anxiety.  Americans now live, Maccoby writes, “in an 
age of anxiety, with fears that are political, social, and individual.”  
The sources of Americans’ anxieties range from spectral threats 
from global warming and weapons of mass destruction, and the reg-
ular and random occurrence of mass murders, to the economic dis-
placement of tens of millions of Americans by rapid technological 
changes and globalization.  Every day, he notes, these forces erode 
people’s self-esteem and hopes for the future.  

Leaders like Lincoln and FDR could fashion “the best poli-
cies” to address the forces that underlie such anxieties, and as 
“productive narcissists” with weak superegos, the moral sense and 
visions of both leaders were shaped by their humanistic philoso-
phies.  Alas, Trump is a different breed of narcissist.  Drawing on 
his teacher Erich Fromm, the author casts Trump as a “marketing 
narcissist” whose sense of his own identity and value depends on 
others admiring him for his prestige, status, and success.  As such, 
Trump is virtually the opposite of a Periclean patriot.  Moreover, 
quoting Fromm, Maccoby reminds us that “[i]f one feels one’s self-
worth is not constituted primarily by the human qualities one pos-
sesses, but one’s success on a competitive market with ever-
changing conditions, one’s self esteem is bound to be shaky and is 
in constant need of confirmation by others.”  In short, anxiety 
drives marketing narcissists like Trump. 

Trump’s daily communion with his anxiety may drive not 
only his compulsion to attain the greatest prestige, status, and suc-
cess—the U.S. presidency—but also may enable him to viscerally 
recognize the profound anxieties that millions of Americans feel in 
the face of recent social, economic, and cultural changes.  His polit-
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ical response to this recognition draws on another feature of mar-
keting narcissists: they routinely reshape facts and truth to advance 
their personal status, prestige, and success, the opposite of Pericle-
an honesty.  So, without hesitation or moral qualm, Trump could 
respond to people’s anxieties by scapegoating “others” as the imag-
ined source of their problems, especially immigrants and uncaring 
elites.  

This scapegoating, the main theme of Trump’s 2016 cam-
paign, has served his constant need for prestige, status, and success 
in two ways.  First, it helped anxious voters forge an emotional 
connection to him by giving them a sense of control; if they support 
him, he will go after the source of all their problems.  America 
would be great again, he promised, once he got rid of the Mexicans 
and locked up Hillary and other criminal elites.  The basic narra-
tive, of course, recalls Adolph Hitler’s promise that Germany 
would be safe again once he got rid of the Jews.  

Trump’s scapegoating also gives his followers a way to con-
vert part of their anxiety to anger, a powerful motivator when it 
comes to voting.  As such, it succeeded.  A Pew Research Center 
report by Alex Tyson and Shiva Maniam showed that Trump’s 
2016 margin among non-college-educated White voters was the 
largest of any presidential candidate since 1980 (“Behind Trump’s 
victory: Divisions by race, gender, education,” November 9, 2016).  
My research has shown that the same demographic cohort has suf-
fered the worst employment problems of any group since 2008 
(Center for Business & Public Policy, “Publications – Policy Pa-
pers”).  To be sure, Trump’s singular success in this regard also 
owes much to the failure by the establishments of both parties to 
treat the challenges and underlying anxieties of those voters seri-
ously.  

Second, the policies Trump has advanced based on his anxi-
ety-fueled scapegoating have failed utterly to successfully address 
the country’s challenges and the problems his voters live with.  As 
an economist, I part company here with our author’s claim that 
Trump’s policies “produc[ed] a thriving economy with a high level 
of employment.”  Trump inherited an economic expansion already 
seven years old; and to the extent that the economy did thrive dur-
ing his presidency, those results had little to do with his tax cuts, 
regulatory rollbacks, and trade fights.   

Let’s consider the data.  Long-term growth depends on in-
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vestment, and real fixed investment according to the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis (https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_nipa.cfm) 
grew less during Trump’s first three years in office (3.4% per year 
from 2017 through 2019) than during the preceding three years un-
der Barack Obama (4.1% per year from 2014 through 2016).  As 
for jobs, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ “Data 
Retrieval: Labor Force Statistics (CPS),” employment increased 
less during Trump’s first three years (6.4 million or 4.2%) than dur-
ing Obama’s last three years (7.0 million or 4.8%).   

Yet, real gross domestic product (GDP) growth was modest-
ly stronger from 2017 through 2019 (2.6% per year) than from 
2014 through 2016 (2.4% per year).  Why did growth accelerate 
slightly when fixed investment and employment gains both slowed?  
Because Trump goosed consumer spending by pumping up federal 
spending and cutting federal revenues.  Adjusted for inflation, ac-
cording to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, federal spending in-
creased 7.4% from 2017 through 2019 (mostly for the Pentagon) 
after declining 2.3% from 2014 through 2016 under Obama.  Fur-
ther, Trump’s spending spree came on top of his large tax cuts for 
business, swelling the federal deficit from $584.7 billion in 2016 to 
$984.1 billion in 2019 as per the Congressional Budget Office’s 
Budget and Economic Data (https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-
economic-data#2).  

Trump’s economic performance moved from mediocre to 
disastrously bad in 2020.  The coronavirus pandemic struck every 
advanced economy, providing a real-life test of Machiavelli’s ad-
monition that a genuine leader must be able to respond effectively 
to unexpected perils.  Trump clearly failed that test.  His seeming 
determination to do virtually nothing to contain the virus’s spread 
for at least two months ultimately cost thousands of American lives 
and required the widespread shutdowns that devastated employ-
ment and GDP.  His terrible decisions here also are consistent with 
our author’s analysis of marketing narcissism.  Trump did not hesi-
tate to deny the science of a lethal pandemic, insist that no one 
should worry about it, and scapegoat his predecessor and China, all 
in the service of maintaining the personal sense of prestige, status, 
and success required to manage his anxiety. 

So, our author leaves us to contemplate the prospects for 
Periclean leadership in a culture and society that, it appears, ac-
cords little value to its essential features.   

https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_nipa.cfm
https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data#2
https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data#2
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If the past is prelude, Dr. Maccoby’s astute and well-
reasoned article gives us a close-up view of how presidents, partic-
ularly presidents whose personalities exhibit (in his analysis) 
“productive narcissism,” dealt with the challenges of leadership by 
adapting pragmatically to social unrest in times of crisis.  As a psy-
choanalyst and anthropologist, Maccoby’s research into the origins 
of public policies and the organizations and institutions they have 
created leads him back to the ancient Greeks and Pericles of Ath-
ens, who listed four competencies that should be regarded as time-
less and underscore the characteristics the next president will need 
to lead.  Maccoby reminds readers of these competencies and high-
lights the fact that a personality is driving public discourse and ac-
tion.  We all remember how inspiring Obama was, or Kennedy; 
their behaviors mirrored the best in us, in clear contrast to Trump’s 
behaviors, which many parents of young children censor, not want-
ing them to model themselves on Trump’s immature cruelties, such 
as name-calling or ridiculing people with disabilities.  

By examining these reference points and applying them to 
presidents like Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
(and contrasting them with Trump), Maccoby exposes increasingly 
obvious deficits in Trump’s ethos and leadership.  He makes a clear 

mailto:rshapiro@sonecon.com
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case that this president is not simply flawed but dangerous when it 
comes to protecting Pericles’ four salient traits that have remained 
relevant throughout civilizations.  

Psychohistorians may long study the origins of group be-
haviors surrounding COVID-19 and Trump’s desperate need for 
attention with his bizarre tweets and divisiveness in playing one 
group against another.  Trump’s everyday firings of leading offi-
cials and racial bigotry have thrown the country into more chaos, 
from which he holds himself up as the only one (the savior) who 
can restore order (and now “law and order”) concerning race rela-
tions.  Trump’s primitive impulse, outright flaunting of social 
norms, and dispensing with conventions voters have come to expect 
of their leaders (especially in times of crisis and economic despair), 
has led to an international explosion of political activism and pro-
test.  Even as these facts are made evident, Trump, as Maccoby 
shows, has some staying power, and it is only through critical in-
quiry that we can conclude why this person lacks the moral charac-
ter for our highest elected office.  

Maccoby accords significance to human experience by ele-
vating key philosophical ideas or existential standpoints upon 
which one can stand firm, not only for oneself but for one’s com-
munity and nation.  Other contemporary philosophers (for example, 
Sven Brinkmann) have also returned to the ancient Greeks’ empha-
sis on virtue to argue for less individualism, proceeding explicitly 
from the assumption that it is better to be a good (moral) person 
than to be oneself.  Trump has created an anti-intellectual persona 
through his animated tweets, gross misspellings, vitriolic upper 
case letters, poor grammar, and even profanities.  What would Peri-
cles think of a leader who does this?  

This answer is reflected in Pericles’ fundamentals regarding 
best practices for leaders who assume ranks of authority, practices 
Trump himself rejects.  As itemized, one is the knowledge of the 
right policies; two is the ability to explain and convince people that 
these policies are right; three is advocating the primacy of national 
interest above the narrow interests of the nation’s leaders and their 
families; and four is honesty.  Arguably, a template for Trump’s 
failure to put the country first came with his policy of caging immi-
grant (meaning Hispanic) babies and children, or even more egre-
giously, his refusal to acknowledge the threat of the wide-spread 
pandemic or provide necessary testing.  Now he fans the flames of 
racial tension and civic unrest.  From an ethical standpoint, being a 
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strong leader must be considered an end in itself; personal authen-
ticity is at best a means to be a good person and at worst a barrier to 
this. 

Early on in Dr. Maccoby’s article, he contends that a leader 
should have knowledge of the right and fair policies to advance so-
ciety and should also calculate for the others that these foundations 
are principled for.  This requires integrity and consistency as well 
as an effective speaking style—an eloquence that Trump lacks, or 
more troubling, demurs from putting into practice.  As Maccoby 
writes elsewhere, productive narcissists have the fortitude to push 
through massive societal reforms (such is true of Lincoln’s aboli-
tion of slavery), but not at the cost of breaking up the unity of the 
country.  A true leader at this juncture would be looking to advance 
civil rights in the name of justice and humanity, but Trump seizes 
on the moment to relish in being oppositional as well as tempera-
mental.  Maccoby also points out Roosevelt’s pragmatism in honor-
ing a code of ethics while at the same time restoring the nation eco-
nomically and spiritually.  Presidents like Lincoln and Roosevelt 
exhibited the traits Pericles designated as necessary and vital, put-
ting the country ahead of their self-interest.  But Trump lacks the 
gene for empathy. 

Sadly, I think Trump does care about others, but only in 
how they reflect what he wants to see.  One has the eerie sense that 
he is always watching himself as if to prove his exaggerated capa-
bilities have earned him not only respect but reverence.  Hence his 
now-famous (infamous to many?) photo opportunity of holding up 
the Bible in front of the stately church in Lafayette Square as if it 
was a WWE (world heavyweight) championship trophy.  

Maccoby’s early analysis of narcissists (like the CEOs of 
big corporations) showed they can be not only self-promoting but 
also seductive and charming.  Perceived threats to their superiority 
can trigger rage or tantrums; moreover, they are emotionally icy 
and highly distrustful.  We can see this distrust in Trump’s malign-
ing of former cabinet members, his breaking with loyalists like Jeff 
Sessions, and his need to constantly replenish his stock of potential 
admirers and flatterers.  This goes back to his role on The Appren-
tice (2004-2017), where he presented himself as the boss servile 
contestants had to address as if he were a king.  His grandiosity is 
only matched by his serial assaults on others and his stoking of the 
tensions between the left and the right as well as between the races.  
Any psychoanalyst, I believe, would identify Trump’s binary think-
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ing as a result of some early maternal deprivation dating back to 
infancy. 

However, as Maccoby points out in this article and other 
writings, narcissists can be productive and inspiring, and we all 
have narcissistic elements in our psychic structure.  Figures like 
Napoleon, Gandhi, and Roosevelt determined the social agenda af-
ter leading their countries through crises and wars.  While produc-
tive narcissists like Lincoln and Roosevelt used their judgment and 
moral character to lead the U.S. through turbulent times, Trump 
fails to go beyond his self-interest in securing his reelection, even 
risking the health of thousands of people by holding rallies where 
he wants to see sycophants crowd in at their own risk, perhaps nev-
er donning a mask (he, of course, doesn’t want to be sued by any-
one who falls ill from the virus).  One can only imagine Trump’s 
level of envy and rage when surveying the vast, incomparable 
“crowd sizes” of passionate mourners attending daily funeral rituals 
and protests in the name of George Floyd, a true martyr, not like the 
cheap imitation of one Trump believes himself to be.   

As Jennifer Senior aptly wrote, unproductive narcissists like 
Trump “live in terror of being upstaged” (“This Is What Happens 
When a Narcissist Runs a Crisis,” New York Times, April 5, 2020).  
I don’t imagine that Dr. Maccoby would think Trump could be re-
habilitated in the past or now to become an effective leader.  I can-
not think of a more cautionary tale than the fissure between 
Trump’s fantasy of himself and the way the world has now come to 
view him.  
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To Michael Maccoby’s excellent prescription for “The Pres-
ident We Need,” I would add: the president needs to be a unifier 
rather than a divider.  President Trump has deliberately rejected an 
elemental task of national leadership: showing respect for the wide 
range of the citizenry, including those who disagree with him.  We 
are now experiencing historically high levels of polarization—the 
highest in 50 years by virtually all measures.  Though he did not 
cause it, this President has governed by amplifying that division; he 
consistently glorifies his “base” and attacks the opposition with vit-
riol that has little precedent.  We have never seen a president whose 
approval ratings have remained so limited and stable, well below 
50%, through highly tumultuous events.  His adherents are for him 
through thick and thin and his opponents are just as unalterably op-
posed.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the division and 
its dangers.  In crises, people almost always rally around their lead-
er; it’s a basic human instinct for group protection.  But not this 
time.  In the weeks after 9/11, George W. Bush’s approval rating 
went from around 50% to over 90%.  In the weeks after the erup-
tion of the COVID-19 crisis, Trump’s approval rating briefly rose a 
little, from the low 40s to the low 50s, and quickly sank right back 
down again to the previous levels, then below even that. 

This was an opportunity to bring the country together to 
deal with a common threat.  Instead, the division has grown be-
tween those who, with Trump, downplay the seriousness of the dis-
ease and resist restrictions on economic activity, and those who see 
it as a grave threat justifying major shutdowns.  The President has 
spent much of his time attacking his opponents by insulting Demo-
crats and Democratic states and cities, calling their leaders “weak,” 
and even launching an unfounded charge of murder against a Re-
publican critic.  Not surprisingly, the nation has entirely failed to 
come together in a coherent strategy supported by the citizenry. 

This rupture is deeply harmful to the nation and our future.  
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We are locked in a vicious circle of mistrust, driven by relatively 
small numbers of ideologies.  Yet everyone is pushed to identify 
with one side, defend that side in all circumstances, and defeat the 
other side by any means necessary.  I now hear this frenzy constant-
ly from my friends on the Left as well as from the Right.  Such vi-
cious circles are common historically and they almost always end 
badly.  Each move by one side, regardless of its intent, is interpret-
ed by the other as a threat, producing an escalating tit-for-tat, which 
slides toward either paralysis or violent conflict. 

Thus the president we need is, first of all, one who will lis-
ten to and respect his opponents.  Nelson Mandela is one leader 
who, when faced with a situation of deep mistrust and conflict, 
reached out to both sides and went a long way toward healing their 
wounds.  He did it in part by listening, entering into the spaces of 
the White opposition, and celebrating their symbols (his support for 
the national rugby team is a crucial example) without soft-pedaling 
his own beliefs.  

We know from evidence and experience that when you get 
people together to work on an issue, even now, they find far more 
agreement than they expected.  I have seen very constructive con-
versations between diehard pro-life and pro-choice advocates as 
well as gun rights and gun control advocates; though they mistrust-
ed each other deeply, they were able to agree on many principles 
and policies that they could pursue together.  

A second aspect we need now in a leader is a unifying vi-
sion.  Trump’s vision to “Make America Great Again” or MAGA 
appeals to the substantial part of the population, which feels alienat-
ed and diminished by current trends of globalization and rapid tech-
nological advances.  But this vision does not unite; it is part of the 
divisive character of Trump’s presidency.  It does not resonate with 
a majority of the country; his active disapproval levels have gener-
ally stayed over 50%.  About three-fourths of the country now 
agree with values that the President has minimized or rejected: that 
“It is important to try to understand people we don't agree with;” 
“People should be encouraged to celebrate their cultural, ethnic, 
religious, and linguistic differences;” and “People from other places 
and cultures help us to grow, we should learn from them.”  (These 
are results from my national survey in 2018; they are consistent 
with results from similar items in other polls.)  

The Democratic party has not produced an alternative vision 
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that is more successful in unifying the nation.  Key liberal 
themes—including continued globalization and technological de-
velopment, along with major government activism to redistribute 
wealth and advance racial justice—resonate with even fewer people 
than MAGA.  Government action to reduce inequality and climate 
changes are quite divisive even within the Democratic voter cohort.  
So according to one study, two-thirds of Americans now form an 
“exhausted majority,” unhappy with their own tribe but deeply re-
pelled by the other (see Stephen Hawkins, Daniel Yudkin, Míriam 
Juan-Torres, and Tim Dixon, Hidden Tribes: A  Study of America’s 
Polarized Landscape, “More in Common,” 2018).  They find that 
about 25% of the population are committed and active conserva-
tives, but only 8% are equivalently convinced Progressives.  In my 
own survey results, approximately 80% of strong Democrats be-
lieve climate change and inequality are top priorities for the future, 
but only 40-50% of weak Democrats agree. 

We have seen that no president can accomplish major goals 
without the broad support of the citizenry.  In the current climate, 
candidates are being pushed to adopt the views of the most ideolog-
ically confident core of their supporters, which continues to leave 
out the majority of the country.  

There are certainly some potentially unifying themes.  Im-
migration and diversity are widely seen as a net positive for the na-
tion.  The support for them has generally risen during the Trump 
presidency.  Most believe that climate change is a concern, though 
not a priority.  But they are very skeptical of the Federal govern-
ment as an agent of change, and widely prefer local and voluntary 
action. 

A unifying vision needs to stress the importance of citizen 
activity and community, a theme that resonates with much of both 
the left and right.  As Lincoln said in his first inaugural address, 
“We are not enemies, but friends.  We must not be enemies.  
Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of 
affection.  The mystic chords of memory will swell when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”  
Above all, we need to work together to overcome our shared chal-
lenges.  The president we need might do worse than to take this cue 
from Abraham Lincoln. 

 Charles Heckscher, PhD, is a Distinguished Professor in 
the School of Management and Labor Relations at Rutgers Univer-
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sity and co-Director of the Center for the Study of Collaboration.  
His research interests include societal trust, the design of collabo-
rative organization, and the changing nature of employee represen-
tation.  He has also worked as a practitioner and consultant on 
processes of organizational development, primarily in telecommu-
nications and currently in K-12 education.  Dr. Heckscher’s most 
recent book is Trust in a Complex World: Enriching Community 
(2015).  He may be contacted at cch@heckscher.us.    

Obstacles to Electing the  
Leaders We Need 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut  

Keywords: campaign-rituals, corrupt-politics, democracy, discrimination, 
economic-inequality, leadership, Trump   

Michael Maccoby in his excellent symposium essay relays 
the principles of wise leadership put forth by Pericles in ancient 
Athens.  The United States has found exceptional presidents who 
have guided us through tumultuous times of crisis.  Dr. Maccoby 
discusses Presidents Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt.  Both took 
office during historic emergencies.  The Confederacy had been es-
tablished when Lincoln was inaugurated, and U.S. unemployment 
was at 25% when Franklin Roosevelt was sworn in.  Both were ac-
tivist presidents seeking strategies and solutions to dire problems.  

Maccoby later turns to Donald Trump.  We now live in a 
time of marketing presidencies.  Donald Trump has been more of a 
media president than a policy president.  He never tires of promot-
ing himself and focuses more on Twitter and watching television 
than performing his constitutional duties.  During the 2020 pan-
demic, he never put in place the national policies other countries 
used to contain the devastation.  Instead, he bragged about the rat-
ings his televised daily briefings received.  With 4.25% of the 
world’s population, as of June 10th, the United States has 27.5% of 
COVID-19 deaths (Worldometer).  A national and worldwide trag-
edy did not deter Trump from making marketing himself his top 
priority. 

In the future, the United States may again elect presidents 
we need, but these days there are many obstacles to realizing this 
goal.  These include our dysfunctional elections, the role of money 
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in our campaigns, our less than fully democratic governmental 
structure, and the challenge of dealing with minorities.  

The United States has the most bizarre election system of 
any of the G-7 countries.  While campaigns in Britain, France, and 
Germany last no longer than six weeks, our televised debates for 
the primaries start 17 months before the presidential election.  Our 
culture is often more interested in politics than governing. 

No one can be elected president in the 21st century without 
marketing themselves, devising a pithy campaign slogan, present-
ing a persona that gathers media attention, and becoming a master 
of mass rallies.  Our candidates often use religiously tinged rheto-
ric.  Over the last 60 years, successful presidential campaigns often 
feature aspirants who decry the sorry state the country is in, blam-
ing those in power.  The candidate promises political redemption 
and skillfully appeals at rallies to the sentiment of the audience, al-
most like at a religious revival meeting.  It is rhetoric and personali-
ty more than well-thought-out solutions that awaken the receptive 
audiences.  Donald Trump used this familiar playbook in 2016, as 
have most elected candidates from Eisenhower to Obama.   

As hardly any president accomplishes all of what he has 
promised, disenchantment often sets in and the cycle starts again.  
In a different election period, another candidate appears who in 
rhetoric and persona castigates those in office and promises to 
make America great again.  Round and round we go in the political 
circle game. 

Another obstacle to finding the right leadership is the role of 
money in our politics.  National candidates get large donations from 
the wealthy.  Spending for each of the last three presidential elec-
tions averaged $2.6 billion (Center for Responsive Politics, “Cost 
of Election”).  One of the consequences of big money dominating 
the financing of our elections since 1972 is large tax breaks for the 
rich, many of whom donate much to campaign coffers.  

As a result of these tax giveaways and other factors, wealth 
has been redistributed.  The U.S. middle class fell from 61% to 
51% of the adult population between 1971 and 2019.  In roughly 
the same period, the share of the nation’s aggregate income for up-
per-income households jumped from 29% to 48%, while the middle
-class share fell from 62% to 43%.  U.S. income inequality is the 
highest among G-7 nations (Juliana Menasce Horowitz, Ruth 
Igielnik, and Rakesh Kochhar, Pew Research Center, “1. Trends in 
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income and wealth inequality,” January 9, 2020).  It is harder to get 
the president and government we need when favoring the rich is a 
sacred cow for many elected officials. 

Another area where inequality appears is the structure of our 
government.  Americans like to think that we live in a great democ-
racy.  If democracy is defined as the rule of the majority, then the 
U.S. government does not have a democratic structure.  Two of our 
three elected branches are not dependent on the support of a majori-
ty of the electorate.  Given our strange electoral college system, in 
two of the last five presidential campaigns, the winner received 
fewer votes than his major opponent.  In the Senate, the 25 states 
with the lowest population have the same number of votes as the 25 
more populous states.  The 25 states with fewer people comprise 
16% of the nation’s population but have the same number of Senate 
votes as the states with 84% of the people.  The 53 Senate Republi-
cans in 2020 represent 46% of our population.  The principle of one 
person one vote does not always translate into majority rule at the 
national level.  

The issue of inequality has also been central for us since 
slavery first entered the Virginia colony in 1619.  The American 
dilemma has long been the contrast between the ideals of the Decla-
ration of Independence and the prejudice toward African Ameri-
cans and other minorities.  The idea of integration has a checkered 
record.  Currently, 86% of American Whites live in neighborhoods 
where less than 1% of the population are minorities (PBS, “RACE 
– The Power of An Illusion,” 2003), and 84% of our population 
lives in urban areas (University of Michigan, “U.S. Cities Fact-
sheet”).  The Democratic party since Truman’s presidency has pro-
fessed more interest in dealing with the problems of minorities and 
cities than have Republicans.  There is something called the urbani-
zation index.  Yet while the 12 Democratic-leaning states with the 
highest urbanization index have a higher population than the 25 Re-
publican states with a low urbanization index, they do not have the 
same influence in the Senate (Nathanial Rakich, FiveThirtyEight, 
“How Urban or Rural Is Your State?  And What Does That Mean 
For The 2020 Election?,” April 14, 2020).  As a result, urban issues 
remain under-addressed by Congress.  How can our government 
face the problems of all our people when our government structure 
too often favors the minority of the population and over four-fifths 
of Whites reside separately from minorities?   

None of these obstacles means that America cannot elect the 
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president we need.  The United States retains a vibrant, innovative 
culture.  Still, the problems of endless campaigns, money corrupt-
ing politics, economic inequality, a not fully representative govern-
ment structure, and discrimination against racial and ethnic minori-
ties have long plagued this nation.  The struggle is ongoing.  We 
have a better chance of finding the right president when democratic 
movements reappear and thrust the country toward facing our en-
during dilemmas.    

 Ken Fuchsman, EdD, was president of the International 
Psychohistorical Association from 2016 to 2020.  He is emeritus 
faculty from the University of Connecticut.  With Michael Maccoby, 
he is co-editor of Psychoanalytic and Historical Perspectives on the 
Leadership of Donald Trump (2020).  His Movies, Rock & Roll, 
Freud: Essays on Film and Music is scheduled to appear in 2020.  
He is also co-editor of a collection of essays on psychoanalyst Mi-
chael Eigen, which is under contract with Routledge.  He can be 
reached at kfuchsman@gmail.com.    

President Biden Would be an Empathetic 
Healer and Knowledgeable Problem  

Solver: Not a Disruptive Narcissist 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College 

Keywords: Biden, Blacks, civil-rights, empathy, gaffes, Maccoby, mar-
riages, narcissist, Obama, pandemic, racism, Trump 

In his fine, thought-provoking paper, Michael Maccoby fo-
cuses more on Trump than Biden with 42 references to the Presi-
dent and 15 to the challenger.  Besides having the advantages of the 
presidency, Trump is an extraordinary media magnet who has 
worked his entire life to be the center of attention.  Even those who 
oppose his presidency are incredibly focused on him.  In the previ-
ous issue of this journal, Susan Kavaler-Adler wrote, “Trump in Us, 
The President as a Psychic Container for All Our Internal De-
mons” (Vol. 99, No. 3, Spring 2020, 318-320), describing and ana-
lyzing a part of this process.  As an editor, I noted that only one of 
the commentaries on Maccoby even mentioned Trump’s Democrat-
ic challenger.  What about Biden?  In a country with tens of mil-
lions desperate for not Trump, Joe Biden is far more than just not 
Trump.  He has done more to prove himself than either Lincoln or 
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FDR did before their presidencies.    

Joseph Robinette Biden has a lifetime of experience as an 
effective legislator who built alliances across the aisle.  His accom-
plishments are numerous, including the 1994 Violence Against 
Women Act.  During his 36-year legislative career, he was a real 
power in the Senate, especially when the Democrats had the majori-
ty.  Unlike most vice presidents in our history, Joe Biden only ac-
cepted the job, which a predecessor said in the 1930s was “not 
worth a bucket of warm spit,” on the condition that he would have a 
weekly lunch with the president and be the last person in the room 
expressing his opinion to the chief executive.  Obama gave Biden 
major administrative responsibilities because he trusted him based 
on his experience, honesty, interpersonal skills, and knowledge.  
These included being in charge of the transition team in 2008, over-
seeing the Recovery Act of 2009, negotiating the budget with Sena-
tor McConnell, being the point person with Arseniy Yatsenyuk (the 
Prime Minister of Ukraine), supporting the Ukrainian Revolution of 
Dignity, and much else.    

 Joe Biden has character and his policies are geared to the 
interests of the poor and middle class.  He grew up in a household 
that stressed politics was about honor and that he was better than no 
man and that no man was better than him, helping prepare him to 
lead a democracy of equal citizens.  Growing up in a warm home 
where there was no physical punishment, unlike the cool rigidity 
and physical discipline of his Republican opponent’s household, he 
earned the trust of colleagues in the Senate and elsewhere during 
his long years as a legislator.  Mitch McConnell even writes in his 
autobiography, The Long Game: A  Memoir (2019), that he likes 
Joe Biden, who “listened” while negotiating (209).  In contrast to 
Biden, Trump doesn’t listen to what he doesn’t want to hear and 
focuses on serving his own interests and the rich.  Those who dare 
to speak out honestly after having worked for the President have 
overwhelmingly spoken negatively about him.  John Bolton, his 
former national security advisor, writes that Trump is only in it for 
himself; that he is “erratic,” “impulsive,” “stunningly uninformed,” 
“not fit for office,” and without “the competence to carry out the 
job.”  

Former vice president Biden is known to speak his mind, 
which has proven to be politically embarrassing at times.  Some of 
Biden’s best-known gaffes reflect his basic honesty and political 
perspective.  For example, when he said, “I mean you got [during 
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Obama’s 2008 primary campaign] the first mainstream African-
American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking 
guy,” it represented what millions were thinking.  Barack Obama 
respected this honesty, chose him for his running mate, and the 
Bidens became close to the Obamas.  Another example of such a 
gaffe is “‘Poor Kids’ Are Just as Bright as ‘White Kids.’”  His 
thinking when he said it was that Black kids are most identified 
with poverty, though he knows there are millions of poor White 
kids.  Biden laughs at his gaffes and himself, which is quite im-
portant.  If Trump could laugh at himself, rather than tweeting out 
his anger, our country would be better off. 

What saved Joe Biden’s third campaign for the Democratic 
nomination, after weak showings in Iowa and New Hampshire, was 
when the African Americans of South Carolina voted resoundingly 
in his favor.  Civil rights was Joe Biden’s priority when he came to 
the Senate in 1973, as he told the racist John Stennis of Mississippi, 
and he stayed true to this priority.  Segregationist colleagues in the 
Senate, such as Strom Thurmond and Fritz Hollings, respected him 
to the point that he gave their eulogies.  Indeed, mourning the dead 
is something that he does very well because of his empathy, based 
partly on having tragically lost both his beloved first wife and in-
fant daughter in a car accident, and in 2015 his namesake Joseph 
Biden III (Beau) to brain cancer.  Although his deceased son had 
urged him to run for president in 2016, Joe ultimately decided not 
to, partly because he hadn’t sufficiently mourned to enter another 
grueling presidential race.   

 Living with another human being is not easy in our complex 
society.  Biden managed two very loving marriages.  He encour-
aged and supported his wife Jill of 43 years as she earned her un-
dergraduate and graduate degrees and chose to continue teaching 
during his vice presidency.  Last year she wrote a moving book, 
Where the Light Enters: Building a Family, Discovering Myself 
(2019).  When you go to vote on November 3rd, compare the mar-
riages of the Democrat and the Republican who has had prenuptial 
agreements with all of his wives and currently sleeps in a separate 
bedroom apart from his wife.  Indeed, the first lady is now reported 
to have refused to move to Washington until she renegotiated her 
financial arrangements with her husband as well as looking for bet-
ter treatment for their child.   

 During the primary process, many of us form strong emo-
tional attachments to the candidates.  It hurts when our favorite can-
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didate losses and elections are so often decided in part by those 
who stay home in disappointment or frustration.  Supporters of 
Elizabeth Warren and especially of Bernie Sander’s “Revolution” 
are tempted to stay home in the face of their favorite’s defeat by the 
somewhat centrist liberal Democrat Biden.  This sort of thinking 
was one of many factors that led to Hillary Clinton’s defeat and 
gave us President Donald J. Trump.   

Personally, when voting I have written in candidates but 
only when I was sure that the country would be no worse off based 
on my not settling for what I sometimes considered the lesser of 
two evils.  As an unaffiliated voter in 2016, I was a strong Clinton 
supporter because of my desire for women presidents; but I also 
would have voted in the Republican primary for Kasich (certainly 
not my favorite politician) if Trump had not clinched the nomina-
tion before the primary in my state.  In 2016, I was sufficiently 
worried about Trump to break my 40 years of public electoral neu-
trality and write, “A Presidential Psychobiographer’s Countertrans-

ference to Trump” (Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 23, No. 1, Fall 2016, 1-8).  
Joe Biden is not my ideal candidate (especially because my pre-
ferred president takes office in her/his 50s, not 70s); but when I re-
searched him in-depth, I became quite impressed.   

Trump was primarily impeached for threatening to withhold 
aid to the Ukrainians until they helped him find politically damag-
ing information on Biden, who he saw as the greatest threat to his 
reelection, but he was not convicted.  Biden was and is his greatest 
threat.  While it is true that, as Maccoby points out, the former vice 
president presently has supporters rather than followers, so did Lin-
coln and FDR before their elections.  Their followers emerged as 
they dealt with crises.  Today’s crisis is the pandemic, our current 
recession (depression?), growing economic inequality, racial unrest, 
and Trump’s misgovernment.  If elected, Biden’s effectiveness as a 
leader will depend to a great extent on his having a Congressional 
majority.  With or without it, this seasoned politician is an infinity 
better choice than Donald Trump.  Joe Biden is “The President We 
Need” in 2020. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, a presidential psychobiographer 
who is the author of The Making of Psychohistory (2018), is editor 
of this journal, and may be reached at cliospsycheedi-
tor@gmail.com.    
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Who Is “We”?  

Benjamin Wegner—Hirsch Mental Health Services 

Keywords: Adlerian-psychology, Biden, Black Lives Matter, Kenneth B. 
Clark, Maccoby, narcissistic-personality, Trump, white-supremacy 

Michael Maccoby’s analysis of Donald Trump’s leadership 
style demonstrates how Trump fails to meet the criteria for what 
people need in a leader during a time of national crisis.  He focuses 
on the criteria put forth by Pericles and embodied in figures like 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln.  The evidence sug-
gests that Trump cannot unify the country, fight for the common 
good, or address 21st century problems with 21st century solutions.  
Maccoby describes Trump as having a “marketing narcissistic per-
sonality,” which compels him to pathologically focus on his self-
presentation as a superior force.  Meanwhile, Biden does not seem 
to inspire exuberance from any corner of the electorate.  But he at 
least exhibits enough pro-social or Periclean traits to be trusted next 
with the presidential baton of the United States.  

I believe Maccoby’s overall assessment is sound and incom-
plete without a more direct and thorough discussion of Trump’s 
well-documented racial animus.  I have the advantage of writing 
this commentary in early June in light of the now worldwide pro-
tests against systemic racism and police brutality, sparked by the 
murder of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer.  Never-
theless, white supremacist ideology has long been associated with 
the Trump brand, from birtherism to the Central Park Five to 
Trump’s own father’s discriminatory business practices and attend-
ance at a Klan rally.  

The purpose of bringing this up is not to heap moral con-
demnation onto Trump or his supporters.  Rather, I hope to demon-
strate how Trump’s racial animus is inseparable from his narcis-
sism.  Furthermore, I’d like to consider how White voters who sup-
port Trump may have a corollary sense of racialized narcissistic 
injury.  This notion is relevant to Maccoby’s thesis toward the end 
of his article—that good leaders, in and of themselves, are insuffi-
cient if people are unable or unwilling to elect such leaders into of-
fice.  

One of Alfred Adler’s lasting contributions to our under-
standing of the human condition is that within all of us lies a feeling 
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of inferiority that we try to compensate for through various strate-
gies, striving for superiority.  If we get it right, we can manifest this 
“will to power” while at the same time not harming others.  But if 
we get it wrong, as white supremacists certainly do, we escape our 
feelings of inferiority by harming, oppressing, or attempting to 
dominate others.  Kenneth B. Clark, perhaps one of the most influ-
ential Black psychologists of the 20th century, who was also an Ad-
lerian, recognized systemic racism to be a major source of psycho-
logical harm, not just to the Black community but the social fabric 
as a whole (Damon Freeman, “Reconsidering Kenneth B. Clark and 
the Idea of Black Psychological Damage, 1931-1945,” Du Bois Re-
view, Vol. 8, No. 1, 2011, 271-283).   

White supremacy, from microaggressions to racially moti-
vated acts of violence, aims to maintain a racial hierarchy that infe-
riorizes the Other.  Framed this way, racism seems patently narcis-
sistic, as it depends on the Other to constitute itself.  One can imag-
ine that if the elements of racism and narcissism were to co-occur, 
the result would be a particularly unstable presentation.  In the case 
of Trump, we already know based on his narcissism that he will 
lash out against any attack.  Lacking a stable sense of self, it almost 
seems as if he revels in being attacked so that he can counter-
punch, proving his superiority.  Likewise, Trump meets any threat 
to his White privilege with an over-compensatory response.  I be-
lieve that this narcissism and racism go hand-in-hand, each ampli-
fying the other.  

When NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick protested the kill-
ing of unarmed Black men due to law enforcement by peacefully 
kneeling during the national anthem, Trump responded, “Get that 
son of a bitch off the field.”  In response to recent protests, which 
were largely peaceful but included violent demonstrations, Trump’s 
response was arguably disproportionate; he activated the military, 
told governors to “dominate” protestors, and shot tear gas at Ameri-
cans during a pandemic.  Testing the limits, consider the racist-
narcissist’s worst nightmare: being publicly humiliated by a Black 
man.  Many commentators have observed how, since the time Pres-
ident Barack Obama “roasted” Trump at the 2011 White House 
Correspondents’ dinner, Trump has waged a steady campaign to 
dismantle the former president’s legacy, from the Affordable Care 
Act to the Iran Nuclear Agreement to the Paris Climate Agreement.  
Whereas these actions may be partly attributed to political differ-
ences, the personal animus is unmistakable.     
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It must be said that Joe Biden does not get off scot-free on 
the white supremacy charge, nor do any of us who benefit from sys-
temic racism.  The former senator from Delaware collaborated with 
segregationist Strom Thurmond to pass crime bills that significantly 
contributed to the mass incarceration of Black and brown people.  
Joe has also made gaffes that reveal a certain arrogance and igno-
rance perhaps unique to White males in positions of power.  None-
theless, Biden does not share the same racial animus as Trump, nor 
does he use dog whistles to shore up his base.  Which brings us to 
the second issue: White Americans who have the potential of vot-
ing for Trump.   

Maccoby writes, “Americans have not always elected the 
leaders most needed… like Donald Trump whose main purpose is 
to be an admired winner and who has a humorless authoritarian per-
sonality.”  I would challenge this statement on the basis that it dif-
fuses responsibility to all Americans when the reality is that 
Trump’s 2020 electoral chances hinge on the mood, beliefs, and 
attitude of White Americans.  

According to Omar Wasow, a researcher who studies the 
relationship between protests and voting trends, there is a signifi-
cant voting bloc that has tipped elections since 1968.  It is com-
prised of “white moderates who are part of the Democratic coali-
tion as long as they perceive there to be order, but when they per-
ceive there to be too much disorder they shift to the party that has 
owned the issue of order, which is the Republican Party” (Isaac 
Chotiner, “How Violent Protests Change Politics [Interview of 
Omar Wasow],” The New Yorker, May 29, 2020).  Similarly, 
“Donald Trump’s 2016 victory over Hillary Clinton came by a mar-
gin of 58-37 percent among whites… Call white voters bigots or 
don’t.”  Kevin Baker goes on to write, “But in good times and in 
bad, in peacetime and in war, in sunshine or in shadow, white 
America votes for those candidates it believes are likely to keep 
people of color ‘in their place’—either outside the country altogeth-
er, or in the most servile and subordinate condition possible within 
it” (“Losing My Religion,” Harper’s Magazine, March 2020).  

Maccoby addresses the disillusionment present in White 
Americans and hints at Trump’s use of racism to win them over 
politically.  What I want to add is that while it’s true that significant 
portions of White America have been severely hurt by international 
trade deals, technological innovation, and the weakening of unions, 
it’s also true that many Whites have a vested interest in preserving 
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a white supremacist system that guarantees them certain privileges.  
Just as Trump responds defensively to challenges to his superiority, 
these voters have a track record of securing their sense of superiori-
ty through the subjection of others electorally.  

Therefore, to me, the question of whether the president we 
need will be elected this autumn depends on what we mean by 
“we.”  Will a substantial amount of White suburban moderates use 
their time-tested defense of resorting to the status quo that benefits 
them?  Or will this group of swing voters outgrow their rigid de-
fense?  As Black Lives Matter becomes an increasingly mainstream 
position, one has cause for hope.   

 Benjamin Wegner, PsyD, just completed his doctorate at 
the Chicago School of Professional Psychology and is currently an 
intern at Didi Hirsch Mental Health Services in Los Angeles.  He is 
a clinician who wrote his psychobiographical dissertation on the 
social psychologist Philip Brickman.  Benjamin is passionate about 
community mental health, the history of psychology, philosophy, 
and psychobiography.  He can be contacted at benjamin-
wegner28@gmail.com.    

Michael Maccoby Responds  
to the Commentaries 

 These commentaries both expand on my essay and stimulate 
further thinking on what America needs from its president.    

 Robert Shapiro is not only an incisive political economist.  
He also shows knowledge of Athenian history and psychological 
understanding.  As he points out, marketing narcissists are driven 
by their anxiety.  Trump deals with his anxiety of being a nobody 
or a loser, which for him is the same, by projecting a grandiose im-
age and practicing the power of positive thinking he learned from 
the Presbyterian preacher Norman Vincent Peale.   

 I won’t quarrel with Shapiro giving Trump an even lower 
grade than I did on his economic policies.  Before the COVID-19 
pandemic, Trump’s poll numbers were rising because of the grow-
ing economy, rising stock market, and low unemployment, but the 
cost was increasing inequality, and cutting government spending on 
health, education, welfare, and the nation’s infrastructure.  As 
Shapiro writes, Trump failed the test of responding effectively to 
the pandemic, and because of this, his poll numbers plummeted. 
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 Judith Harris expands on the importance of a leader’s phi-
losophy.  A weakness of much psychological analysis is the exclu-
sive focus on behavior and temperamental traits without examining 
a person’s purpose and values.  Harris writes that “personal authen-
ticity is at best a means to be a good person and at worst a barrier to 
this.”  I take this to mean that acting out some of our authentic im-
pulses would not necessarily make us a good person.  Good (moral) 
leaders like Lincoln and FDR express and practice philosophies that 
further the common good, even when their impulses might direct 
them in another direction.  This is the opposite of Trump, who ig-
nores national interest to further his self-interest.   

 Charles Heckscher’s wish for a president who is a unifier 
rather than, like Trump, a divider raises an essential question.  To 
what extent is unification possible in modern-day America?  Amer-
ica was briefly unified during World War II and after 9/11.  In both 
cases, America had been attacked.  But America was deeply divid-
ed during the Vietnam and Iraqi wars of choice.  Now we are divid-
ed by both cultural values and economic interests.  Heckscher 
writes, “we are locked in a vicious circle of mistrust, driven by rela-
tively small numbers of ideologues.”  Heckscher suggests we can 
be brought together by a leader who listens to and respects his op-
ponents and offers a unifying vision.   

 FDR faced a country divided by haves and have-nots and 
fought for his New Deal against hostile business interests.  He uni-
fied the 60% of the electorate who voted for his second term, but 
many opponents never stopped hating him.  Heckscher cites Lin-
coln’s often quoted appeal from his first inaugural address that 
Americans should be friends, not enemies.  But after his moving 
words, more of the South seceded from the union, and Lincoln had 
to lead a war for reunion and the long-overdue liberation of Black 
slaves.   

 I do agree with Heckscher that we need a vision that will 
appeal to a healthy majority of the American people.  I’ll come 
back to this after responding to the other comments. 

 Ken Fuchsman describes the factors making it difficult to 
elect the president we need, even with a majority of the national 
electorate.  He writes, “If democracy is defined as the rule of the 
majority, then the U.S. government does not have a democratic 
structure.”  The authors of the Constitution didn’t want to create a 
democracy, but rather a republic with some democratic processes.  
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The word democracy doesn’t appear in the Constitution.  In Feder-
alist 10, James Madison wrote that in a pure democracy, a majority 
could oppress minorities unless there were checks and balances that 
protected the rights of minorities.  But the founders did not envision 
an America with huge income and cultural differences.  The chal-
lenge for us now is to build a just, healthy, and prosperous future 
based on the values established in the Declaration of Independence 
and the Constitution.  Who is a leader who can and will lead the 
process? 

 Can Joe Biden become the president we need?  Paul Elovitz 
describes Biden’s positive qualities and his history of supporting 
progressive policies well.  Biden has a caring personality with its 
strengths of empathy and bringing people together.  Unlike Trump, 
his purpose is to further the common good.  But he also demon-
strates weaknesses common to this type of personality, particularly 
the tendency to avoid necessary conflict.  Both Lincoln and FDR 
had Congressional majorities, but both had to fight for their poli-
cies.  Lincoln had a Republican majority in Congress to pass the 
13th amendment to the Constitution that outlawed slavery, but he 
had to threaten and bribe some members of Congress to vote for the 
amendment.  FDR had a Democratic majority in Congress, but he 
faced strong opposition to passing New Deal policies.  Can Biden 
stand up to opposition that may come not only from Republicans 
but also from the far Left in his own party?  To become the presi-
dent we need, he will need a Democrat Congress, the ability to cre-
ate a supportive coalition, and the will to fight for the policies that 
can further a just, healthy, and prosperous America. 

 Benjamin Wegner views racism as an expression of 
Trump’s narcissism and the narcissism of his White base.  Trump’s 
attitude toward Blacks can also be viewed through the lens of his 
marketing personality.  Politically, like Republican presidents since 
Nixon, he plays to the racism of his base.  Personally, he judges 
people according to whether they are, in his scoring, winners or los-
ers.  He can befriend Black winners like Tiger Woods, Kanye West, 
and Dr. Ben Carson, but shows contempt for powerless Blacks, 
Hispanics, and for that matter, all those he considers losers.   

 There are two related types of racism.  One is personal prej-
udice based on individual and group narcissism and ignorance.  The 
other is structural.  It includes unjust policing, bad schools, poor 
housing, lack of health care, job discrimination, and obstacles to 
voting.  Government policy can’t change a person’s prejudice, but 
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it can and should deal with and overcome structural racism.   

 If Joe Biden wins the election, he can become the president 
we need by expressing and fighting for a vision of a healthy, just, 
and flourishing America that addresses the inequities in our society 
including structural racism.  He must persuade a majority of Ameri-
cans that we will all benefit by realizing this vision.  It won’t be 
enough for Biden just to be caring and empathetic. 

 Michael Maccoby’s biography may be found on page 13.  
  

Election 2020, Politics, and COVID-19 

The Abusive and Troubled  
Childhood of Donald Trump 

Sven Fuchs—Independent Scholar 
with Peter W. Petschauer—The Psychohistory Forum 

Abstract: The article focuses on the troubled and somewhat abusive 
childhood of Donald Trump, which helped to create the President.  Men-
tors Fred Trump and Theodore Dobias played pivotal roles in his early 
life and how he confronts the world today.  The role of Trump’s mostly 
“ghostly absent” mother is discussed as well. 

Keywords: abusive-childrearing, childhood, Donald Trump, Fred Christ 
Trump, identification-with-the-aggressor, psychoanalysis 

Fred Christ Trump (1905-1999) played the central role in 
the development of the life path and psyche of Donald Trump, who 
was his second son and fourth of his five children.  The American 
President’s father was a fussy, formal man who wore a jacket and 
tie at home and was often grumpy and uncomfortable amidst com-
pany.  He was a frugal businessman who collected discarded un-
used nails in his construction projects, bringing them to the carpen-
ters to prevent waste.  It was important to him not to waste a single 
cent.  He had his sons do paper routes and collect deposit bottles on 
his construction sites so they would understand the value of money 
and work.  He never took his sons to Central Park to play ball with 
them.  Work was the center of Fred Trump’s life.  It was unusual 
for him to not do business on any given day.  Most evenings he 
continued working on the telephone.  To be around him, his sons 
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had to accompany him to the office or to check different job sites 
on weekends.  While driving, he lectured the children on the power 
of positive thinking, ambition, hard work, loyalty, obedience, and 
the need for discipline.   

Fred and his wife Mary Anne were strict parents, forbidding 
their children from nicknaming each other, cursing, wearing lip-
stick, or staying up longer than agreed upon.  Every evening, the 
Trumps asked their children about their homework and checked if 
they had completed their household chores.  Fred Trump hit his 
children or “grounded [them] for a few days,” as revealed by the 
research of the family biographer (Gwenda Blair, The Trumps: 
Three Generations of Builders and a Presidential Candidate, 2015, 
2nd ed., 228). 

The family lived in a 23-room house and had a maid as well 
as a chauffeur.  At home, Donald rebelled against the family’s rules 
and argued about them with his father.  Nevertheless, Fred at some 
points told his second son that he is a “king” and should become a 
“killer” in everything he did (Michael Kranish and Marc Fisher, 
Trump Revealed: An American Journey of Ambition, Ego, Money 
and Power, 2016).  Donald proved to be disruptive and attention-
seeking in private schools and social situations.   

Donald’s good-natured and friendly older brother, Freddy, 
was unable to meet his father’s high expectations.  Although he en-
tered the family business, he was not the tough, ruthless business-
man his father insisted upon.  (Donald described their father as 
“tough as hell.”)  Instead, Freddy shrank before his father’s lack of 
praise and severe criticism.  It was hard for the family to watch.  He 
left the business and became an airplane pilot, a heavy smoker, and 
a drinker.  His life fell apart and he died at age 42 a broken man.  
He went from being the wealthy family’s heir apparent to an air-
plane pilot, then finally to a divorced alcoholic doing a low-level 
job on a work crew in the family business.  Donald, always out-
spoken and irrepressible, stood up to his father in a way his older 
brother could not and eventually became his father’s successor.  We 
now know much more about the family dynamics with the July 
publication of Mary L. Trump, Fred III’s psychologist daughter, 
Too Much and Never Enough: How My Family Created the 
World’s Most Dangerous Man (2020).  Upon her uncle’s election, 
she writes that “it felt as though 62,979,636 voters had chosen to 
turn this country into a macro version of my malignantly dysfunc-
tional family” (15).  
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Donald Trump’s mother, Mary Anne MacLeod Trump, is 
mentioned much less in Donald’s and others’ accounts than her 
husband.  She was born into poverty in Scotland in 1912 as the 
youngest of a fisherman’s ten children.  “Her childhood and youth 
were characterized by isolation, deprivation and darkness,” and she 
immigrated to America to work as a domestic before marrying Fred 
Trump.  In 1948 she had a very difficult birth of her fifth and last 
child.  Serious bleeding and infection made a series of operations 
necessary; for a time her survival was in doubt.  It is hard to know 
the impact of her near-death and subsequent ill health on 26-month-
old Donny.  The President reports that he was influenced by his 
mother’s love of pageantry, which kept her glued to the TV during 
the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II.  Politico staff writer Michael 
Kruse found Donald’s mother to be “ghostly absent,” and there is 
no indication in his writing that young Donald could come to her 
with his problems.  When he divorced his first wife Ivana, who was 
close to her mother-in-law, Mary Anne was quoted as saying, 
“What kind of a son have I raised?” (“The Mystery of Mary 
Trump,” Politico Magazine, November/December 2017).    

We wonder if Trump’s search for the perfect woman has to 
do with his mother.  After her near-death and failure to provide 
what he needed as a child, did he eventually search for a perfect 
woman who would love and “listen” to him?  Yes, there was also 
the element of competition for the best-looking women in his group 
of acquaintances as well as in the tabloid press.  This objectification 
of women as sexual objects in his lifelong search has led to about 
25 women accusing him of sexual abuse.  But there is something 
else.  In his own unique way, he seems to have looked for a woman 
who would love him and listen to him, unlike his mother.  He did 
not look in the right places; his repetition compulsion resulted in 
repeated failures.   

A central event in Donald Trump’s childhood was toward 
the end of the seventh grade when Fred discovered that his son had 
secretly taken the subway into New York City to buy switchblade 
knives.  On top of bad conduct reports from school and disrespect-
ful backtalk, this was the parental last straw.  Angered, Fred sent 
his son to the New York Military Academy (NYMA).  Donald only 
had the chance to say goodbye on the phone to his best friend 
(Kranish, Trump, 38). 

The approach of the boarding school was to break the pupils 
first and then proceed to rebuild them afterward.  Physical brutality 
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and verbal abuse were tolerated and encouraged.  Newcomers had 
to endure admission rituals, such as beatings with broomsticks by 
older students and being forced to stand up in steam-filled showers 
until they passed out.  They slept in barracks and every morning 
were awakened by the sounds of a bugle horn (Kranish, Trump, 38-
41).  In the NYMA, Donald’s coach and teacher was World War II 
combat veteran Theodore Dobias (Doby), a gruff man who hit the 
students with his open hand when they didn’t obey.  “Two after-
noons a week, he would set up a boxing ring and order cadets with 
poor grades and those who had disciplinary problems to fight each 
other, whether they wanted to or not.”  Trump said that “He could 
be a fucking prick” and “he absolutely would rough you up. You 
had to learn to survive.”  The slightest sarcasm or an unwanted look 
caused the drill sergeant to come “after me like you wouldn’t be-
lieve” (Kranish, Trump, 38f).  “Back then you were still beaten 
black and blue....  He beat us up mercilessly,” Donald Trump said 
about his time in the boarding school.  This brutal instructor and 
educator later said that the senior Trump, who visited more than 
most fathers, “was very German,” “very tough,” and “very rough 
on the kid” (Michael D’Antonio, Never Enough: Donald Trump 
and the Pursuit of Success, 2015, 42-43; republished as The Truth 
About Trump, 2020). 

Donald; however, quickly adapted and developed the ambi-
tion to be the best in boarding school; he loved competitions and 
awards.  His mother said he never even seemed to be homesick. 
When he gained some authority as a student, he ordered violence 
against a cadet and attacked his much smaller first-year roommate, 
attempting to throw him out a window before he could be restrained 
by two other cadets (Kranish, Trump, 41f).  Dobias later said that 
young Trump “always had to be number one, in everything.  He 
was a conniver, even then.  A real pain in the ass.  He would do  
anything to win” (D’Antonio, Never Enough, 43). 

Abusive childhoods leave their mark on adults and predis-
pose some toward authoritarianism.  The President called both his 
father and Dobias his mentors because he learned from their hard 
coldness and punishments.  (In psychoanalysis, this is called identi-
fication with the aggressor.)  If Donald Trump had a caring, loving, 
and non-violent childhood and youth, he might never have become 
a right-wing populist, run for president, or become a misanthropic 
racist demagogue.  Of course, his harsh childhood is no excuse for 
his behavior, and most men who have suffered such abuse turn out 
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differently and certainly never achieve great power.   

 Sven Fuchs, is an independent scholar who is the author of 
Childhood is Critical: War, Terror, Extremism, Dictatorships and 
Violence as a Consequence of Destructive Childhood Experiences 
(2019, in German).  He is a member of the German Psychohistori-
cal  Society (GPPP) and since 2008 has run the only  
psychohistorical blog in German-speaking countries, 
www.kriegsursachen.blogspot.de.  He may be contacted at 
svfox@web.de.  Peter W. Petschauer’s biography may be found on 
page 61.    

Binary Thinking Meets Chaotic  
Fragmentation in the 2020 Election 

Justin Frank—Psychoanalyst in Private Practice 

Abstract: The 2020 presidential election poses a unique psychological 
confrontation between psycho-political fragmentation and binary thinking 
as well as partial identifications and the need to organize them coherent-
ly.  Paranoid thinking and our two-party voting system limit our capacity 
to develop the ambivalence necessary for a genuine United States.  

Keywords: 2020-election, ambivalence, binary-thinking, Bion, Electoral 
College, fragmentation, magical-thinking, paranoid-anxiety  

The 2020 election is fast approaching, and it is a time for 
pundits, candidates, TV, and Facebook.  It’s not a time for psycho-
analysts.  That said, I think we have a few things to contribute.  I 
live in the swamp, Washington, DC, in a psychoanalytic communi-
ty cryptically dominated by the late Harry Stack Sullivan, who 
brought analysis to our nation’s sleepy capital.  Sullivan famously 
said, “The goal of a first session is to get a second session.”  That 
message has now become the unconscious mantra of most Senators 
and Congressmen: the goal of a first term is to get a second one. 

But it took an entertainer with no experience in government 
service or its meaning to apply Sullivan’s advice to the presidency.  
For Donald Trump, the purpose of a first term is a second term.  He 
registered for the 2020 campaign one day after his inauguration in 
January 2017.  That need dominated his first presidential term to 
the relative exclusion of thinking about planning policy or execu-
tive functioning.  In fact, most of Trump’s public statements and 
actions underscored the issues that he felt got him elected.  Much of 
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what got him elected was his skilled use of binary thinking, pro-
moting an either/or culture.  That behavior undermined America’s 
democratic institutions and standards, endangering its physical and 
psychological health.  

Candidate Trump tapped into the readiness of his base to be 
emboldened by the shared power of binary thinking with slogans 
like “lock her up,” “build the wall,” and “drain the swamp.”  He 
was turning what was known as the United States into an either/or 
nation by dividing America into us and them, Republican and Dem-
ocrat, and eventually into White and non-white.  

These binary divisions have always been present; young 
children split their psyches to separate inner good from inner bad, 
good objects from bad objects.  In early infancy, they disconnect 
good from bad experiences; so a mother who is late providing a 
feeding is experienced as a bad mommy, while a timely offering 
comes from a good mommy.  They aren’t confused in the infant’s 
mind.  Splitting enables the child to comfortably embrace a safe 
choice while feeling better able to reject the wrong (bad) one.  This 
process is developmentally necessary to help the child grapple with 
fears of ambiguity and ambivalence once they begin to realize that 
a good mother has bad parts too, etc.   

The splitting process defines our current political climate 
more than at any time since the Civil War.  For instance, wearing 
masks is what Democrats do while Republicans don’t unless they 
are in a hotbed of COVID-19.  Thus, splitting affords a safe place 
to retreat from unstable states of being, especially when emotions 
are inflamed.  People can be categorized to avoid confusion.  Presi-
dent Trump always promoted a kind of absolute binary approach to 
political life—first by calling Mexican immigrants rapists or threat-
ening to ban Muslim immigrants.  But with the rise of the Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) Movement, he has sequestered himself behind 
a black fence that surrounds the White House.  He has gone from 
provoking his base to surrendering to his own fears of protesters.  
He has to, like the infants described above, keep the bad outside 
lest it contaminates the good. 

The danger of the binary system of thinking is that it limits 
intellectual growth—something that requires both curiosity and tol-
erating complexity.  When splitting becomes necessary to preserve 
a sense of safety, it becomes dangerous.  Talk is meaningless if one 
side is already defined as totally “other.”  Children revert to magi-
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cal thinking to circumvent the work of having to actually think.  

Our President is unable to escape a combination of binary 
and magical thinking.  Binary because he lives in a dangerous 
world of good vs bad; magical because he is unable to address dan-
ger other than with violence or wishful thinking.  Trump now em-
ploys both—violence to disperse peaceful protesters who he needs 
to keep bad and split off in his psyche, and magical thinking be-
cause he cannot actually think clearly about COVID-19, so he de-
nies its power and/or announces it will just disappear.  Fragmenta-
tion unaddressed ultimately undermines curiosity, ambivalence, and 
eventually, emotional growth.  

Our two-party system of government promotes wished-for 
clarity or safety into an either/or proposition.  But even when bina-
ry thinking doesn’t dominate elections, magical thinking is alive 
and well.  Many voters thought, for example, that once elected, 
Obama would take care of troubling matters, especially racial con-
flict, so the rest of us could go back to our lives with the confidence 
that our “average expectable environment,” as Heinz Hartmann 
called it, would continue with relative calm.  That fantasy, not nec-
essarily conscious, was terribly jarred by Trump’s election in 2016.  
The force of Trump’s deep insistence that he alone could fix things 
dwarfed the unspoken optimism we had developed after 9/11.  

During Trump’s presidency, continuity of normal life was 
again no longer a given.  While wishes began to obfuscate reality, 
denial became so great that Kellyanne Conway, counselor to the 
president, coined the term “alternative facts” to make us doubt our 
very perceptual apparatus.  No longer could we trust our lying eyes 
or distorting ears, let alone our comforting fantasies.  Many Ameri-
cans couldn’t bear even uttering the words “president” and 
“Trump” in the same sentence.  America is getting closer than ever 
to an either/or nation, without even the concept of a loyal opposi-
tion.  After all, how can someone who disagrees with you be loyal? 

The election of 2020 poses another issue besides the clear 
intensification of binary thinking.  Psychoanalysis aims to uncover 
repressed fantasies and memories, so they no longer dominate the 
patient’s current life.  Hopefully, it offers patients the freedom to 
make choices not driven solely by unconscious forces.  Analysis 
helps people become aware of things they didn’t know they already 
knew, making “derepression” a complex phenomenon; they often 
tell the analyst that they knew whatever they had repressed.  
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So, what is repressed?  I think it is the secret power of the 
Electoral College that activates unconscious fears of psychic disin-
tegration and fragmentation, while also making many voters feel 
powerless to effect change.  Trump’s divisive tweets tap into the 
fears his base has of being forgotten or even annihilated, while sim-
ultaneously stimulating fears of having to revisit the dread of frag-
mentation, childhood abuse/neglect, or the night terrors of long ago.  
Voters either feel safer with Trump as president or threatened by 
Trump as president.  The power of the Electoral College reminds 
voters that the majority no longer rules.  A candidate getting fewer 
votes—in Trump’s case, far fewer—than his opponent can still win 
the presidency.  What once was structured to protect smaller states 
from being totally dominated by larger ones has turned into its op-
posite.  Loss of confidence in presidential elections can lead to new 
anxiety and intensify disturbed binary thinking. 

One way to think about the original 13 states and the Arti-
cles of Confederation is to revisit them in psychoanalytic terms, as 
part objects floating on the same national landmass.  Our Constitu-
tion aims to integrate these part objects into a functioning whole.  It 
also seeks to transform them into something new, different, and vi-
brant through the amendment process.  Integrating changes include 
the 14th Amendment that addressed citizenship rights and equal pro-
tection under the law as well as the 19th Amendment that gave 
women the right to vote. 

President Trump is selectively integrated; however, he is 
only able to focus on his popularity in general and his reelection in 
particular (not to mention his personal corruption).  Otherwise, he 
is fragmented with many internal pushes and pulls—much like the 
American colonies trapped together inside one land, similar to his 
inner conflicts jumbled within his one brain.  Thus, he governs 
without providing what we call in psychiatry an executive ego, and 
in political life, a president.  Trump cannot function as a chief exec-
utive largely because he’s restricted his executive ego to the narrow 
function of his reelection, as well as to his binary world-view.  As a 
result, governors and others run the show, trying hard to manage 
America’s pandemic.  There are no executive responses to COVID-
19, climate change, or BLM protests, other than prosecuting those 
who tear down statues of racists.  

Executive function requires both a captain and rudder to di-
rect the ship of state.  America has had neither since January 2017.  
Our captain, unlike Walt Whitman’s long-lamented captain, attacks 
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all rules and regulations while undoing programs aimed to benefit 
and protect Americans.  Trump’s chaos is the personification—
perhaps the final logical outcome—of our original fragmentation 
that the Continental Congress aimed to gather up.  So now we ap-
proach a highly infectious virus without any clear integrated re-
sponse.  The ego disappears, leaving the id and superego as chaotic 
and psychotic bits that further challenge our capacity to put things 
in order.  When voters are dominated by internally organized para-
noid anxiety, suspicion abounds: Trump fears that the election will 
be rigged through voting by mail; Joe Biden fears the danger of 
voter suppression.  Most attempts to search for truth and under-
standing are severely compromised by rigid preconceptions on both 
sides.  

So, what exactly is our problem in America?  In many ways, 
fragmentation has become a kind of status quo, a preferred defense 
against organized paranoid aggression.  But neither works as a solu-
tion.  We don’t know what to do or where to turn.  Adults become 
like children who would rather play than do their homework be-
cause it might interfere with the immediate satisfaction of re-
opening.  The Electoral College aside, voting can gather up frag-
mentation in both good and bad ways.  The bad is that hatred be-
comes more focused and threatening.  The good is that having to 
choose between two objects makes for potential integration.  Ma-
ture integration, however, is only possible if good and bad are first 
recognized, delineated, and then seen as existing within each 
choice. 

Trump’s projection is on full display at the rallies he holds 
with his base.  He covertly promotes “white power” as a reaction to 
BLM.  Overtly these events make it clear that hatred loves compa-
ny, regardless of content.  We now have binary thinking on both 
sides—so much so that internationalists and successful presidents 
like Wilson are in danger of having their names erased because they 
were also racist.  The concept of “also” elides into “only.”  To 
avoid the complexity of ambivalence, we again and again choose 
the ease of binary thinking.  On we go, to paraphrase Joni Mitchell, 
who wrote, “We can’t return.  We can only look behind from where 
we came and go round and round and round in the circle 
game” (“The Circle Game,” 1972).  America pays a terrible price 
for not confronting the reality of our ambivalence. 

 Justin A. Frank, MD, is a practicing psychoanalyst and 
former clinical professor of psychiatry at George Washington Med-
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ical Center.  A contributor to Salon.com, Time Inc., and other pub-
lications, he is the bestselling author of Bush on the Couch (2004), 
Obama on the Couch (2011), and Trump on the Couch (2018).  He 
can be contacted at jafrankmd@gmail.com.    

When a Psychoanalyst Marries a  
Historian: Brookhiser and Safer  

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

Keyword: Adams-presidents, Brookhiser, Founding-Fathers, Jefferson, 
Marshall, Reagan, Safer, Strozier, Trump, Washington 

What happens when a psychoanalyst marries an author of 
historical nonfiction?  Such is the case of Jeanne Safer and Richard 
(Rick) Brookhiser.  He’s a very well-known conservative columnist, 
senior editor of the National Review, who writes books on the 
Founding Fathers, Abraham Lincoln, and other subjects.  Although 
not trained as a professional historian, he holds an honorary doc-
torate degree and a National Humanities Medal from President 
Bush in 2008.  Through the years when interviewed on C-Span 
Book Notes, I have heard him speak on occasion with some psycho-
logical insight amidst an idealization of some Founding Fathers.  
His wife, Jeanne Safer, is a liberal whose most recent book is titled 
I Love You, But I Hate Your Politics: How to Protect Your Intimate 
Relationships in a Poisonous Partisan World (2019).  As a result of 
wondering about how each influences the work of the other and 
how they worked around their political differences, I decided to in-
terview them on August 14, 2019, on the telephone, and a question 
was added in early June 2020.  During the interview, which had to 
be cut down considerably, the back and forth between husband and 
wife was striking; they often finished each other’s sentences—in the 
interest of space we have had to eliminate most of this.  There was 
also lots of humor, mostly coming from Jeanne. 

Paul H. Elovitz (PHE): I’d like to see how you’ve influenced each 
other in your conversation.   

Richard Brookhiser (RB): Well, Jeanne is a very good judge of 
people, and my writing on history is mostly biographical, so that’s a 
good fit.  You know, I was interested in Freud before I met her.  I 
read some of Freud’s essays before I went to college.  

Jeanne Safer (JS): Rick, don’t you think this is unusual for a con-
servative?  

mailto:jafrankmd@gmail.com
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RB: Yes, there are a few of us, but it is unusual.  So, I guess I 
had an interest in it, but obviously, meeting Jeanne, living with her, 
and being married for so many years just deepens that.  In writing 
biography, your biographical subject moves into your life and 
house with you.  Some are easier to take than others.  I remember 
feeling when I finished my book on four generations of Adamses 
that my life had gotten much quieter with their departure.  

JS: They were an annoying bunch to have around.  Very stimu-
lating but quite difficult.  

RB: Yes, admirable though difficult.  I’d be talking about these 
people with Jeanne, bouncing my reactions and thoughts off her 
and she responded in ways that were quite subtle.  For example, we 
were discussing George Wythe, who taught Thomas Jefferson, John 
Marshall, and Henry Clay the law and was a signer of the Declara-
tion of Independence and served on a committee writing the Consti-
tution.  He had a young Black student toward the end of his life, 
who, like him, was poisoned, probably by Wythe’s great-nephew. 

JS: To get the money?  

RB: Yes, the young man and the great-nephew were Wythe’s 
two heirs, so, it seems as if the great-nephew poisoned his benefac-
tor and his rival for the will.  But, anyway, I assumed this young 
student was probably a child of Wythe’s with one of his slaves, and 
Wythe was taking an interest in him.  But, then Jeanne said, well, 
why couldn’t he have just been an idealistic guy?  Why do you just 
assume that Wythe had relations with a slave, and was taking some 
sort of paternalistic interest in his offspring?  That made me think 
that maybe I’m doing this guy an injustice.  There were other things 
about his character and his life that made me see things Jeanne’s 
way, too; that was just one of many examples.  

JS: I remember  one thing we did about the por trait or  sculp-
ture of Jefferson in your Hamilton show at the New-York Historical 
Society gallery, the bust by Houdon.  You want to tell that story?  It 
was funny. 

RB: Well, this was a show that the New-York Historical Society 
did on Alexander Hamilton in 2004, before he was cool.  One room 
of the show was just a collection, mostly of paintings, but with a 
couple of busts of various people who’d been in Hamilton’s life.  I 
felt as if being in that room was like being in Hamilton’s head; here 
were all the people he encountered. 

JS: The room was stuffed with these paintings. 
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RB: Stuffed, stacked with paintings, like the Pitti Palace in 
Florence, or the Barnes museum.  But, on one wall, there were 
these two busts.  One was a bust of Hamilton by an obscure self-
trained sculptor in New York, and the other was the great bust by 
Houdon of Jefferson.  I was showing Jeanne through this room 
shortly after or before the show opened, and we came to the Jeffer-
son bust.  Jeanne looked at it and said, “I don’t trust this guy.”  So, 
I guess although we disagree on politics, you and I are both Feder-
alists (enemies of Jefferson). 

PHE: Well, Jefferson did a lot that wasn’t so trustworthy. 

JS: Living with a histor ian of Rick’s caliber has really been a 
thrilling experience for me.  Just to see how he thinks, and, certain-
ly, he also gave me psychological insights in my work, as well as 
introduced me to a kind of history that really is compelling.  I al-
ways tell him that he is my postgraduate seminar in American his-
tory.  

RB: We were even doing this for  15 years before I star ted writ-
ing history because that’s when I was only a political journalist.  
We talked about Reagan and his first memoir, Where’s the Rest of 
Me? (1965), in which Reagan remembered an incident where his 
alcoholic father had collapsed on the porch in the winter.  The snow 
was falling all over him and Reagan pulled him inside the house.   
Now, Reagan writes in the book that “I couldn’t feel angry with 
him.”  

My guess was that he seemed so out of control that Reagan 
forgave him, but then I talked to Jeanne about this and with her 
help, I realized he was angry with him.  But Reagan would just say 
“I’m putting that aside.”  It’s that kind of dynamic that I think was 
very important in his life and his political career.  It has some bad 
consequences, but I think it was helpful to him as a politician, and it 
helped him in the election because he was able to project this opti-
mistic attitude.  So figuring that all out was very much helped by 
having my in-house psychoanalyst that I could just turn to.   

PHE: Very convenient.  

JS: Well, to be fair  to Rick, he also has such an innate psycho-
analytic-mindedness and such an ability to observe that anything I 
said was really heard in a way that I would not have even imagined.  
I mean I would just make a comment and Rick would make use of 
it.  It’s been a really exciting partnership.   

RB: You always said interesting things, Jeanne.  That’s why I 
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made use of them.   

JS: Well, we read everything we write to each other  and Rick 
also edits my work because he’s a wonderful editor.  He also en-
courages me to step out, which is very good.  Thanks to Rick, the 
historical people who have populated our two-bedroom apartment 
have really enriched our lives.  Rick has made history alive for me.  
Really as alive as my patients. 

PHE: That’s a remarkable compliment. 

JS: Well, it has the added advantage of being true.  

PHE: Well, it’s a great facility.  Rick, I’m kind of interested in 
your writing these profiles because I’m trained as a European/
English historian.  I sometimes joke that I made the “mistake” at a 
1976 psychohistory conference of saying I’m looking at this book 
by Jimmy Carter; this guy is more open than most politicians.  The 
organizer suggested I go down to Plains, Georgia, to interview sig-
nificant people in his growing up, and since then I’ve done 43 psy-
chobiographies, struggling in more recent years to do comparative 
ones before the election.   

JS: Oh, that’s fascinating.  Have you done Trump? 

PHE: Yes, although after  my fir st two 2016 Trump ar ticles I 
broke my tradition of political neutrality before the election with 
“The Countertransference of a Presidential Psychobiographer.”  I 
no longer could contain my very strong feelings, like I had been 
able to with everyone else. 

JS: He evokes that. 

PHE: Yes, he evokes strong negative and positive reactions.  I 
suspect I should’ve been looking at some of your psychobiograph-
ical profiles.  I’m always trying to get at the coping mechanisms, 
life crises, personality, style of leadership, and values of my sub-
jects. 

JS: Rick, have you written about Trump or  his personality?  

RB: Not a lot, since I didn’t cover this election as a journalist. 

JS: One thing, Paul, that’s interesting for us: this is the first time 
Rick and I have been totally reunited in our experience and our 
emotional and psychological reactions to a political figure.  I don’t 
know which of us detests and hates Trump more, but it’s really nice 
to have the experience and be on the same side as him for a change.   

PHE: So, you can’t agree on abortion and most political issues, but 



Page 50       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

Trump has a way of bringing people together in opposition as well 
as in support.   

JS: You know, the offence is so great, and the danger  is so 
great, and it’s so exciting to have someone where you could say, 
“Rick, do you think he’s going to destroy every institution we hold 
dear?” 

RB: Well, and I just say no, America’s great big ship takes a lot 
to sink. 

JS: But he says that with knowledge, you know, with the histo-
ry.  He’ll say, we had the Civil War, and we survived that.  He’s not 
going to destroy everything that matters.   

PHE: Even though he seems to work hard at times to subver t 
every instrument of government that doesn’t fit his immediate 
needs.  

JS: One interesting thing in the biography of our  current presi-
dent is that he had an elder brother, Rick? 

RB: Well, an older  brother , maybe the eldest. 

JS: I think he was, named after  the father , he was Fred J r .  He 
was to take over the company.  He was extremely handsome, he 
became a pilot and died young. 

RB: Was it a car  crash?  I think he became an alcoholic.  So, 
Donald Trump, with his brother’s demise, felt obviously a certain 
triumph and relief, so I’m sure there’s a lot to be found out there.   

PHE: Yes.  Trump family dynamics are interesting.  Fred J r . 
chained smoked and became an alcoholic as a result of his not be-
ing able to take his father’s extreme criticism and lack of praise.  
Donald Trump, though, from very early on, just spoke back to eve-
ryone, and in the business, his father respected Trump even though 
at times he didn’t like the directions that Donald went in.  He broke 
the will of his eldest son and his second stood up to him and 
worked to surpass him.   

JS: Yeah, I thought it was an interesting dynamic, and the kind 
of survivor’s guilt that Trump must have felt. 

PHE: I saw a sign of it dur ing the campaign, when he free asso-
ciated about “Freddy.”  There was a whiff of guilt about his brother 
during a long monologue at one of his rallies.   

JS: Oh, interesting! 

PHE: So, I think you’re onto something there with sibling issues.  
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One of the courses I’m teaching is a survey of literature and history 
for a couple thousand years.  The first thing I have the students 
write is on sibling issues after they’ve read Cain and Abel in the 
Bible.  They can speak, write freely, and of course, they cover up a 
lot; they’re not ready yet to be open in a classroom or even to them-
selves, as they ultimately would be in analysis.   

JS: Have you seen my book Cain’s Legacy (2012)? 

PHE: No, the only two of your  books that I looked at are I Love 
You, But I Hate Your Politics and Death Benefits (2008). 

JS: Well, Cain’s Legacy was my second book about siblings.  
There’s an analysis of siblings in the natural world of creatures and 
there’s also an analysis of the Book of Genesis.   

PHE: Oh, wonderful! 

JS: The chapter  I wrote offers an alternate translation and I 
was astonished at the brilliance of the analysis and how it laid bare 
sibling relationships, particularly the hatred and competition be-
tween sisters.  The only person to overcome sibling strife is Joseph. 

RB: Well, and also Esau.  To a degree. 

JS: Yes, when he says “I have enough.”  I was just entranced by 
the psychological awareness of the authors of Genesis.  

RB: This came up in my writing with the Adams; John Adams 
had three sons and the eldest, John Quincy, follows him into the 
White House, and the other two become alcoholics.  Then John 
Quincy has three sons and one of them, Charles Francis, becomes 
an important diplomat and politician, then the other two were alco-
holics.  So, it seems like in the Adams’ family you either had to be 
in the White House or you could go to the bar. 

JS: It’s really been a very fruitful, I think, exchange between us in 
this.  I think it’s impossible to be a psychoanalyst without being 
interested in history, it’s the basis of what we do.  I think it’s also 
impossible to be a profound historian without understanding psy-
chodynamics. 

PHE: I’m inclined to agree with you.  When I was working on my 
dissertation, I discovered psychoanalysis because the person teach-
ing in the next classroom at Temple University was a brilliant an-
cient historian (by the way Rick, also a political conservative), and 
he had some psychoanalytic training and was teaching the same 
material differently.  I’d finish teaching Western Civilization I or II 
and go sit in Sid’s classroom and furiously take notes.  I saw a new 
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world opening up to me, and that’s the world I pursued.   

JS: That’s so exciting that you were able to do that, to mingle 
these two professions. 

PHE: I’m very fortunate.  It didn’t endear me to most historians 
because by the early 80s the institutional historical profession 
turned away from psychoanalysis, but good historians, especially if 
they’re doing psychobiographies, ended up using the insights of 
psychoanalysis and psychohistory.  They either did it quietly or 
they did it like the Hitler historian Kershaw, by just attacking psy-
chohistorians and then proceeding to psychoanalyze Hitler. 

JS: Also, psychoanalysts have not covered themselves with glo-
ry in the way they’ve dealt with presidential candidates, and that’s 
been a real blackmark.  It’s made people wary of the legitimate use 
of psychoanalytic understanding to see who these people are.   

PHE: One of my struggles is against psychopathologizing presi-
dents and others.  If psychohistory is only good for people we hate, 
the field will always stay on the margins of respectability.  I argue 
for a psychohistory based on researching family background, child-
hood, creativity, innovation, overcoming trauma, and unconscious 
motivation.  One in which we acknowledge our transference and 
countertransference feelings. 

JS: Well, that’s what Rick really did with Washington and Lincoln 
whom he adores.  One thing that was also interesting was that when 
someone is writing a biography, the person they’re writing about 
really joins your family.   

RB: Well yeah, that’s the trouble with the Lincoln book.  You’re 
going to Ford’s theater.  You know that from the beginning. 

PHE: Yes.  We just had a Lincoln exchange in Clio’s Psyche, 
the journal I edit.  I argued that at some level there was an element 
of suicidal inclination in Lincoln because of his depressive tenden-
cies and especially “The President is Dead Dream” he had a week 
or so before he was assassinated.  Rick, have you read Chuck 
Strozier’s two psychohistorical books on Lincoln? 

RB: Yes, I read the fir st one, L incoln’s Quest for Union (1982). 

PHE: I think the second is better .  Y our Friend Forever, A . 
Lincoln: The Enduring Friendship of Abraham Lincoln and Joshua 
Speed (2016) is more concrete.  As much as I love using psychoa-
nalysis as a tool to study society and politics, I’m most comfortable 
when I’m down to individuals and their relations.  I think we know 
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most, but Jay, as a presidential psychobiographer, I now get into 
generalizations of some of the emotions of the public and what the 
public is looking for, so we can’t just say it’s Trump or Obama or 
either of the Bushes or Clintons.  They relate to things that we often 
unconsciously are looking for. 

JS: They’re transference objects for us. 

JS: I think that a lot of people who turn to history look to 
Trump as a father figure, of sorts. 

PHE: A bigger  than life, idealized father  figure.  In my post of-
fice, the mail clerk said, “If Trump loses the election, I’m going to 
throw myself off the George Washington Bridge.”  

JS: Oh good God.  If he wins it I’m thinking of doing the same. 

RB: No no, no need for  either  of you. 

JS: No, I know! 

PHE: But, circling back a little bit, what’s the story with Trump?  
What’s he doing, in terms of your analysis? 

RB: Well, like I said, I don’t think he’s going to ruin the country.  
That’s beyond him.  I don’t even think he’s going to ruin the Re-
publican party.  

PHE: He’s been working hard on it. 

RB: That’s right, but these parties have been around 150 years; 
They’re not going away.  What he has destroyed is the conservative 
movement, which I feel is like Invasion of the Body Snatchers 
(1956).  There are just so many people, people I know, people I 
liked, people I’ve known for years, and they’ve become Trump 
pods and it’s dismaying.  

 The man’s a Trumpist; he’s all about himself.  He likes you 
or dislikes you entirely based on whether you praise him or not, and 
that’s the only calculus he knows.  You know, from his point of 
view he can say it’s worked. So, there’s no incentive to grow or 
change, but, I think it’s possible that he gets reelected.  So we could 
have this guy for plus four more years, but we’ll go on. 

PHE: Yes, but we will lose a lot more in a second term.  What is 
his appeal and what do you see as his prospects for reelection?  

RB: Trump’s appeal has several aspects: first, his opponent’s lack 
of it.  Second, his skills as a performer, honed over 30 plus years in 
an array of media: tabloids, TV (his shows and other people’s), 
Twitter, and for the campaign he added stadium speaking.  Mike 
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Pence told me and my colleagues (it sounds like an often-used line, 
so I am not revealing anything): “People were tired of being told.”  
Told how bad they were, how good their betters were, and Trump 
said, “you don’t have to listen to anything, you are better than your 
betters.”  Regarding his chances: Before COVID, Trump was nar-
rowly ahead.  Post COVID, he is behind.  Note: A lot can happen in 
four-plus months.  As British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan 
said, “Events, dear boy, events.” 

 The two presidents I can compare Trump to are Andrew 
Jackson and Andrew Johnson.  Jackson had positive qualities and 
did some important things very effectively, but he had a self-
absorption, a certain lack of self-control that could take him over.  
He also took things personally; he said that his only regret from 
leaving the White House was that he hadn’t hanged John C. Cal-
houn or shot Henry Clay.  It is no accident that he framed those 
thoughts in a very personal way.   

The other one is Andrew Johnson, who really had very few 
positive qualities.  I mean, he was self-made, he was a unionist, he 
was the only Southern senator from a seceding state to defy his 
state to stay with the Union, so I give him that.  But he was just 
temperamental, he was all about himself, he couldn’t learn any-
thing.  I won’t go into it, but his vulgarity, his intemperance, it is 
very Trumpian.  So, we’ve also been there before, and we’re still 
around, so there is some cause for hope.   

PHE: Yes, despite all my worr ies I incline to agree with you.  
Whenever Trump says something, I always initially ask “Is this his 
projection?”  It’s hard to know the reality, but he’s likely, with any 
of his extreme statements, to be projecting something within him-
self.  I find that much more the case than with anyone else I’ve ever 
studied, whether a president or otherwise.  

JS: Yeah, that’s a disturbingly true statement. 

PHE: I’ve had some psychotic patients, though I don’t see Trump 
as psychotic, rather as an extreme narcissist disrupter.   

JS: No, he’d be more sympathetic if he were psychotic.  

PHE: What is your  answer  Jeanne to Trump’s specific appeal to 
the minority of the population that elected him in 2016 and what 
are his prospects for reelection?  Perhaps with more psychoanalytic 
insights on his appeal?  

JS: To more of an extent than we could have imagined, 
Trump's prospects for reelection have plummeted.  But I think he 
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remains a potent transference object for his core supporters.  For 
example, one young man I interviewed entirely overlooked 
Trump’s pathological behavior, explaining it away by asserting that 
Trump was “playing 3-dimensional chess,” that he knew exactly 
what he was doing and was masterfully in control.  This man had a 
traumatic childhood spent primarily in the hospital with a serious 
allergic condition, unable to see his parents—and his father was a 
passive, depressed drunkard who was exiled to the family’s base-
ment by his mother.  His idealized version of Trump was the father 
he longed for.  In contrast, his partner abhorred Trump’s character, 
which he assessed accurately as pathological, but voted for him be-
cause he supported his policies.  Both, I think, will vote for him 
again, but the first with passionate conviction, the second more 
cynically. 

PHE: I’m sure it’s been a long day for you two.   

JS: If you have any other  questions or  thoughts, please write.  
It’s been delightful to talk to you and I hope we can meet in person 
sometime.   

PHE: Well, that would be nice.  The next meeting of our  Psy-
chohistory Forum Work-In-Progress seminar is on September 28th 
and it would be good to have you there or at a future meeting.   

JS: Well, send me the par ticulars and I would like to see your 
journal as well.  Also, send me your address, and I’ll send you a 
copy of Cain’s Legacy, I think you’ll like it.   

PHE: Will do, and I can send you a copy of the compendium of 
my journal so you can see my approach, especially in the introduc-
tion.   

JS: Oh! that’s exciting.  Thank you so much for having us. 

RB: Thank you! 

PHE: It has been my pleasure to get to know you two, your  re-
search, how you influence each other’s work, and how you live 

with your divergent politics.  Thanks for the interview.  ❑  

Unmasking an Agenda: COVID-19 and 
America’s Indifference to Life  

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University  

Abstract: This essay seeks to understand the difficulties the U.S. faces 
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with COVID-19.  Several fundamental factors allow for the current U.S. 
disarray.  The country deals with a broken healthcare system, the decline 
of literacy, the loss of the connection between freedom and responsibility, 
and the disappearance of a middle class.  President Donald Trump uses 
these challenges to his advantage and not to heal American society. 

Keywords: education, Germany, leadership-reorientation, literacy, Mer-
kel, scientists, Trump, U.S.-healthcare  

Leadership Reorientation 
The countries in Central Europe, New Zealand, South Ko-

rea, and Vietnam with strong and coordinated leadership responses 
to the COVID-19 threat did reasonably well in handling it.  For ex-
ample, Angela Merkel, Germany’s prime minister and a scientist 
herself, listened to the advice of fellow scientists regarding the 
needed response when the virulence of the virus became obvious.  
Merkel then worked with the prime ministers of the country’s states 
to follow her lead and reassured the public frequently in her in-
formed approach with a reassuring tone.  She persuaded most peo-
ple to listen and feel her competence and empathy. 

By contrast, the U.S. leadership has faltered: it remains 
seemingly uninformed and unconcerned, if not callous.  Scientists 
like Drs. Fauci and Birx danced around the authoritarian at the cen-
ter to avert more profound damage to the country.  Meanwhile, 
Trump dismissed men and women in the administration to prevent 
them from informing him and the public about the virus’ deadly 
reach.  (For one example, see Meridith McGraw and Nahal Toosi, 
Politco, “Trump ousts State Department Watchdog,” May 15, 
2020.)  He fired them because they had not sworn fealty to him but 
rather aimed at serving the country.  However, like the rest of the 
world, the President closed down the border but said at the time that 
the virus would be no worse than the flu and disappear in the sum-
mer.   

This reluctance to be informed is reflected in the conflicting 
advice and spotty support Trump gave from the outset to governors, 
mayors, and citizens.  He said, for example, that “I am not responsi-
ble at all” (Lee Moran, “‘Art of the Deal’ Co-Author Spells Out 
Why Pandemic Deaths ‘Don’t Matter’ To Trump,” HuffPost, May 
16, 2020; Mary Papenfuss, “Trump Bashes Reporter Rattled by An-
ti-Lockdown Protester,” HuffPost, May 15, 2020).  His attitude re-
flects a reorientation of America’s leadership; it portends the re-
making of it along autocratic lines.  A leader who cares to save 
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lives is less concerned about himself or listening to the self-
interested voices of sycophants, and more focused on the troubles 
of his fellow human beings.  President Trump voices little concern 
beyond aspiring to be reelected and create a different form of gov-
ernment, one in which he is in complete control.  He fires people 
who disagree with him and places people at the top of every agency 
who say what he wants to hear. 

Health and Well-Being 
Most societies that did reasonably well with their responses 

to the virus have functioning universal health care systems; the U.S. 
does not.  We have some of the finest doctors, nurses, and medical 
facilities anywhere, but their assistance is reserved for only those 
who can access them.  We are deficient as a society because as a 
capitalistic democracy, we undervalue human beings and their well-
being.  Significantly, not everyone is insured; this means we un-
derappreciate the long-term health of our people.  According to 
many interviews on TV and reports on the web, too many Ameri-
cans do not dare to seek medical help when they become ill because 
of its cost.  When they do in the current situation, it is often too late 
for them or the others they may infect to be treated successfully.  
Fortunately, emergency rooms normally provide services regardless 
of legal status or ability to pay, but the costs to those who don’t 
earn much or don’t have insurance are often prohibitive.  

Caring for all citizens would long ago have increased sala-

ries of many of our “less valued workers,” including for example 
the (mostly) women and non-white individuals laboring in hospitals 
and nursing homes, gathering crops in fields, and working in meat 

processing plants.  We would also have given them access to health 
insurance, time for vacations, and pensions.  We would additionally 
have insured our generally ignored groups, like African Americans, 

Hispanics, older Americans, graduating college students, Native 
Americans, and undocumented immigrants.  We would have re-
strained insurance companies and some medical facilities from 
profiting excessively from their patients.  As Secretary of Health 

and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar said, “…that is an unfor-
tunate legacy in our health care system that we certainly do need to 
address” (Kristen Holms and Kevin Bohn, “Azar Lays Part of 

Blame for COVID-19 Death Toll on State of Americans’ Health,” 
CNN, May 17, 2020).   

Trusting and Listening 
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The Europeans and Asians who did well with containing the 
new coronavirus for the most part followed the advice of their lead-
ers and scientists.  In part, this has to do with exposure to previous 
virus attacks and, possibly, acquaintance with war.  They trust them 
because members of European societies who had such experiences 
were more likely to stick together and assist each other.  The re-
verse is true for many Americans; they are not listening to advice, 
even the very best of it.  We have seen this play out in two ways: 
one is exemplified by President Trump and other political leaders’ 
common refusal to wear masks or follow their own guidelines; the 
other continues to be a lack of literacy of large swaths of our popu-
lation (Isaac Asimov, “A Cult of Ignorance,” 1980).  

The first is connected to language.  English is now the inter-
national language and, as a consequence, it is used by large popula-
tion-swaths that are not well versed in it.  Trump adds to this basic 
linguistic lacuna aggressive, even hostile terms, speaking often in 
incomplete sentences and barely understandable grammar (Noah 
Bierman, “Can’t Decipher Trump-speak?  Meet Margaret, the com-
puter bot,” Los Angeles Times, May 7, 2020).  This form of expres-
sion offers approval to others who find their own speech reflected.  
In addition, the President gives permission to be unsophisticated.  
The problem behind this is potent and psychologically understanda-
ble.  The intellectuals who speak and write English well, like scien-
tists, jurists, journalists, and the college-educated, literally only ad-
dress each other.  Trump chooses not to use this language and thus 
reaches those who “understand” him; their understanding serves his 
purposes.  

The lack of literacy is illustrated through the susceptibility 
of too many Americans to false information regarding the virus; at 
worst it is seen as a hoax or conspiracy perpetrated by doctors, 
Democrats, and others whom they perceive are conspiring to do 
them harm.  Believing such unverified ideas, propagated by some 
public persons, including the President and various media, can be 
traced in part to an undereducated segment of the population (Frank 
Bruni, “Nobody is Protected from President Trump,” New York 
Times, May 12, 2020).  

One of the more amazing aspects of American literacy is the 
lack of clarity regarding the level of educational competence, based 
partly on the U.S. not providing statistics to the United Nations.  
The sad reality is, though, that some areas and social classes in the 
U.S. vary widely in their levels of educational attainment.  It should 
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not astonish that poor levels of educational attainment overlap for 
the most part with states that advocate and carry out more massive 
imprisonments and executions than those with higher educational 
attainment (Christian Pfeiffer, “The Abolition of the Parental Right 
to Corporal Punishment in Sweden, Germany and other European 
Countries: A Model for the United States and other Democracies?” 
Kriminologisches Forschungsinstitut Niedersachsen E.V., For-
schungsbericht, Vol. 128, 24-34).   

This low level of education matches the adherence to our 
cherished individual forms of expression—our so-called freedoms.  
Moreover, as historians, political scientists, and sociologists have 
pointed out, we are a pleasure (id) centered society.  At some point 
in their early lives, most individuals relinquish uncontrolled drives 
and moderate parental and societal controls into an “ego-centric” 
approach to life and society; one may assume that maturity and ed-
ucation play a role in this process.  Somehow this difficult work has 
not been undertaken by a considerable number of Americans and is 
most concentrated in areas of least educational attainment.  This 
work would lead to a greater willingness to postpone gratification 
of immediate wishes, like getting a haircut or eating in a favorite 
restaurant during the pandemic.  Holding out a tad longer, letting 
the “superego” mold the “ego,” would potentially avoid undermin-
ing the health of the person hastened to be served.  That is also why 
the simplest steps, like wearing a mask and distancing six feet, be-
come an affront to some Americans and seemingly an infringement 
on their freedoms.  The unrestrained “id,” some would say childlike 
behavior, fits well with Trump, who often exhibits an unrestrained 
“id.”  Once more, though, he appeals to a segment of the population 
that sees in him a leader who understands them; they know him to 
be on their side.  

A Strong Middle Class 
Not all countries have managed well in response to the vi-

rus, but four givens are often a common denominator for those that 
did: astute leadership, solid safety net, a population willing to lis-
ten, and a significant middle class.   

 Historians and others have shown that a strong middle class 
is a must for democracies to function.  The cynicism of the current 
American leadership endeavors to keep a considerable number of 
voters uninterested, disappointed, undereducated, and/or struggling 
to make a living and thus too worried about basic survival and not 
about democracy as such.  This lack of awareness fits directly into 
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Trump’s mastery at spinning his storyline to individuals who are 
poorly informed.  A larger and stronger middle class that carries 
hopes of individuals and families to retain or improve their current 
position in society would have a higher incentive to do everything 
possible to not become infected and perhaps even die.  

Conclusion 
It may well appear that I am writing as beholden to a left-

wing echo chamber.  Sadly, our fine economy is in shambles and 
our death-rate is going beyond all wars except WWI and WWII.  
My wife and I arrived in Germany on January 16th and left on June 
1st.  We read the U.S. and European press.  The European press is 
outside the American echo chamber and is not part of the so-called 
“fake news.”  The overall consensus we heard in Europe from our 
conversations with our doctors, hairstylists, grocery, and bakery 
clerks is that the U.S. has ceased to be the country they knew as 
“the U.S.”  The most common question is, “What is going on with 
you?”  They usually offer their own response, “I cannot believe 
what is happening.”  The other phrase is, “How can this happen?”  

Because of the leadership’s seeming disarray, the U.S. 
avoids looking to the successes of managing the virus or the pitfalls 
for reopening in other countries.  One could readily point to the 
Central European countries, New Zealand, South Korea, Hong 
Kong, and Vietnam with their strict initial approaches, which later 
allowed for opening their societies with clear guidelines and declin-
ing virus infections and deaths.  Trump is not interested in such 
considerate approaches and thus continues to fail, but uses the dis-
array he has created in the hope of being reelected and to impose an 
authoritarian regime.  The failure coincides with the aggressive 
overturning of the purposes of all U.S. administrative departments, 
refocusing the judiciary on all levels and bending the Republican 
Party to his will.   

The U.S., as one journalist told me, has ceased to be the 
United States and has become the Disunited States.  Very important 
to this perception is that the earlier protests were “loaded” with 
guns, which are not seen in the rest of the developed world.  The 
U.S. is “exceptional” indeed, but it is not only in danger internally 
because past admiration has turned to amazement, if not disdain.  
Before the arrival of COVID-19, and more recently during the na-
tion-wide protests, Trump undermined our standing in the world.  
But with the response to the virus, the U.S. has relinquished its in-
ternational leadership.  Trump focuses on the internal situation in 
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the U.S. and tries to strengthen the role of the presidency.  He in-
tends to accomplish this goal with the support of a population that 
hears him and not the scientists and other men and women who 
continue to work for the benefit of society as a whole. 

 Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Drhc, is Professor Emeritus of 
History at Appalachian State University, a prolific author, and a 
poet.  For his latest books, see peterpetschauer.com.  Contact him 

at petschauerpw@appstate.edu.  ❑  

Donald Trump: Master Marketer 
or Malignant Manipulative Masochist? 

Burton Norman Seitler—Psychoanalytic Priv. Practice  

Abstract: This article relocates the myth of Narcissus under the tent of 
self-hate rather than self-love.  By examining the President’s traits in his 
response to COVID-19 and his career, the author applies the myth to 
Donald Trump who he sees as having a “masochistic self-destructive 
character.”   

Keywords: denial, disavowal, images, narcissism, self-destruction, self-
hate, self-love    

The myth of Narcissus existed long before the Oedipus 
myth, yet Sigmund Freud gave greater emphasis to the latter rather 
than the former.  When he did refer to the myth of Narcissus (in 
“Zur Einführung des Narzißmus” [“On Narcissism”], 1914), he did 
so as a symbolized portrayal of characteristics of someone who was 
extremely self-absorbed, practically to the exclusion of others, 
where others either do not exist as separate entities or solely exist 
for the use and benefit of the narcissistic individual.  Along the 
same lines, Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis referred to 
narcissists as individuals who almost obsessively love an image of 
themselves more than anything or anybody else.  

Coincidentally, both the Oedipal and Narcissus myths coin-
cide on a singular point of incestuous desire and incest prohibition.  
If Jacques Lacan is correct, then incestuous desire need not neces-
sarily have to do with the literal act of sleeping with one’s mother, 
but rather the quest for oneness or completeness derived by total 
connection with another.  Following this line of reasoning, those 
who would impede the wish for reunification with the mother 
would have to be scorned.  
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In brief, the classic interpretation of the myth of Narcissus 
has it that Narcissus looks at his image in the water and instantly 
falls in love with it, so much so that he dives into the water—
presumably to unite with his one “true love” (himself)—and 
drowns.  Let us look at this in greater detail.  As we know from 
psychoanalytic writings, in the language of the unconscious, oppo-
sites lie side by side in terms of equivalence.  Thus, an alternate ex-
planation of this myth is that Narcissus is in love with his image, 
which he mistakes for the real self; but in actuality, he is in hate 
with and must destroy the real self.  

For several years now, the pundits have been commenting 
on Donald Trump’s actions, often describing them as irrational and 
frequently wondering why he does what he does: insult Mexicans, 
the handicapped, Muslims, Gold star parents, Blacks, women, and 
peaceful demonstrators, while he sticks up for murderers like Vla-
dimir Putin and Kim Jong-un.  It was assumed that his outlandish 
provocative statements were designed to show that he is his own 
man, not afraid to speak his mind and willing to fearlessly stand up 
to anyone.  But whom, in reality, is he really standing up to—a 
crowd of peaceful demonstrators?  Certainly not strongmen like 
Putin, Kim Jong-un, or Victor Orban.  

It has also been assumed that his provocative statements 
were carefully calculated, purposeful tactics, designed to achieve 
positive outcomes (e.g., win reelection by appealing to his base).  
Initially, some even thought that there was a “method to his mad-
ness.”  Others have reduced his behavior to various diagnostic la-
bels.  Of late, the most common one was “malignant narcissism.”  

To date, no one has considered the possibility that Trump’s 
overt, in-your-face expressions of hatred, were not only projections 
(as Nancy Pelosi opined), but also externalizations of self-hate, 
whose actual purpose was to disavow, evacuate, and dissociate his 
latent painful feelings of self-loathing.  While it is true on the sur-
face that he sadistically attacks, humiliates, and embarrasses others, 
underneath, he is merely a very little boy.  His niece, Mary Trump, 
claims was treated sadistically by his father, and he had no choice 
but to tolerate such treatment at the hands of a much more powerful 
figure in his life.  Thus he was placed in a helpless, masochistic po-
sition.  In other words, what we are seeing is a return of the op-
pressed in which the sadism that he presumably introjected returned 
with a vengeance.  Because this happened to him, Trump feels 
compelled to inflict it on others.  It is probably no accident that he 
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does not sleep at night, but tweets out the inner wrath he likely has 
consumed over the years.  

While his behavior looks unpredictable and seemingly does 
not have any rhyme or reason, I believe what we are seeing is a 
form of masochistic self-destruction.  His good looks, overt charm, 
and charisma have produced an image of beauty that he himself 
was taken in by and fell in love with.  But no manner of denial 
could possibly be sufficient to fill the gigantic hole that was his real 
sense of self.  He cannot consume enough praise, sycophantic fol-
lowers, or food for that matter, to ever fill what seems to be his bot-
tomless sense of emptiness.  It is no wonder he has gained so much 
weight.  

More recently, articles in both The Washington Post and 
The New York Times suggested that the President’s aides were wor-
ried that he does not seem to really want to win this election and 
appears to be going out of his way to infuriate a great many people, 
save his base.  But, I ask you, is this terribly different than what he 
did when he ran in 2016?  Perhaps the difference this time is the 
fact that we see with our own eyes that people are dying due to 
COVID-19 and this could have been avoided—or at least mitigated 
against to a much greater degree than what has occurred.  An im-
mediate, urgent call could have gone out to industry to manufacture 
face masks, protective equipment, ventilator systems, to instantly 
shut down the country, and so on.  Instead, there have been tremen-
dous delays, which continue to this day in developing a reasonable 
response to COVID-19.  Had he done well, Trump might have been 
hailed as the great man he would like us to see him as.  There were 
many countries from whom he could have learned (Germany, South 
Korea, Norway, Denmark, Finland, Taiwan, etc.), who strongly re-
sponded to COVID-19 (i.e., requiring masks, physical distancing, 
immediate prioritization for manufacturing ventilators, and stress-
ing testing and tracing), all of which resulted in the significant cur-
tailment of the virus.  Instead, Trump convinced his followers (and 
of even greater importance, himself) that it would all go away very 
soon.  Until recently, he even refused to wear a mask.  

I do not believe it was helpful to his development of reality 
testing when others rescued him from failing.  For one thing, it did 
not seem to lessen his unconscious self-hatred or his corresponding 
externalization of those feelings, which we have witnessed in his 
vicious attacks on others.  For another, it maintained his system of 
reliance on “magical solutions,” being fake, or bullying, rather than 
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learning to develop a realistic sense of self-efficacy based on genu-
ine competencies and accomplishments.  

Although he provides the “appearance” of great accom-
plishments, the truth is that he has failed in most endeavors in 
which he has been involved, producing the illusion of success 
where he has excelled.  For example, in most cases, he failed as a 
businessman, supposedly his strong suit, specifically failing as a 
builder, casino owner, shuttle operator, university developer, and 
owner of a professional football team (the New Jersey Generals).  It 
is thus understandable on so many levels why he would not want 
his taxes to be seen.  

Donald Trump has been called a malignant narcissist.  Un-
derstanding the mechanisms intrinsic to the self-destructive dynam-
ics of narcissism affords us the possibility of avoiding its violent 
and suicidal makeup.  Still, I wish to give him his due.  He did not 
get this far totally without having some skill.  I believe Donald 
Trump is a master marketer.  In his book, Man for Himself: An In-
quiry Into the Psychology of Ethics (1947), Erich Fromm describes 
the “Marketing Personality.”  These are individuals who treat peo-
ple as commodities and human interactions solely as transactions.  
He would fit in perfectly, and undoubtedly stand out in an advertis-
ing agency on Madison Avenue.  However, the presidency of the 
United States of America requires more than being a promotional 
or publicity genius.  A flim-flam artist or a snake-oil salesman does 
not meet the job description.  We need a statesman—a real one, not 
a fake one.  

Trump fails when his bottomless need for self-
aggrandizement born of overcompensation for inner emptiness re-
quires him to succeed in areas that are beyond his competence.  His 
bravado is matched only by his brio, and as much as they convey 
confidence on the surface, this is a superficial flight from intense 
feelings of internalized scorn and self-loathing.  In short, he is a 
man always on the brink of self-destruction.  Sadly, his collapses 
are on such a grand scale that he has become too big to fail, other-
wise the banks that originally backed him take the plunge too.  
Thus, he needs to be propped up continuously, or he and his sup-
porters go down with the ship.  

As Paul Elovitz points out to me, together with some evi-
dence, Trump was raised by a very harsh, possibly cruel father, for 
whom only perfection was acceptable or else there would be severe 
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repercussions.  Mary L. Trump, his older brother’s daughter who is 
a clinical psychologist, calls the senior Trump “a high functioning 
sociopath” who destroyed his eldest son and emotionally damaged 
Donald (Too Much and Never Enough: How My Family Created 
the Most Dangerous Man in the World, 2020).  Donald Trump him-
self says, “My father was an unbelievable taskmaster” (Trump: The 
Art of the Deal, 1987, 75).  Ordinarily, our hearts would be 
touched and we would want to reach out to someone who is clearly 
in considerable anguish.  In this instance, I fear that were we to let 
our collective guards down, he would try to steal it out of our chest 
and claim it as his own.  

I do not mind that he is self-destructive, and if he chose to 
go off the deep end, I would grieve for the loss of a human being.  
But that would be his choice.  However, on the flip side of the same 
coin, I do mind if he grasps my hand as he jumps into the abyss of 
the great beyond.  

 Burton Norman Seitler, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in 
private practice and current Chair of the Training Board of the 
New Jersey Institute for Psychoanalysis in Teaneck, NJ.  Dr. Seitler 
edits the International Journal for the Advancement of Scientific 
Psychoanalytic Empirical Research (JASPER) and directs the Soci-
ety for Psychoanalytic Understanding through Research (SPUR).  
He is also a Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum, teach-
es at Adelphi University, and may be contacted at binsight-

fl1@gmail.com.  ❑  

Death at the COVID-19 Front 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

In Memory of Lloyd deMause 

By the middle of July,  
over 150,000 fell victim to Corona. 
Soon,  
some statistics say,  
thousands more will die. 
By the time this tragedy runs its course – 
hundreds of thousands will succumb.  
Close to four million have been wounded,     
now called the “infected.”  
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This is a disaster some call a war. 

Other wars – 
an uncomfortable comparison  
because fewer died:  
25,000 lost in the Revolutionary War – 
51,000 in Gettysburg – 
58,209 in Vietnam – 
36,516 in Korea – 
and so far  
6,626 in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
9/11 bad enough,  
yet then, too,  
somewhat less than 3,000 succumbed. 

A commander-in-chief who rarely  
accepts ideas from his generals – 
in this encounter, 
the scientists and doctors. 
Thoughts of genius utterly misplaced  
and relying on his gut an uncertain guide. 

History teaches relentlessly: 
a commander not listening leads to disaster. 
Just ask  
Hector, prince of Troy’s mighty citadel; 
or Xerxes, the arrogant Persian King; 
or Hannibal, the brilliant Carthaginian scion; 
or Robert E. Lee of “Southern” renown; 
or Hitler, destroyer of his Thousand-Year Reich. 

Success rewards those who listen: 
recall  
India’s Emperor Ashoka; 
or Ramses, the Great Egyptian pharaoh; 
or Augustus, Rome’s first emperor; 
or Carolus Magnus of the Carolingian line; 
or Ulysses Grant, who accepted the “Southern” general’s sword; 
or Lincoln of that same disaster; 
or Eisenhower, of the Allied Forces’ deserved fame; 
or Merkel, the wise chancellor in Central Europe. 

Even if uninformed, disorganized, and spiteful – 
loyal troops follow their commander to their doom. 
Too many lie buried  
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on too many battlefields  
and in graveyards across the globe. 
Too late for them to realize – 
their prideful chief ended there as well. 

Peter W. Petschauer’s biography may be found on page 

61.  ❑ 

COVID-19: Denial, Mourning, George 
Floyd, and Healing Our Losses  

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

Abstract: A survey of Trump’s blaming others, denial, minimalization, 
and prevarications regarding the dangers of the pandemic, including his 
discomfort with Dr. Fauci’s credibility.  Discussed are the issues of the 
relationship of the police killing of George Floyd with the explosion of 
protests and lessening of social distancing, together with the comparative 
ability of Biden and Trump to help our country mourn our deaths.    

Keywords: Biden, Fauci, fear, Floyd, healing-the-nation, mourner-in-
chief, race, Trump’s-denial   

The Coronavirus pandemic arrived while the American po-
litical establishment focused on the impeachment of President 
Trump.  This impeachment made for dramatic news even though 
the results were a foregone conclusion of acquittal by the Senate.  
Some Republicans sought to use this preoccupation as an excuse 
for the reason the U.S. was so unprepared for the pandemic, in 
sharp contrast to countries such as Taiwan, South Korea, Hong-
Kong, Vietnam, and Germany.  Although the CDC in early January 
issued warning alerts about travel from China, and a coronavirus 
task force was created by the end of the month, the White House 
was focused on the President’s reelection based upon what it 
viewed as a very strong economy.  Consequently, Trump declared 
the virus to be the Democrats’ “new hoax”  

As fear began to envelop the nation, Trump continued to 
minimize the domestic risk to the U.S. from the virus and deflect 
criticism.  He said that, “The virus ‘is very much under control,’” 
“Thirty-five thousand people die from the flu and we have lost no-
body” (actually 59,000 during the flu season), “It’s [testing] totally 
unnecessary,” “The last administration left us nothing….  We start-
ed off with bad, broken tests and obsolete tests” (the Obama admin-
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istration left a pandemic playbook and there could be no tests for 
the new COVID-19 virus), etc., etc.  A consistent refrain was that 
the stock market is “starting to look very good to me!”  As a flag-
waving nationalist, he called it “the Chinese virus” and declared on 
more than one occasion that “we’re doing better than anybody else 
in the world.”   

As the disturbing news of the massive number of deaths in 
China and elsewhere became undeniable, the President was forced 
to pay more attention to the pandemic.  In the face of enormous 
public and political pressure, he declared a national emergency on 
March 13th, promising to increase testing capacity and warning 
against people without symptoms being tested, declaring that it is 
“totally unnecessary, this will pass” (Aaron Blake, “Trump’s con-
fusing answers on coronavirus testing,” Washington Post, March 
13, 2020).  Within a few days, the President felt compelled to ask 
everyone to “work at home if possible,” postpone unnecessary trav-
el, and limit social gatherings of no more than ten people.  He also 
declared that he has “always known this is a real… pandemic,” and 
he “felt it was a pandemic long before it was called a pandem-
ic” (Jon Greenberg, “Trump says he always felt coronavirus was a 
pandemic. He didn’t talk that way,” Politifact, March 18, 2020).  
This reflects Trump’s need to always feel he is in control and his 
virtually total lack of concern about self-contradiction.   

With the nation focused on this life and death threat, the 
President stepped forth with a daily pandemic update, together with 
others and most especially Anthony Fauci.  Dr. Fauci, the head of 
the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, bent over 
backward to provide scientific information without contradicting 
the Commander-in-Chief too directly, who kept pushing for time-
lines for reopening the economy.  Fauci called Trump’s opening 
statements “aspirational” and consistently declared that the timeline 
will be determined by the pandemic.   

The news conferences became a daily event with the Presi-
dent (and therefore most others around him until later) never wear-
ing a mask.  In sharp contrast to the President’s approach was the 
very detailed daily briefings by Governor Cuomo of New York.  
On April 13th, Trump claimed total authority over governors on 
when to open the economy.  Shortly thereafter he had to 
acknowledge that the states played the central role, but he kept 
pressuring the states with deadly consequences in many areas, espe-
cially in the South in July.  The contrast between the unsubstantiat-
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ed and often erroneous statements of Trump and the very measured 
factual statements based on science of Cuomo and Fauci was and is 
striking.   

Eventually, the president’s advisors and pollsters were 
warning that he was being overexposed by being in front of the 
cameras every day, which was hurting his public support and there-
fore his prospects for reelection.  The White House announced that 
there would no longer be daily briefings.  However, Trump gave a 
pandemic briefing the next day and continued to speak and write in 
other venues.   

Donald J. Trump had made his career as a celebrity; his 
need for attention, even negative attention, is insatiable.  Eventual-
ly, he got around to advising the nation to wear masks, but he con-
tinued to not wear one himself.  This is interesting because long 
before his days as President, Trump was known as a germophobe, 
but the need to look good trumped the issue of health.  One of the 
President’s solutions to staying safe was the drug hydroxychloro-
quine, untested for this condition and considered potentially harm-
ful.  When its use was criticized, Trump fired the health expert in 
charge of overseeing developing a vaccine for the virus and four 
inspector generals, causing concern even among some Republican 
conservatives. 

Trump’s consistent push to open the economy meant there 
was a mixed message to the frightened country and a pushback 
against CDC guidelines.  In places this was led by Trump support-
ers, including those coming from his rallies.  The President was fac-
ing negative feedback even from Fox News, his usual bastion of 
support, and was troubled by suggestions that he was cowardly in 
facing up to the virus and the scientists.  What is said on Fox News 
inclines to be seen as reality to President Trump.  The enormous 
number of the unemployed became a concern and, following the 
President’s lead, the media turned more to the enormous economic 
consequences of the pandemic.   

To minimize the economic impact of the pandemic requires 
careful long-range planning involving social-distancing, protective 
gear, testing, contact tracing, and consistent leadership setting a 
clear example of behavior.  Where these have been practiced, the 
deaths are low and the economies have been able to reopen safe-
ly.  For example, when checked on July 24th there were seven 
deaths in Taiwan, 298 deaths in South Korea, 9,201 deaths in Ger-
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many, and 148,490 in the U.S.  The case of Germany is interesting 
because, with a population of 17 million greater than Britain, Ger-
many had only 9,201 deaths compared to 45,677 in the UK.  Brit-
ain, like the United States, responded slowly and inefficiently to the 
threat and is paying the price, including the prime minister, who 
suffered a severe case of COVID-19.  In comparative terms per one 
million people, these statistics are even more striking with the death 
counts following the country name: U.S. 448, UK 673, South Korea 
six, and Taiwan .03 (https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
#countries).    

With a coordinated national policy involving adequate pro-
tective gear, rapid reliable testing, social distancing, and contact 
tracing implemented, the economy could fairly safely open, but 
these are not in place, and there is great danger of a second wave.  
It has already been estimated that the failure to act promptly caused 
about 36,000 additional deaths in the U.S. (James Glanz and Camp-
bell Robertson, “Lockdown Delays Cost at Least 36,000 Lives, Da-
ta Show,” New York Times, May 22, 2020); however, it is very hard 
to determine such projections due to the complexity of our society.  
President Trump, who has a very long history of spending other 
people’s money, supported the Democratic push for a massive infu-
sion of cash ($2.2 trillion emergency spending bill) into the econo-
my.  The House Democrats fought hard for money to be sent to the 
average American rather than to large corporations, though in prac-
tice this approach was less successful than designed.  Furthermore, 
larger businesses were in a good position to manipulate the over-
strained bureaucracy and received the relief, although a few were 
embarrassed into returning funds meant to save small businesses 
and ordinary Americans.  The President, who had initially said, 
“I’m in charge of dealing with the pandemic” and will decide when 
the economy reopens, was forced by the Constitution to defer to the 
governors.  Trump resists providing the necessary funding gover-
nors desperately need.   

Eventually, there was talk on Fox News and therefore the 
White House of firing Fauci, but that was deemed too politically 
damaging because of how trusted the doctor is nationally.  By early 
July there was a major White House effort to discredit Fauci be-
cause a respected poll in mid-June showed that 76% of the public 
trusted Dr. Fauci to provide providing accurate pandemic infor-
mation and only 26% trusted the President’s accuracy (Grace Pan-
etta, “Trump is reportedly rattled by Dr. Fauci’s high approval rat-
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ings compared to his own poor polling on COVID-19,” Business 
Insider, July 13, 2020).  Like Persian kings of ancient history, 
Trump’s impulse is to kill the messenger of news he does not want 
to hear (firing or discrediting is the modern equivalent to killing), 
but this has so far been too politically dangerous. 

Healing the nation is not just about getting the economy 
back to normal and attaining full employment.  It is about mourning 
our vulnerability as human beings, our lack of preparedness, and 
our over 140,000 dead as of July 20th.  The question becomes: “how 
good at mourning is our President and his rival for the White 
House?”  Joe Biden is well-known for having given the eulogy for 
his first wife, who taught him to have greater empathy for minori-
ties, for the racist Senator Strom Thurmond in 2003, for two assas-
sinated New York City policemen (one Hispanic, the other Chinese 
American) in 2014, and for nine African-American worshippers 
killed in Charlestown in 2015.  Biden is the go-to person for eulo-
gies (Katie Glueck and Matt Flegenheimer, “Biden is No Stranger 
to Grief, or to Consolation,” New York Times, June 11, 2020, A1, 
A14-15).  While vice-presidents are typically sent instead of the 
president to funerals, in Biden’s case the devastating sudden loss of 
his loved ones left him with great empathy for the grieving.  Per-
haps his early consideration of becoming a priest may be an influ-
ence as well.   

 In contrast, Donald John Trump is so narcissistically self-
involved that he fails at providing empathy for a nation in mourn-
ing.  Anger, blaming others, conspiracy theories, entitlement, gran-
diosity, grievance, and self-pity are his default positions.  Even at 
his father’s funeral when other family members spoke lovingly 
about Fred Trump, Donald spoke at greater length about his own 
achievements (Gwenda Blair, The Trumps: Three Generations of 
Builders and a Presidential Candidate, 2000, 2015, 455).  In his 
desire to revive the economy, often in opposition to his own CDC 
recommendations, the President has treated the threat to the nation 
as a short-term problem rather than as a marathon governed by 
medical science.  His only niece thinks that these and other actions 
have resulted in “hundreds of thousands of American lives… hav-
ing been sacrificed on the altar of Donald’s hubris and willful igno-
rance” (Mary L. Trump, Too Much and Never Enough: How My 
Family Created the World’s Most Dangerous Man, 2020, 17).  In 
psychoanalytic terms, he speaks for the pleasure principle (the id), 
seeking immediate gratification through the lifting of pandemic re-
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straints rather than the more cautious, sensible, and scientifically 
based ego.  The consequence of his approach is encouraging ordi-
nary people to ignore prudence and set back our progress toward 
herd immunity.  

 The protest against the coronavirus restrictions exploded at 
the end of May and beginning of June with the outrage over the as-
phyxiation of George Floyd.  Much of the nation was horrified to 
see eight minutes and 46 seconds of a police officer choking the life 
out of a man who was repeatedly saying, “I can’t breathe,” and call-
ing out for his mother.  This was occurring in the context of a na-
tion that feared death through COVID-19, infected lungs, re-
striction in breathing through masks, feeling suffocated by stay-at-
home orders, unemployment, and social distancing.  Blacks, who 
suffer the largest number of deaths, were joined in their anti-police 
outrage by people of all races.   

Clearly, as a psychohistorian, I cannot ignore the connection 
between the protests against police brutality and racism with the 
restrictions of the coronavirus.  Donald Trump had been elected 
president for a variety of reasons, including a reaction against the 
political correctness symbolized by the election of a multi-racial 
president and the bringing of more African Americans into our pub-
lic life and onto our television screens.  Not many years ago, non-
whites were definitely underrepresented on my screens while today 
in the New York metropolitan area, I see them as being overrepre-
sented according to their percentages in the population in advertise-
ments on my TV.  I interpret this as a sign of Americans not only 
becoming more accepting and aware of the existence of our multi-
racial population, but our being drawn to look at the question of 
race.  After gender, racial distinction is probably what people are 
most aware of.  This is in part a reaction to the President’s racism.  

The COVID-19 pandemic’s impact, race, and police mis-
treatment of minorities are all topics ripe for psychohistorical inter-
pretation.  As an editor and scholar, I look forward to receiving 
these from our readers.  
 Paul Elovitz, PhD, is editor of this journal who may be 

contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.  ❑  
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2020 Election and COVID-19 
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Abstract: Trump may represent the Jungian Shadow archetype of the 
American collective against President Obama’s progressive American 
ego ideal that could inflame hatred in parts of the polarized factions.  
Both presidents’ common denominator of a discrepancy between style 
and action will be reviewed.  The psychological work ahead of the elec-
tion to resolve this split and prevent a continuation of the present, espe-
cially given the chance of increased, fear-based conservatism will be dis-
cussed.  

Keywords: conservatism, democracy, ego-ideal, election, Jungian Shad-
ow Archetype, Obama, psychohistory, style, terror-management-theory, 
Trump    

Credit for the idea that Donald Trump may be a representa-
tion of the American “Shadow” and Barack Obama his counterpart, 
the “hero”-ego ideal, goes to my husband Howard Peer.  Intuitively 
it struck me as the potential answer I had been searching for.  Psy-
chohistory has created a large literature on Trump’s popularity with 
many scholarly analyses.  Although the discussions about rationali-
zations and repetition compulsions/trances are valid, I felt some-
thing was missing: Trump seems to have the ability to get away 
with gaffes, mistakes, and atrocities second only to Ronald Reagan, 
the “Teflon-president,” while Obama can evoke a longing of lost 
hope similar to John F. Kennedy (JFK) in another part of the popu-
lation.   

Realizing the danger of climate catastrophe opened my eyes 
to the widespread and rampant lying to protect special interests in 
public discourse.  It was even more discouraging to find how it in-
fected politics.  Historic circumstances made the U.S. especially 
ripe for manipulation and lying after WWII.  Capitalism had devel-
oped enough before the war to make a continuous churn of produc-
tion necessary, the war had given the military-industrial complex 
tremendous power, the victory gave the U.S. a stellar reputation and 
power base at home and abroad.  Additionally, Freud’s nephew 
sold the idea of subconscious persuasion as “public relations” know
-how to commercial and political entities who jumped at it, using 
the developing advertising and news media. 

Major Danny Sjursen, in his iconoclastic review of 
“American History for Truthdiggers: A Once, Always and Future 
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Empire,” points out the influence of “political style” with the victo-
ry of JFK over Nixon because TV showed off his photogenic ap-
pearance and manner (Truthdig, September 28, 2019).  As well-
trained shoppers, we started to assess politicians for “style” as if 
they were consumer goods, which in retrospect, they may have 
been.  As a logical consequence, actors and entertainers started to 
crop up in politics—Reagan, Schwarzenegger, and Ventura started 
as virtual strongmen.  Bush the younger fits in too: while not a typi-
cal strongman, his conversion to sobriety made him a religious 
“hero” and he had some gift for psychology (e.g. his knack for 
pithy nicknames, which is similar to Trump’s abilities in that area).  
Trump’s talents as a media person and “influencer” are beyond 
doubt.  Obama also has been praised for both his and his family’s 
style, a more cerebral version.   

We can see interesting parallels to the “big men” of hunter-
gatherer times who came to power largely through their reputations, 
except this time mediated by TV and the Internet instead of the trib-
al gossip network which was closer to reality.  This return to old 
dynamics may have been aided in that our culture has turned out to 
be so complex and our work so alienated that it has become over-
whelming for the individual to assess a lot of politics critically, es-
pecially given how overworked most Americans are and how little 
practice we get at integration.  The choice of entertainers instead of 
technical experts as political leaders can be understood in nearly 
secular religious terms as wanting to be “seen” by the leader, just 
like other TV characters become quasi-friends/relations in our psy-
che.  This is an understandable object-relations desire, although re-
gressive magical thinking and very open to manipulation.  With 
good reason, average Americans don’t feel represented by their 
elected politicians and are casting about for someone they can trust 
without having good tools to test for trustworthiness.  We know 
that repetition and familiarity breeds liking and it is therefore not 
surprising that our consumption habits would color our political 
behavior; the persistent major investment in advertising is paying 
off in unexpected ways.  

By analogy, we can also take some lessons from a valuable 
analysis of poverty programs in Foreign Policy about the economic 
behavior of the poor.  Specifically, it described an irresolute, com-
fort-seeking behavior, reminiscent of addicts, counter to economic 
self-interest, in everyday Americans during the Great Depression 
(Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo, “More Than 1 Billion People 
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Are Hungry in the World,” Foreign Policy, April 25, 2011, 66 ff).  
The authors correctly analyze it as a symptom of hopelessness 
about profound changes and defense against relentless disappoint-
ment and social insignificance, a depressive pattern acted out on a 
social level.  Our present low participation rate in elections and 
high suicide rate indicates a similar level of hopelessness.   

Given these circumstances, it makes sense that deeply un-
conscious dynamics would play a large role in our voting and that 
they may be usefully captured by Jungian concepts.  It seems to me 
that the voting American public has been fairly evenly divided.  We 
struggle between reawakening some of the ideals of the “Great So-
ciety” with attending restructuring and sacrifices on one hand, and 
its conservative antithesis of individualism and loyalty to authority 
on the other, and we can’t make up our collective mind on which 
way to go.  Obama picked up the platform of civil rights and peace, 
which is closer to our professed ideals, although his actual policies 
were much more conservative, such as the “surge” in Afghanistan, 
the bailout of the banks, “deporter-in-chief,” late and ambivalent 
environmental efforts, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership.  Aside 
from the effect of racism, my gut feeling is that the hatred against 
him was fueled in equal measure by his representing an intellectual 
elite, which the “non-elite” citizens felt resentful of.  

Trump, despite his money, is also not part of that elite and 
seems to have some identification with tough underdogs during his 
development, and he won not only against the elite Hillary Clinton 
but also against the elite of the Republican Party.  His message was 
that we did not need to make the sacrifices for equality and climate 
change or to be diplomatic as the progressive ideals dictated, but 
we should be selfish and aggressive, that he would take care of his 
“little guys.”  In a way, Trump’s personal history merges with his 
message: he psychologically lost his mother early due to her illness 
and fled into a toxic hyper-masculinity modeled by his father and 
his military academy coach, while being ambivalently and addic-
tively tied to women.  I recall a remark of his, that when he has a 
young beautiful woman on his arm, he is immune to criticism.  This 
was equivalent to when he could reunite with the early idealized 
mother, meaning his chronic insecurity was temporarily resolved.  
Many men without a college education, who had been able to get 
good jobs using brawn and guts, a validation of hyper-masculinity, 
are in a similarly vulnerable position of fighting for elusive re-
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sources and betrayed by elites who made empty promises, like an 
abandoning mother.  No wonder they stick to him.  

Trump’s message is not all that different from the actual 
politics of the U.S. before, dominated by business interests as it is. 
However, Trump is more open about the selfishness of the U.S and 
in this sense probably more honest than Obama.  That being said, in 
this Trump broke longstanding conventions of political correctness, 
which makes him a representative of the “Shadow.”  The Jungian 
Shadow is a mix of potentials: since he encompasses the parts of us 
that we don’t like, it is more primitive and “lower” than our con-
scious sides, but it can also contain hidden sources of vitality that 
can lead to a new start after a regression.  In this way, Trump’s win 
may have been a rebellion against the prolonged impasse of the sta-
tus quo.  Rebelling against the elites is something a lot of intellectu-
als favor abstractly, but we get hurt when it happens in a way that 
rejects us too. 

 The parallel, romanticized idealization for Obama in many 
progressive circles shows that the phenomenon of being moved 
more by an emotional reaction than rational analysis is not specific 
to less-educated conservatives.  Too much of our culture is charac-
terized by manic and alienated overwork and commercialized enter-
tainment that substitutes for the community.  It has trained us to 
respond that way; just as we have learned to pick our gadgets by 
“style” we now do it with our leaders.  Psychohistory has started to 
illustrate the unconscious and irrational dynamics of politics at any 
time.  The thesis-antithesis of Obama/Trump is just another politi-
cal expression of the cultural dialectic.  Much of the impasse I be-
lieve is held in place by our cultural mania with attendant difficul-
ties in mourning.  Capitalism with its assumption of perpetual 
growth is profoundly manic, hence the periodic crises which are not 
mourned but avoided as shameful and interpreted as a personal fail-
ure rather than a systemic outcome.  The current polarization has 
equally affected liberal circles, who despite their claim to valuing 
diversity, have a hard time understanding conservative values and 
treating their proponents with respect.  We know from our thera-
peutic work that this does not lead to growth.  I remember from my 
clinical practice that at times I had to force myself to make sense 
out of attitudes in patients that infuriated me, but if I did I usually 
got clues about their history that led to the attitudes I found so intol-
erable.  
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The mid-term elections in 2018 have shown a road out of 
our impasse of business as usual: candidates who actually listened 
to voters and tried to develop policies based on their interests were 
able to win.  It is interesting to compare Timothy P. Carney’s Polit-
ico article, “The One Trait That Predicts Trump Fever,” that a solid 
community stopped voters from falling for Trump; the need-
focused political outreach may have reintroduced an element of 
community and social capital (February 16, 2019).  However, Dem-
ocrats lost this momentum in the impeachment debacle.  Seriously 
listening to voters did not figure much in the presidential primary 
except for Warren and Sanders, who tried to address policy issues, 
but may have been sabotaged by Democratic special interest 
groups.  Biden’s message of Trump being an “abnormality” is simi-
lar to Trump’s message in that it refers back to an idealized past, 
which can be regained without too much trouble by voting for the 
“right guy.” 

Given the strong entrenchment of the majority of the voting 
public in the emotional messaging, Democrats have a tough row to 
hoe.  Although Biden polls as being able to beat Trump, it is not by 
any great margin. Democrats generally seem to be less committed 
to voting than Republicans.  This could doom their vote apart from 
various power-grabs and manipulation of the voting process to fa-
vor the current majority.  If the pandemic has peaked, there is also 
the risk that a large group of the public will have the desire to go 
“back to normal,” again with the emphasis on feeling normal.  This 
desire will be ripe to be exploited by political and economic special 
interests, likely in a conservative direction.  Terror management 
theory also tells us that we tend to become more conservative after 
being hurt or frightened.   

Some of the energy that fueled the mobilization and blue 
wave in 2018 is still with us, but it has not grown significantly.  It 
may win, but likely with a struggle.  As little as we may like it, in 
their strategy and behavior, Republicans have shown more pragma-
tism building up a significant power base in “unsexy” local elec-
tions and more disciplined voting than Democrats.  This changed 
somewhat to increased pragmatism in 2018 but given how recently 
this change occurred and that it was followed by a return to focus-
ing on Trump, it is still a game of catch-up.   

If Biden does win, his willingness to make deals can get us 
out of the gridlock and back to a more pragmatic view of politics, 
back to business, if not status quo, rather than fighting quasi-
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religious wars.  Progressives will have to be careful that they do not 
let ideology cloud their judgment of conservatives and demonize 
them because that would intensify the “Shadow” and continue the 
impasse and be a small-scale repetition of the “deplorable” attitude. 

 Dorothea Leicher, NCPsyA, was born in Germany and 
came to the U.S. in 1976 to complete her training in social work 
and psychoanalysis.  Besides practicing, she was the administrator 
of the Philadelphia School of Psychoanalysis clinic and accredited 
the clinic to a managed care model for Medicaid patients.  She re-
tired from clinical practice in mental health and addiction in 2017 
and has been cruising on a sailboat since, partly to experiment with 
lifestyle changes in the face of climate disruption.  She can be con-
tacted at dleicher@dleicher.com.    

America’s Response to the Plague 

David Lotto—The Journal of Psychohistory 

Abstract: This paper examines the response of Americans to COVID-19, 
describing the severe split between the way different groups have re-
sponded.  It explores the motivations of those who respond in apparently 
irrational ways. 
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Sometime in early May, Rachel Maddow described the dra-
matically different ways people were reacting to the epidemic, par-
ticularly referencing news and commentary by reporters and pun-
dits in the mainstream versus those in the conservative news media.  
She used the terms Earth One and Earth Two to describe the dispar-
ity in the ways of viewing and responding to the pandemic.  Alt-
hough this split is present to a certain extent in all the places that 
the coronavirus has struck, it is predominantly an American phe-
nomenon. 

 To expand the metaphor: on Earth One, there are people 
such as the vast majority of those who did not vote for Trump, who 
pay attention to and take seriously what public health professionals 
and epidemiologists say and advise. 

 On Earth One, people are concerned about the health and 
safety of themselves and others.  There is a great deal of fear of be-
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coming or causing someone else to become a victim of the plague.  
What anger there is, is directed toward the stupidity and ineptitude 
of the Trump-led federal government and its bungled response to 
the virus. 

 On Earth Two, the primary concern is over restrictions.  The 
predominant effects are anger and outrage.  How dare “the govern-
ment” tell us that there are things we can’t do and things that we 
must do.  In preparation for writing about this, I have been watch-
ing Rachel Maddow on CNBC and Tucker Carlson on Fox the 
same evening.  The disparities are truly jarring.  Rachel Maddow’s 
broadcast is full of reporting on the harm the virus is causing, sto-
ries of victims and caretakers, and discussion of government re-
sponses and policies.  Tucker Carlson’s segment is filled with sto-
ries of people protesting against restrictions, claiming their consti-
tutional rights are being violated, stories of what are seen as overly 
restrictive or unnecessary rules, reporting on the economic hard-
ships—which are blamed on the shutdowns and restrictions—and 
unrealistic happy talk about how we have, or will have, effective 
treatments and that great progress is being made on developing a 
vaccine; to say nothing about the claims that this is all somehow a 
hoax or some sort of anti-Trump conspiracy. 

 So how do we understand this?  

The inhabitants of Earth One seem to be responding and 
behaving in rational ways; the worst they can be accused of is per-
haps being overly cautious or a touch paranoid.  Earth Two people 
seem seriously out of touch with the realities of this viral epidemic.  
There seems to be a significant amount of denial that seems to be 
more driven by ideology than by anything resembling objective re-
ality. 

The ideological aspects of the Earth Two perspective have a 
familiar cast: the valorization of “freedom,” negative views of “the 
government,” loyalty to Trump and the Republican Party, and ex-
treme hostility toward those perceived to be on the other side.  
There are many possible explanations for the extreme splitting as 
well as for the seemingly irrational beliefs and behaviors of the 
Earth Twoers. 

Although the apparent lack of concern for the welfare of 
others suggests that the Earth Two types are perhaps lacking in em-
pathy, how do we then account for the many citizens of Earth Two 
who are involved in acts of kindness, caring, and charity toward 
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others, including family, friends, neighbors, and their community?  
Of the many factors involved, I would like to focus briefly on two.  
The first is somewhat prosaic, but something that is often not given 
its due.  This is simply the reality that people will do whatever they 
have to first, supply the necessities for what they and their loved 
ones feel they need to survive, and second, what they feel they need 
to prosper, or at least not lose what they have.   

Throughout history, people have taken huge risks, not un-
commonly to their lives, for the sake of financial gain.  There are 
many jobs—in the past mostly done by men—where workers’ lives 
are at risk.  If the job pays well enough, there will be many who 
will choose to take the gamble and accept the risks in return for fi-
nancial gain.  The motivation can vary, anything from avarice to 
providing basic necessities for yourself and those for whom you 
feel responsible.  The combination of American individualism—
you and you alone are responsible for your well-being—and the 
sense of independence that makes it shameful to accept help from 
others, particularly the government, fuels the drive to get back to 
making money.  From the freedom-loving individualistic perspec-
tive that is so widespread in this nation, there are many, mostly 
younger (under 50) people, who would risk getting the virus know-
ing that there is a chance of getting very sick and dying, but that the 
mortality risk is small enough (most likely well under 1%) to justify 
taking the risk in return for the financial rewards.   

Then there is the American response.  There are several as-
pects.  We can start with the xenophobia: blaming it on others now 
coalescing on the Chinese.  Then there is the arrogance and disdain 
for foreigners, anyone who is not an American.  Other nations have 
responded largely by imposing strict rules, shutdowns, stay at home 
orders, and social distancing in response to the clear necessity to do 
what has always been done when the plague strikes.  It’s quite 
straightforward: prevent those who are sick from coming into con-
tact with those who aren’t. 

But there is widespread agreement that rules and restrictions 
are not the American way.  We value our freedom more than others 
do and we are proud of it.  We are not like everyone else, we are 
exceptional.  The recent behavior of some governors, as when they 
refuse to mandate the necessary restrictions, and at times actively 
prevent local governments from enacting restrictions when the vi-
rus is actively spreading through their states, is a dramatic demon-
stration that for Earth Twoers “freedom” trumps all.  No sacrifice 
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of life or wealth is too great in the defense of “liberty.”  Live free or 
die is being enacted in a very concrete way. 

Then there is the grandiosity, so dramatically expressed by 
Trump, that we are immune.  That it’s no big deal and the danger is 
exaggerated; it couldn’t happen here, and when it did happen, that 
we have, or will shortly have, effective treatments and a preventa-
tive.  Although Trump is the cheerleader for the worst of this, these 
attitudes and behavior resonate with the beliefs of many Americans.  
There are a lot of Earth Two inhabitants out there.   

But now to the second factor, one of considerably greater 
psychohistorical interest.  One of the aspects of Lloyd deMause’s 
work that I always appreciated is the importance he gave to the hu-
man propensity to engage in sacrificial behavior.  The arena where 
this is most often enacted is warfare.  Throughout history, in times 
of war people are called upon to make sacrifices.  The most obvious 
sacrifices are those made by soldiers who are killed or maimed, but 
civilians suffer as well, particularly in our wars over the last centu-
ry in which civilian casualties have far outnumbered losses to 
armed forces personnel in most conflicts.  Then there is the tremen-
dous economic sacrifice entailed when war disrupts ordinary eco-
nomic activity and forces so many to devote themselves to support-
ing and funding the war effort.  Although these sacrifices are de-
structive and painful to the victims and their loved ones, in times of 
war they are accepted.  They are most often glorified and even 
sanctified, though there are war industries that may benefit.   

There has been much talk of being at war with the evil for-
eign (Chinese) enemy, the mysterious virus from the East; and 
where there’s war, there’s sacrifice.  What’s different from the usu-
al wartime situations is that instead of the primary human sacrifices 
being of young men, now it is the old, infirm, and the poor who are 
being sacrificed. 

The sacrifices that are being called for when those who 
clamor for business to reopen and restrictions to be lifted are not on 
the same order of magnitude as those that have been asked of peo-
ple in wartime where we are alleged to be involved in a titanic 
struggle against the forces of evil—fascism or communism—or to 
make the world safe for democracy.  The Earth Two inhabitants do 
seem to feel they are in a war, but what they’re fighting for is to not 
lose the lifestyle to which they have become accustomed.  They are 
fighting for the American dream and the American way, to be able 
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to maintain their level of consumption and the hope that the future 
will bring even greater wealth, and the freedom to be able to pursue 
financial gain in any way they can.  

Here’s an image that I find particularly bizarre but telling.  
A recent BBC America news report showed video footage of, 
somewhere in suburban New York, cars in a mile-long line with an 
up to five-hour wait time, at a food pantry.  Many of the cars were 
Mercedes, BMWs, and expensive SUVs.  Evidently, for many peo-
ple their values, as expressed in their lifestyle choices, are to spend 
their money on luxury automobiles rather than have the financial 
means to carry them through two months of decreased income.  

 David Lotto, PhD, the editor of The Journal of Psychohis-
tory, is a veteran psychologist, psychoanalyst, and psychohistorian 
who is a longtime member of the Psychohistory Forum.  He prac-
tices psychotherapy in Western Massachusetts and may be reached 
at dlotto@nycap.rr.com.    

A Distant Mirror: Modi, Trump, and  
Pandemic Politics in an Authoritarian Age 
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Abstract: America’s Donald Trump and India’s Narendra Modi have ex-
hibited similar failures to respond appropriately to the COVID-19 pan-
demic.  We examine some examples of these failures and conjecture that 
they stem from both leaders’ authoritarianism.  We conclude with the role 
of punitive parenting in the etiology of authoritarianism and promising 
social interventions. 
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The demagogue heading a vast country promotes scientifi-
cally unsound strategies for managing COVID-19; his poorly in-
formed followers listen, ignoring public health experts.  Religious 
fundamentalists turn a blind eye to his lies and brutality while ap-
plauding his scapegoating of Muslims and other minorities.  He 
abuses public office to benefit himself and his cronies but manages 
to evade accountability thanks to enablers in the media, politics, 
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and the Supreme Court.  So this tyrant maintains his legitimacy and 
power, at least for now, even as he makes a mockery of the coun-
try’s democratic constitution. 

Readers of this journal will no doubt recognize this as a de-
scription of Donald Trump and the United States, the world’s sec-
ond-largest democracy (by population).  It also describes Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi and India, the world’s largest democracy.  
To encapsulate these improbable parallels, we borrow the term “A 
Distant Mirror” from historian Barbara Tuchman, who used it to 
compare the 20th and 14th centuries in A Distant Mirror: The Ca-
lamitous 14th Century (1978).  Here, we investigate unexpected 
similarities between two countries whose cultures and histories 
could hardly be more different and are literally on opposite sides of 
the globe.  After exploring this analogy with a few examples, we 
conclude with some psychohistorical reflections on what might ac-
count for the cross-cultural commonalities we observe.   

It is worth noting that the United States was first and India 
fourth in the world in new COVID-19 cases reported to the World 
Health Organization (WHO) this year on May 20th.  The U.S., In-
dia, Russia, and Brazil accounted for nearly two-thirds of all the 
new cases reported that day, which at 106,000 was the single big-
gest one-day spike worldwide since the outbreak began.  The epi-
center of the pandemic in the U.S. has been New York City; in In-
dia, it has been Delhi and Mumbai.  These cities are the largest pop-
ulation centers and international hubs in their respective countries, 
underscoring the sheer quantitative character of the pandemic and 
its indifference to cultural factors. 

Trump and Modi, meanwhile, are in many ways divergent 
figures.  The former came from wealth, feels entitled, and makes a 
virtue of acting out his darkest impulses.  The latter was “self-
made,” is highly disciplined, and governs with an iron fist.  Yet 
both are authoritarian personalities, and like others of this type, 
they lie routinely, surround themselves with lackeys, feel threat-
ened by even constructive criticism, and are prone to magical think-
ing. 

Let us begin this comparison with an article in New Y ork 
magazine entitled “Trump’s Entire Coronavirus Response Is Mas-
sive Political Corruption” (April 15, 2020).  Examples of corruption 
enumerated by author Jonathan Chait include Trump putting his 
own name on relief checks sent to citizens; use of federal contracts 
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and relief payments to corporations to buy political support and 
punish opposition; disbursing the federal government’s supply of 
emergency medical equipment to reward Republican governors 
who support him and punish Democratic governors who do not; 
firing the inspector general whom Congress appointed to oversee 
the COVID-19 bailout fund; and much more.  

As for Prime Minister Modi, a remarkably similar picture 
emerges.  In an article in The Critic entitled “How Modi turned 
COVID-19 into a cash machine,” Kapil Komireddi writes that 
“Days into the lockdown, Modi began appealing for tax-deductible 
donations to an opaque trust named ‘PM CARES’ established, he 
said, for the purpose of aiding ‘the poorest of the poor….’  Nearly a 
billion dollars in private individual and corporate donations flowed 
into it in the first week” (May 11, 2020).  Furthermore, “Staff at 
government departments were ‘encouraged’ by circulars to give a 
portion of their salary to it.  Private corporations paid tens of mil-
lions into it while denying salaries to their low-wage workers.”  
The question of where that money has gone may be unanswerable 
because “PM CARES is structured as a private trust” not subject to 
review by the government auditor.  Komireddi concludes that “The 
cash will likely be put to more sinister uses: to corrupt others, to 
shop for elected officials who have not yet capitulated to the prime 
minister’s sectarian ideology, to outspend his rivals in an already 
extortionately expensive electoral market, to vandalize the residues 
of checks on his power.” 

In addition to corruption, the failure of both leaders to real-
locate resources to meet the inter-related public health and econom-
ic crises also merits comparison.  On May 15, 2020, Trump boasted 
about his administration’s wasteful and unnecessary military spend-
ing, comparing the U.S. favorably to Russia and China.  Apart from 
his usual nonsensical misstatements, in this case, about a new mis-
sile program, the president made no effort to justify continued Cold 
War levels of “defense” spending, which bear no relationship to 
actual military threats facing the United States.  Meanwhile, the 
country’s public health infrastructure is grossly underfunded and 
the civilian economy staggers under unemployment approaching 
that of the Great Depression.   

Similarly, while Modi purports to care about “the poorest of 
the poor” and others disproportionately impacted by the pandemic, 
his fiscal priorities tell a different story.  NaMo (as Narendra Modi 
is colloquially called) is lavishing over 30 million dollars (20,000 
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crore rupees) on renovating the Parliament building, the Prime 
Minister’s residence, and other structures in Delhi.  This cosmetic 
makeover of one end of the Delhi–Mumbai Industrial Corridor 
while so much of the rest of the country struggles with disease and 
poverty is like Nero fiddling while Rome burned, as the saying 
goes.     

Third, as for the pandemic itself, Trump promotes or muses 
about remedies ranging from the dubious (e.g., hydroxychloro-
quine) to the absurd (e.g., to exploring injecting disinfectants as a 
possible cure).  Modi, too, proves himself no stranger to magical 
thinking, though it is unclear whether he seriously believes it or is 
just acting (theater is one of his avocations).  On March 22, 2020, 
following the Prime Minister’s exhortation on national television, 
thousands of Indians across the country began to beat plates, drums, 
and wedding jewelry, to clap rhythmically, wave the national flag, 
and blow conch shells.  They chanted for “Corona” to “go,” as if 
the micro-organism could understand English.  In some places, 
these makeshift rituals had the quality of festivals, as though India 
had just won the World Cup, even as COVID-19 ravages the coun-
try. 

This brief sketch of authoritarian leadership in the East and 
West raises the psychohistorical question “why?”  Indeed, the syn-
drome is not limited to these two countries but is found today in 
many more, including Brazil, Russia, China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, Israel, Hungary, and elsewhere.  Psychohistorian Peter 
Petschauer has surveyed this cross-cultural phenomenon and related 
it to earlier cases from European fascism (see “The Past in the Pre-
sent: Authoritarians Attaining, Holding, and Losing Power,” The 
Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 47, No. 1, Summer 2019).  What 
common factor could account for the fascist-like political-
psychological constellation observed in these diverse societies?   

In this brief essay, we can only mention in passing some 
possibly relevant research.  Most notably, Michael A. Milburn and 
Sheree D. Conrad’s 2016 book, Raised to Rage: The Politics of An-
ger and the Roots of Authoritarianism, provides an important com-
pilation of research since the 1990s on the effects of punitive par-
enting on political ideology.   

Although Milburn and Conrad’s book is mostly based on 
survey data from the United States, the striking similarity of right-
wing authoritarian politics in countries across the globe makes the 
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authors’ “anger displacement theory” a potentially fruitful para-
digm for broader cross-cultural research.  Last year, one of us ap-
plied their theory to the interpretation of personality data and psy-
choanalytic concepts (see Brian D’Agostino, “Militarism and the 
Authoritarian Personality: Displacement, Identification, and Per-
ceptual Control,” Journal for the Advancement of Scientific Psycho-
analytic Empirical Research, Vol. 2, Issue 2, 45-71).  This article 
employed the concepts of displacement and “identification with the 
aggressor” to show how childhood relational trauma from punitive 
parenting might account for features of a data-based adult White 
male authoritarian personality profile.  Our thoughts here on the 
etiology of authoritarianism are also consistent with the 
“psychogenic theory of history” proposed by the recently deceased 
Lloyd deMause, with Alice Miller’s classic For Y our Own Good: 
Hidden Cruelty in Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence (1980), 
and with Philip Greven’s Spare the Child: The Religious Roots of 
Punishment and the Psychological Impact of Physical Abuse 
(1990). 

 The good news is that, to the extent that right-wing authori-
tarianism has its origins in punitive parenting, an emerging parent-
ing education movement can help dismantle the intergenerational 
cycle of childhood trauma and adult tyranny that afflicts our world.  
To indicate just a few good parenting education resources, consider 
The Wonder Weeks (1992/2017) book and website (https://
www.thewonderweeks.com/), The Parenting and Relationship 
Counseling (PaRC) Foundation (http://
www.theparcfoundation.com/), and in France, the websites Con-
scious Perspective (http://www.regardconscient.net/edefault.htm), 
Observatoire de la violence éducative ordinaire (OVEO) (https://
www.oveo.org/), and Le Magazine de la Parentalite Positive 
(https://pepsmagazine.com/).  By promoting positive parenting edu-
cation, psychohistorians can help effect a transformation of psycho-
logical-cultural systems and thereby contribute to a more democrat-
ic, egalitarian, and sustainable future.   

 Souvik Raychaudhuri, PhD, is a psychohistorian and Asso-
ciate Professor at the University of Calcutta Department of Psy-
chology.  He can be reached at raychaudhurisouvik@yahoo.com.  
Brian D’Agostino, PhD, is a New York City-based political scien-
tist and President of the International Psychohistorical Association.  
Visit his website at https://bdagostino.com.  Sagnik Dhar is a multi
-disciplinary scholar and recent honors graduate student at the 
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University of Calcutta.  He can be reached at pu-
tu.dhar@gmail.com.    

Leadership at a Loss: Why Britain and the 
U.S. Mishandled the COVID-19 Crisis 

Nick Duffell—Psychohistorian 

Abstract: The COVID-19 crisis has revealed poor political leadership in 
the Anglosphere.  Both the U.S. and the UK have a system of educating 
elites that encourages short-term thinking, duplicity, and dissociation.  
Psychohistorically, the author identifies a long-running systemic fear of 
the mob as well as of government.  Such a set-up lacks creativity and is ill
-equipped for crisis management. 

Keywords: COVID-19, duplicity, elites, government, mob, short-term, 
systemic  

Cross Channel reflections 
Starting mid-May, I completed two long drives from South 

West France, along near-empty highways, to England and back 
again.  It was a bizarre experience.   

In Calais, wearing a regulation mask and gloves, with all 
my needed paperwork duly filled in, I boarded a ferry—without 
having to show a ticket!  My only shipmates were pale Polish truck 
drivers and swarthy Romanians in vans, all similarly protected.  
The on-board restaurant being closed, a Styrofoam boxed “full 
English” (scrambled eggs, sausage, mushrooms, tomatoes, and ba-
con) was presented to each daring traveler.  Ten miles past Dover, I 
stopped for a large Starbucks at a filling station, delighted to have 
made it to a 21st Century land where you can get such comforts, but 
appalled to see no one masked.  This sight became commonplace 
throughout Kent and only changed very slightly in central London. 

During my stay in England, the death toll in the UK and the 
U.S. spiraled to outstrip the earlier-maligned Italians and Spanish.  
In the early lockdown, the British were compliant; then they got 
bored.  They were never given clear commands like the French.  
But Britain is a pirate nation—the founders of our East India Com-
pany that morphed into the British Raj was a group of booty-rich 
buccaneers, as William Dalrymple tells us in The Anarchy: The Re-
lentless Rise of the East India Company (2019).  We refuse to carry 
ID cards or arm our cops because we don’t like being told what to 
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do.   

The French, on the other hand, according to Alexander Her-
zen’s My Past and Thoughts (1852-1870, 1991), will obey any au-
thority.  They cannot leave their homes without papiers on a normal 
day and God forbid they do anything between midday and 2 pm but 
have lunch!  However, they have handled the crisis with exception-
al clarity and discipline, and their government is the first in power 
to see their popularity rise in the polls in 20 years.   

So, for me, a serious question arises from this experience: 
why have Britain and the U.S. handled the COVID crisis so spec-
tacularly poorly?  My answer, which won’t surprise anyone who 
has followed my Wounded Leaders: British Elitism and the Entitle-
ment Illusion: A Psychohistory (2014) thesis, is that both nations 
have sub-standard political leadership, rooted in defense and du-
plicity rather than competence and values.  While some suggest our 
current leaders have personality disorders, I don’t analyze those I 
haven’t met.  But I do recognize what Nilda Maxwell calls a 
“psycho-class” (Nick Duffell, The Making of Them: The British 
Attitude to Children and the Boarding School System, 2000).  I pre-
fer a systemic perspective and tend to believe we get the leaders we 
deserve.   

To begin logically, let’s consider what elements the two 
leading Anglophone nations have in common.  I see the following 
points as highly relevant. 

A shared history, combining calamity, incompetence, and 
liberation with a tendency to see the bully as external rather than 
identify with home-grown aggression.  An exceedingly dynamic 
language structure, based on verbs rather than nouns, which permits 
the rapid development of new conceptual realities and perspectives 
and therefore permits what our profession calls “re-framing” all too 
easily.  

A political and commercial scene dominated by traditional 
elites, raised in a hyper-rational education system prioritizing left-
brain thinking over right-brain—short-term detail over global per-
spectives and context, as Iain McGilchrist explains in The Master 
and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the West-
ern World (2010).  A unique elite education system specializing in 
taking children out of the family: this—as I have been writing about 
for some 30 years (Thurstine Basset and Nick Duffell, Trauma, 
Abandonment and Privilege: A Guide To Therapeutic Work With 
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Boarding School Survivors, 2016)—encourages dissociation and 
duplicity as a default operating mode. 

Because of what elsewhere I have called the “Rational Man 
Project,” hyper-rational elites are at war with themselves in a way 
that mirrors colonial history: an internal war against the “Inner In-
digenous”—the un-made self, composed of emotional and sexual 
impulses.  The vulnerability being perforce utterly disowned in 
these elites, they cannot understand or manage the socially vulnera-
ble, which hampers political decision-making especially in times of 
crisis.  Anachronistic “top-down” social structures, which have 
failed to morph into social democracies, as in Western Europe, 
Scandinavia, and New Zealand. 

Societies dominated by unintegrated, semi-conscious fears, 
continually fed since the end of the 18th century of what we used to 
call “the mob,” and, paradoxically, also of government.  These twin 
anxieties give little room for creativity in current affairs and often 
erupt into a cherished paranoia followed by disastrous decision-
making.  There is not space here to unpack all these ideas, but let’s 
start with the last hypothesis.   

The Psyche through Time 
One unseasonably hot day in 1850 an old woman’s thoughts 

turned to events of 50 years before.  “It was like this in the French 
revolution, I remember,” said the grandmother of Thomas Hardy, 
one of the greatest figures in English literature and one of the few 
to successfully climb the class ladder and be lauded in his lifetime.  
As a young woman in 1793, Hardy’s grandmother had been ironing 
her best muslin dress when the news came of the execution of Ma-
rie Antoinette.  She put down her iron and froze.  Years later, she 
could still call up the exact pattern of the muslin in her mind’s eye.   

Here lies a psychohistorical conundrum: we are influenced 
by more of the past than we think.  The great historical movements 
of thought, feeling, and action take time to be integrated.  Even 
though we think we live in a momentary present, 200 years of his-
tory is well within our psychic span.  Even we tend to overlook the 
impact events have on individual human lives in the ever-present 
flow of news; our responses and attitudes toward them can have 
transgenerational significance.  Doris Lessing has said: “Great pub-
lic disasters that mark the psyches of a people, a country, live in 
people’s nightmares but take time to come out into consciousness.” 

The human psyche seems to have a lifespan of about 200-
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250-years, something like three generations backward and forward 
in time.  Imagine during a healthy lifetime having met a great-
grandparent and a great-grandchild.  This recalls the Native Ameri-
can belief that acts have to be valued on their effect over seven gen-
erations.  An event may have been forgotten but our collective un-
conscious psyche may still be trying to integrate it.  The French 
Revolution, remembered by this Victorian countrywoman, instigat-
ed as much worldwide fear, and its consequences were as far-
reaching as 9/11, the assassination of JFK, and Pearl Harbor put 
together.   

A Strange Island  
In Britain, the French Revolution instigated, I believe, soci-

ety-wide repression—an internal contraction, just as the society was 
engaged in a massive outer expansion, which is a curious state of 
affairs.  It resulted in a lasting political context where the lower 
classes were feared and despised as ungovernable raw nature, even 
when, after universal suffrage, they had to be wooed for their votes.   

While Britain has enviable individual liberty, we fear the 
mob and have very strict laws restricting public assembly.  At the 
same time, we suspect the government.  We have a long tradition of 
checks and balances going back to Magna Carta (1215), have de-
capitated one king in our precocious revolution, and the British Em-
pire has its roots in piracy.  The Neo-liberal revolution of the late 
’70s and ’80s compounded the problem as the influential corporate 
barons chorused their “small government is good” mantra. 

Arguably, it’s great for boom times, but impossible in cri-
ses.  You cannot command the people because you have disposed 
of citizens and replaced them with consumers—even our railway 
stations announce to “customers” not “passengers” now—you have 
to seduce them.  Bread-and-circus politics are very short term.   

Worse, when the leaders’ personalities are built on bluff and 
bluster, such as British leaders of the last two decades and the in-
cumbent in Washington, we have concealed fragility restricting cre-
ative thought, an extreme version of what I called the Strategic Sur-
vival Personality.  Akin to Winnicott’s False Self, all psychic ener-
gy is invested into the outer carapace that defends an internal void 
(or wretchedness or unassuageable loss).  A breakdown is the only 
way to heal, but of course, collapse is deeply feared.  One of the 
many rumors abounding during COVID is not that Bill Gates is ac-
tually Darth Vader but that Boris Johnson may have had a mental 
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rather than a physical illness at the start of the emergency.   

British elites cast their shadow on the whole society.  In 
Wounded Leaders, I proposed that our working class is no longer 
salt-of-the-earth material but, after 200 years of domestic slavery 
and psychic ingestion of the disowned and projected out vulnerabil-
ity and savagery from our elites, they are in trouble.  As a group, 
they are compliant but unconsciously depressed and outwardly an-
gry.  The normalized bad behavior in the UK is unimaginable to 
European neighbors.  Our riots are fueled by sunshine and beer, not 
values or social injustice.  As our shopping malls empty and be-
come no-go areas, the post-viral beach has become the place to 
drink, challenging the high standards we have on our police. 

Guns are U.S.  
Turning to the U.S., we see a similarly polarized but differ-

ent situation.  The sacred myth of liberty means the government is 
always questionable and the status quo unalterable.  To potentize 
civilians against George III, the nation has the right to arm itself 
while successive Presidents have limited authority.  Never mind the 
U.S. domestic history of slavery and genocide or that more people 
die every year by having guns in their glove-compartment than in 
the 9/11 attacks.  No one dares tackle the NRA or indeed the nor-
malization of the lobbying system in general.  Corporate pressure 
on the president during COVID made the lockdown tardy and re-
opening jittery.   

But the fear of the mob (I don’t mean of the Mafia) is simi-
larly out of proportion.  Union busting goes back to the 19th century 
and protest is barely tolerated.  In a BBC broadcast, “Four Dead in 
Ohio” (May 4, 2020), the London-based American journalist Mi-
chael Goldfarb retold how the National Guard fired on several hun-
dred middle-class students at Ohio’s Kent State University 50 years 
ago.  Four were killed, nine wounded.  Two weeks later, two stu-
dents were gunned down at Jackson State in Mississippi.  America 
is violently divided, now as it was then, with regular schoolyard 
massacres and multiple police assaults on Black men.  No leader 
tackles it because “it’s the economy, stupid” that rules.   

It will take an alert, committed people, and a very compe-
tent leader to change direction in either Anglo-nation. 

 Nick Duffell, is a psychohistorian committed to bridging 
the gap between psychological and political thinking and an Hon-
orary Research Associate at University College London.  He pro-
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motes a depth-psychology perspective of issues that affect our pub-
lic life deeply, such as identity, emotions, fear, and vulnerability, 
overlooked by standard political commentators.  Nick’s books in-
clude The SIMPOL Solution: A New Way to Think about Solving 
the World’s Biggest Problems (2018) with John Bunzl and Wound-
ed Leaders: British Elitism and the Entitlement Illusion - a Psycho-

history and he contributed to The Political Self: Understanding the 
Social Context for Mental Illness (2016).  He is best known for The 
Making of Them: The British Attitude to Children and the Boarding 
School System (2000) and lives between London and France.  He 
can be contacted at woundedleaders@btinternet.com.    

The Psychology of  
Living with COVID-19 

COVID-19 in Spain: Quarantine Songs 

Abigail Jareño Gómez—CEU San Pablo University 

Abstract: The quarantine period experienced in Spain due to the COVID-
19 pandemic inspired songwriting in several authors.  This work aims to 
collect those songs and to explore what they expressed.  Using a mixed-
method design, the author analyzed 12 songs and found four main the-
matic areas, as well as other characteristics, of the emotional character 
contained in these musical works. 

Keywords: COVID-19, grief, music, pandemic, psychology, quarantine, 
songwriting, Spain 

Music is always a way of expressing, sharing, and inspiring.  
It arises from interior experiences and the musicians’ observation of 
their surroundings.  This need to communicate is a natural phenom-
enon in human beings. 

As expected, a situation as severe as this pandemic inspired 
professional and amateur musicians to capture their thoughts, emo-
tions, ideas, and general experiences through a few lines.  Given my 
personal interest and dedication to music, as well as my training as 
a psychologist, I was curious to inquire about what those songs, all 
by musicians living in Spain, had to say. 

I compiled 12 musical works created during the quarantine 
period in my country this Spring.  They were collected either 
through musical media or they were sent to me through acquaint-

mailto:woundedleaders@btinternet.com
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ances who know of my fondness for music.  To delve into this 
work, I considered repetitions and frequency of the content, as well 
as the emotional character of the songs, perceived through rhythm, 
tonality, and instrumental arrangements.  I took an entirely induc-
tive approach. 

As a first impression, I observed that the lyrics were mostly 
very direct.  Messages were clear and hardly any metaphors were 
used.  Regarding the emotional character of the songs, there seemed 
to be two well-differentiated groups: those songs that showed an 
optimism not very adjusted to reality, with superficial lines like in 
song 12, “en casa ya me aburro” (“I already get bored at home”—
hereafter only the English translation is provided), and another 
smaller group of songs that reflected a greater awareness of the 
tragedy of our times, like song eight: “from my window I see him 
alone.” 

It is interesting to mention that this division reflects the popu-
lation’s response.  There were a large number of people who did 
not acknowledge any pain during these months but looked at it 
from afar, which led them to share messages that seemed overly 
optimistic and search for distractions with more superficial activi-
ties.  Perhaps this may be due to emotional immaturity.  Or it may 
also be understood as the expression of the first phase of this col-
lective mourning that we have experienced: denial, the stage where 
we still cannot believe that it is happening and we cover it with oth-
er distractions.  There may be another plausible explanation: it 
might be difficult to know how to face pain and be present before 
the suffering of others. 

Another smaller part of the population, however, became 
more aware due to the initial stages and reflected on it, as the lyrics 
also showed.  This probably facilitated the emotional processing 
and acceptance of this reality in their authors as well as in those 
who heard those lyrics. 

Making further distinctions, I divided the specific content into 
four themes: one, togetherness; two, war; three, physical affection; 
and four, loneliness, death, and reflection. 

Togetherness 
Two meanings related to togetherness appeared in the songs.  

On the one hand, our human condition was the common character-
istic for which we feel united, particularly during those days.  We 
are equal and, therefore, we share the vulnerability to this threat.  
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As it says in song two, “we are all the same… we share the race 
with pride.” 

On the other hand, the idea of togetherness as cooperation 
was well represented.  Cooperate to get ahead, to survive.  Song 
one says, “the value of people is greater when they add up.”  Song 
two adds, “let us hold hands, we will do it side by side.” 

Although we know that staying together for a cause or to face 
a danger can make us stronger and help us overcome difficulties, it 
turns out we are not that united.  Unquestionably, there were groups 
of people who united, allied, helped, and cooperated, but there was 
another large group of the population who emphasized their own 
problems and interests.  It is most striking to observe how histori-
cally, when the threat ends, many of those who cooperated look 
back only at themselves. 

This call to togetherness is not new in music and leads me to 
remember a known precedent, Friedrich Schiller’s poem set to mu-
sic by Beethoven, which became the anthem of the European Un-
ion.  The events that occurred precisely among all these countries 
during the pandemic also reflect this contradiction between our de-
sire to be united and what we ultimately do—separation and indi-
vidualism.  However, I am convinced that music will continue to 
ask for and seek union and cooperation. 

War 
The collected songs used expressions and words that reflected 

a perception of this pandemic phenomenon as a war with two fun-
damental ideas: some heroes fight, and we must all resist.  Thus, the 
idea of those professionals who, because of their job, were forced to 
put themselves on the front line, was repeated very frequently.  
They especially mentioned the health care professionals, who they 
called: “Warriors who came to save us by holding out their 
hands” (song two), “Tired angels, but daring bravery” (song four), 
and “Heroes!” (song 11). 

These were also the words that were used in the media and 
among ordinary people.  However, the health care professionals and 
the security forces themselves reported that they did not feel that 
way; they were simply doing their job.  They added that they felt 
like victims; many of them would have preferred not to have to face 
a situation of these characteristics, which does not make them less 
professional, but more human.   
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These attributions to the professionals may have served to 
develop a strong belief of protection in the population, and a feeling 
of greater tranquility since others were in charge of solving the 
problems, so the rest of us could rest and be safe.  As if it were a 
movie of heroes and villains, the population acted as defenseless 
and hid in their homes, leaving the heroes to risk their lives to de-
feat “the bad,” as song nine called the virus.   

The songs also used various war terms and launched messag-
es of collective resistance in their lyrics, such as: “There is no virus 
in the world that destroys humanity” (song six) as well as “Private 
soldiers in the middle of this battle” (song eight).  Since language 
shapes the way we think and therefore the way we feel, these terms 
may have injected strength and power in the population. 

Although we started with the desire and the belief that we 
were all fighting a battle together against a common enemy, over 
time we entered new phases and emotional states redirecting that 
confrontation.  The anger that had been growing in us was not di-
rected so much toward the virus anymore, which seemed to have 
moved to the background, but the war was now being waged be-
tween us.  There was no lack of reasons, either in Spain or in other 
countries, and that initial union turned to not only disunity but real 
conflict. 

Physical Affection 
Due to the confinement to which we were subjected, many 

people were separated from their families and friends.  Thus, the 
lyrics also reflected the need for the other, of meeting and embrac-
ing again, the need for the physical encounter.  Some examples 
were: “I would like to give you a hug” (song seven), “The kisses 
that were not given accumulate for later” (song one), and “At last I 
will be able to embrace you” (song 10). 

We know social relationships are an essential factor for peo-
ple’s emotional well-being.  In a survey carried out during the quar-
antine, which we are still analyzing, I found that one of the 
measures citizens were using the most to improve their mood was 
to frequently contact family and friends through the Internet, alt-
hough this could not replace the benefits of physical interaction. 

Science has already proved how physical contact contributes 
to reducing stress and increasing well-being by producing seroto-
nin, dopamine, and oxytocin.  Moreover, Spaniards, who belong to 
the Latin culture, use physical gestures of affection, such as hugs 
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and kisses in our daily interactions.  It is part of who we are and our 
communication style.  Quarantine stripped us of that possibility.  It 
is, therefore, an aspect that we missed greatly, which lyrics reflect-
ed too. 

Loneliness, Death, and Reflection 
As indicated at the beginning, there was a group of songs 

whose emotional content was generally less adjusted to the situa-
tion in comparison with another group of songs that did address the 
issues that spoke to loneliness and death.  The lyrics contemplated 
both loneliness and solitude.  On the one hand, they talked about 
those who were forced to spend the confinement alone, away from 
their loved ones with the deep sadness that this provoked “Gray 
days… gray months…” (song 3).  Also, these songs mentioned the 
harsh loneliness suffered by those who fell ill and who, unable to 
overcome the disease, died without their families being able to 
stand by them or say goodbye: “Cremated in solitude sad conse-
quence of the pandemic” (song five) or “While I am singing others 
are leaving, and there are not farewells at this distance” (song 
eight).  All those circumstances would later involve psychological 
complications for a significant percentage of the Spanish popula-
tion. 

These same songs invited reflection.  They appealed to look 
inward; therefore, they showed an awareness of the situation, like 
song three, “Now it is time to think and be patient,” and song eight, 
“Your best trench is in your soul.”  Although they were not many, 
at least some musicians did contemplate the importance of coping 
with this suffering and reflecting on what had happened.  This, as 
Viktor Frankl explains, is the way to be able to make, in freedom, 
the decision of our attitude toward the painful event and, if possi-
ble, take the actions to respond responsibly to what life has put be-
fore us/demanded of us. 

This research has allowed me to approach, through these 
songs composed in such convulsive times, significant themes to 
individuals, such as the longing for unity and cooperation, the need 
for physical affection, the inner fight to survive, and the pain 
caused by loneliness and death.  Art is always present, and its trans-
formative power is extraordinary.  It is an example of self-
transcendence.  Undoubtedly, in this case, music has been a fantas-
tic channel to make this encounter with humanity possible. 

 Abigail Jareño Gómez, PhD candidate, has worked as a 
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lecturer in various courses of Psychology at CEU San Pablo Uni-
versity, Madrid, Spain, since 2011.  She wrote “Qualitative meth-
odology: psychobiography,” the prologue of the book PsicoCEU: 
investigación, estudiantes y clínica (2019), as well as the chapter 
“Esquizofrenia: una mirada a través de la pintura” in the same 
book.  Abigail can be reached at abigail.jarenogomez@ceu.es.    

Personal Reflections on Living in the  
Altered State of COVID-19 

Ruth M. Lijtmaer—Private Psychoanalytic Practice 

Abstract: The author shares her end of March living situation due to the 
pandemic and how life has changed for people as a whole.  Specifically, 
she focuses on how her clinical work has changed because of COVID-19.  
She also delves into the positive and negative effects lockdown has had on 
her patients and practice.     

Keywords: clinical-work, COVID-19, difficult-times, lockdown, the-new-
normal, personal-reflections, psychotherapy 

We are living in a surreal time.  Thinking feels compro-
mised by our fears.  The structure we had in the past no longer ex-
ists.  Boundaries have changed, restrictions are imposed, and our 
freedom has been challenged.  Family dynamics have changed too.  
Now it is difficult to not only live alone but also difficult to live 
with others.  It limits our capacity to hold, touch, and sometimes 
see the other person.  It’s hard not to lose our temper and to have 
patience.  The comfort and security of touching have a new mean-
ing.  People living together have a new way of living.  The couples 
have to share more space and time than they did before.  As both 
are working at home, they have to negotiate their environment, not 
only for work but to spend time and space together.  Each member 
of a couple assumes a different role and has different ways to or-
ganize themselves.  One can be in denial or need distance; the other 
is the worried one who uses Lysol all the time.  On the positive side 
of living in strict closed conditions, couples can learn to negotiate 
being together.  They will see the opportunity of spending good 
times that they did not have before due to their jobs or other respon-
sibilities.  

If families have children, of any age, staying at home, that 
creates a new set of ways to interact.  Children are doing classes 
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online and they are bored.  Then they watch TV or use the comput-
er more than ever before.  This leads the parents to be more flexible 
about it and break the old rules, changing their interactions. 

Domestic violence and child abuse are becoming more 
prevalent and are at their worst in these times of confinement.  
Adults feel trapped.  Fathers and mothers lose their jobs, and there 
is not enough money to feed their children.  Going to a grocery 
store is challenging and at times dangerous.  They have to use all 
precautions.  They fear for the older generation (parents’ and grand-
parents’ lives and well-being).  Anxiety and fear are rampant and 
can be out of control, leading to violent behavior.   

Computer technology can help us connect to others in dif-
ferent cities and parts of the world so that we can have a family or 
friend reunion online.  The Internet allows us to listen and see mov-
ies, concerts, and operas that we missed.  Or we can virtually visit a 
museum with a curator leading us.  Dating online is blooming be-
cause people who live alone can feel very lonely. 

One interesting thing is that we are trying to adjust to the 
new reality of social distancing, video/teletherapy, and compulsive 
handwashing.  Our diagnostic concept of OCD (obsessive compul-
sive disorder), particularly in regards to cleaning and washing 
hands, has changed too.  Now, this is the new “normal,” not patho-
logical. 

In terms of my clinical work, first I needed to find a suitable 
place in my home to serve as my office.  Some of my patients want-
ed privacy to speak to me, which they were unable to find at home.  
Two women spoke from their car, one from her bathroom, and an-
other from her garden when the weather was nice.  We can 
acknowledge that we suffer anxieties similar to those of our pa-
tients: unpredictability, confinement, isolation, and loneliness.  But 
we try to find strength in words, music, and companionship, to help 
them and ourselves.  We try to accommodate to this new normal. 

Over the first two weeks of the quarantine, patients began 
sessions by asking me how I was doing.  I acknowledged my own 
anxiety to them and then talked about making whatever meaning 
we could both give to this situation.  I shared some of the things I 
was doing to keep me “sane.”   

For some patients, spending time talking to me through tele-
health seemed to leave them feeling more settled.  With some pa-
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tients, the sessions appeared more superficial at the beginning.  Af-
ter the third week, we started back to deep work.  I suspect they and 
I had to get accustomed to this new modality of communicating.  
For a few, this trauma reactivated old wounds.  For others, this trau-
matic event is a way to see and remember all the “goodies” they 
had and did not appreciate when they had them.  Only a few of my 
patients (mostly new ones) decided to stop temporarily since they 
were not comfortable doing therapy this way.   

This lack of predictability, the anxiety of the virus and about 
the economy, the psychological consequences of living in an en-
closed environment with a loss of a sense of the future, and feeling 
trapped, can lead to trauma.  The idea of our fragility becomes 
more alive through the loss of another. 

As a positive side to this experience, the reality of death 
cannot be overlooked and that grants life value.  Applauding behind 
windows for the health workers at 7:00 pm in New York City helps 
us feel together.  Watching orchestras playing in their own homes 
and getting together to play a piece to share gives us courage and 
hope for the human race.  We have to be creative to soothe our-
selves, our loved ones, and our patients. 

 Ruth M. Lijtmaer, PhD, is a senior supervisor, training 
analyst, and faculty member at the Center for Psychotherapy and 
Psychoanalysis of New Jersey (CPPNJ) as well as in private prac-
tice.  Her latest publications are: “Who are the Torturers and Sui-
cide Bombers?” (Journal of the International Federation for Psy-
choanalytic Societies, 2017), “Untold stories and the power of si-
lence in the intergenerational transmission of trauma” (American 
Journal of Psychoanalysis, 77, 3, 2017), “Variations on the Migra-
tory Theme: Immigrants or Exiles Refugees or 
Asylees” (Psychoanalytic Review, 104, 6, 2017), and “A Latina Im-

migrant’s Response” (Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 25, No. 1, Fall 2018, 11-

15).  Dr.  Lijtmaer may be contacted at rlijt123@gmail.com.    

“We Can’t Breathe”: Pandemic,  
Dreams, and Helping 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: This article concerns the different psychological effects of the 
coronavirus pandemic.  The transformation of the virus into something 
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graspable by the human mind can occur through fantasies, language, im-
ages, governmental scenarios, and therapeutic support.  The author ex-
emplifies coping strategies in political leaders’ imagery, pandemic 
dreams, and control mechanisms targeting the unknown “enemy.” 

Keywords: biomedical-expertise, code, control, coronavirus-pandemic, 
dreams, helping-behavior, political-leadership, psychotherapy  

Viruses, bacteria, protozoa, and parasites have existed on 
Earth long before humans.  They have had to adapt to humanity, 
which occasionally wakes up to their existence, as in the case of the 
coronavirus pandemic.  This time, the awakening reached a global 
scale. 

Transforming a virus into something the human mind can 
grasp requires imagery, literary tropes that use figurative or meta-
phorical words.  Author William S. Burroughs, in his novel The 
Ticket That Exploded (1962) and in his essay collection The Elec-
tronic Revolution (1970), even assumed that human “language is a 
virus from outer space” and that we have not recognized the virus 
because it has achieved “a state of stable symbiosis with the host.” 
According to Burroughs’s fantasy, the language virus altered the 
throat structures of protohumans whose infected descendants be-
came able to utter complex vocal sounds, effectively spreading 
written words and multiplying them automatically along our com-
munication channels.  Our computer viruses would thus be the mu-
tations of the originally biological extraterrestrial virus. 

If one does not go as far as Burroughs in his science fiction 
theory but looks at the common linguistic images of the virus, they 
often repeat the reference to the invisible, the unknown, and the un-
canny.  Political leaders have also confronted the hideous with their 
choice of words.  Donald J. Trump, for example, has resorted to 
warlike language images in his numerous briefings.  The corona-
virus is an “invisible enemy” against which “war is waged.”  This 
war is being led by the President and the “military complex” he is 
directing.  In Finland, President Sauli Niinistö stated that we have 
“faced the impossible.”  At the same time, he assured, “But this dia-
bolic thing can be beaten, we will vanquish it.…  For those who 
conquer the impossible, everything is possible—all the good things 
that life has to offer” (statement at the opening of the Finland For-
ward campaign on April 17, 2020). 

On the extreme side, the President of Belarus, Alexander 
Lukashenko, downplayed the coronavirus threat by dismissing the 
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global worries as a panicking “psychosis” and by first refusing to 
implement any lockdown.  He declared that “no one will die of 
coronavirus in our country” and maintained that vodka, hard work 
(driving tractors), playing ice hockey, and using a sauna would be 
the most effective medication against the virus.  In Brazil, President 
Jair Bolsonaro has insisted that the economic issues are more im-
portant than the virus and encouraged the destruction of the Ama-
zon rainforest, its deforestation and fires causing the ecological dis-
aster to reach irreversible consequences.  Metaphorically, when the 
“lungs of the Earth” are in flames, our planet cannot breathe, even 
if there is a surplus of oxygen available.  Bolsonaro’s land reform 
proposal would legalize claims to land taken illegally, including 
settlements on public lands.  Another proposal for allowing mining 
in territory officially demarcated for indigenous communities stim-
ulates violence against indigenous people. 

The disconcerting imbalance and occasional merger between 
political leadership and biomedical expertise are manifested in the 
media during the pandemic.  The battle between different exper-
tise—virological, medical, epidemiological, political, economic, 
psychotherapeutic, and cultural—is enacted in the media, adding to 
the “confusion of tongues.”  The control paradigm of the 1950s and 
1960s, and its obsessions with social, cultural, and ideological con-
trol mechanisms have revived and rearranged in different forms.  In 
the 1980s, the “viral paradigm” emerged in parallel with the first 
computer viruses.   

The fear of contagion has permeated human minds and cul-
tures more intensively and globally.  The biomedical and political 
information platform sets genetic and digital codes that begin to 
have an autonomous status and an ominous agency.  For example, 
the current coronavirus’s official name was announced on February 
11, 2020, by the International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses 
as “severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2,” abbreviated 
as “SARS-CoV-2.”  The same day, the World Health Organization 
gave the official name “coronavirus disease 2019,” abbreviated as 
“COVID-19,” to the infectious disease caused by “SARS-CoV-2.”  
Such exacting codes seemingly control the uncontrollable, while at 
the same time they hint at the unexpected proliferation of conta-
gions and ensuing regulations that are unsuccessful to hinder dis-
ease progression.  

Curiously, the fictional outbreak of an influenza pandemic 
was already staged and simulated by the U.S. Department of Health 
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and Human Services in a series of exercises between January and 
August 2019.  Officials from 12 states, a dozen federal agencies 
(including the Pentagon, the Department of Veterans Affairs, and 
the National Security Council), and groups like the American Red 
Cross and American Nurses Association, health insurance compa-
nies, and major hospitals participated in the exercises.  The scenario 
was code-named “Crimson Contagion.”  The results of the war 
game-style fictional exercises showed that the federal government 
would be critically “underfunded, underprepared and uncoordinat-
ed” to cope with a virus pandemic (David E. Sanger et al., “Before 
Virus Outbreak, a Cascade of Warnings Went Unheeded,” The New 
York Times, March 19, 2020).  The document, dated October 2019, 
was called Crimson Contagion 2019 Functional Exercise Draft Af-
ter-Action Report (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Office of the Assistant Secretary for Preparedness and Response).  
The report received hardly any effective response and was mainly 
bypassed.  Consequently, the hypothetical virus did not meet the 
psychic realities of the policy advisers and decision-makers.  

Because the fight against the coronavirus will not succeed 
with traditional armed forces, humanity will rely on biomedical ex-
pertise and mobilize caregivers to toil around the clock.  The 
strange “enemy” embarrassingly reminds us of the limits of human 
knowledge and competence that everyone has encountered during 
their development since early childhood throughout their life cycle.  
The task of self-knowledge takes on ever new dimensions as one is 
surrounded by a large and strange world.  In addition to external 
coping strategies, intrapsychic strategies can help secure our exist-
ence amid crises.  Such strategies are individual, interacting with 
and steeped in different temperaments, personalities, developmental 
histories, and neural as well as biological factors. 

The number of individual viruses in soil, water, and the at-
mosphere has only been roughly estimated.  We speak very vague-
ly, for example, of a ten quintillion (1031) viruses on Earth.  There 
may be more than a million unidentified genetically distinct virus 
types that attach to animals.  Usually, viruses have not been consid-
ered in ecosystem calculations.  The Global Virome Project has 
now taken on the task of identifying, within ten years, viral zoono-
ses, diseases that can be transmitted between animals and humans 
as well as cause epidemics or pandemics.  The detection and ma-
nipulation of viruses are also believed to promote efficient thera-
pies. 
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Psychotherapies during the pandemic have largely moved to 
the network as “viral” distance therapies, changing the interactivity 
of treatment situations.  It is still possible to talk about experiences 
and imagery and share feelings and thoughts, even when social dis-
tance prevails.  Being on your own and isolating yourself poses 
challenges for many people to handle loneliness.  Even dreams can 
take on confusing dimensions as normal interactions and environ-
mental relationships change.  Some sleep and dream researchers 
have recently concluded that the pandemic situation, with its limita-
tions and quarantine memories, produces a shortage of dream ingre-
dients linked to daily environmental contacts and stimuli.  Such 
shortage tends to be replaced by inspiration from the unconscious 
and more timeless memory sources, fantasies, symbols, and myths. 

For example, Deirdre Barrett, an assistant professor of psy-
chology at Harvard University, has studied dreams related to trau-
matic events.  Her latest research survey, which began in March 
2020, concerns people’s dreams in the context of the coronavirus.  
According to yet unpublished results, two key patterns emerge in 
these dreams: either a direct reference to or a reenactment of the 
coronavirus and the danger it poses, or the emergence of substitute 
symbolic characters.  Barrett mentions various bugs, zombies, shad-
owy creatures, monsters, and mass shooters among these charac-
ters.  According to Barrett, health-care workers may have dreams 
about real work situations involving, for example, ventilators and 
death struggles; but because the virus is invisible, it most often ac-
quires symbolic protagonists in dreams (see Rebecca Renner, “The 
pandemic is giving people vivid, unusual dreams: Here’s why,” Na-
tional Geographic, April 15, 2020).   

Pandemic dreams are colored by stress, anxiety, and other 
negative effects, such as isolation and changes in sleep rhythms as-
sociated with neurobiology and neurophysiology.  According to an 
ongoing study by Luigi De Gennaro, professor of physiological 
psychology at the University of Rome, nightmares and sleep prob-
lems have increased with the proximity of the pandemic threat and 
quarantine.  However, dreams saturated with negative sleep effects 
can be lively and remembered even better than before, if people at 
the same time start to have sleep problems and wake up more often 
than usual. 

Whether the dreams are directly or symbolically related to a 
pandemic, lifeless or lively, they—like other human experiences—
fall within the scope of psychotherapeutic work.  However, the 
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feelings of lifelessness or nightmarish experiences are relational, to 
be co-reflected and explored through transferences and transac-
tions.  This way continuous and flexible relationships can overcome 
the interruptions of the human-human and human-biosphere inter-
actions.  Haunting chaos creeps into the mind and the body, and the 
collapse of the usual order of things destabilizes the sense of being 
in control of one’s personal projects. 

Riots, arson, looting, and shooting in the wake of George 
Floyd killing may resonate with the individual and collective im-
passes and injustices, connected with the central symptom of the 
coronavirus disease.  The fear of not being able to breathe, epito-
mized in the cry “I can’t breathe,” now translates into “We can’t 
breathe,” and “Enough is enough.”  On the one hand, demonstra-
tions reveal gaps and dissociations in the individual and collective 
consciousness, embodying the nightmares—of childhood, slavery, 
oppression, and quarantine—become visible, propagating the 
memes of dissent.  On the other hand, recognizing the limitations of 
knowledge and life, as well as the unpredictability of the whole hu-
man existence, can also stimulate an intuitive and empathic under-
standing that tolerates ambiguity, appreciates intimacy and helping, 
and finds perspectives for change. 

It is essential for the survival of humanity to help each other, 
not just in the inner circle but globally.  Help must also be extended 
to the whole biosphere, not just the human species.  Viruses are al-
ways with us, also reminding us of the harmful consequences of our 
lifestyles.  Behind helping, like any other human activity, are our 
evolutionary “homophilic” (human’s friendly) and altruistic brains, 
while the individual and group motives for helping vary. 

The motives for psychotherapy work are between altruism 
and selfishness.  In psychotherapy, we can still create new scripts 
and scenarios, transform perspectives, and outline possible futures.  
Such psychotherapy and scenario work also include our pandemic 
dreams, variations in our interactions, choices, and decisions, as 
well as the uncanny apparitions of the (language) viruses. 

 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, Senior Lecturer 
at the Open University of the University of Helsinki, and member of 
the Editorial Board of The Journal of Psychohistory.  He is also an 
international member of the Psychohistory Forum who has pub-
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psychology, and the history of psychology.  Dr. Ihanus may be 
reached at juhani.ihanus@helsinki.fi.    

Reflections Concerning the Coronavirus 
SARS-CoV-2 Pandemic 

Ludwig Janus—German Society for Psychohistory 

Abstract: An early look at the coronavirus pandemic from psychological 
and psychohistorical perspectives, focused on how, despite the war-like 
circumstances, there is solidarity on an international and global scale.  
There is a high level of empathy during these fearful times and the author 
writes about some of the anxiety-inducing consequences of the epidemic, 
including the status of the economy.   

Keywords: coronavirus, economy, empathy, fear, pandemic, 
psychohistorical, psychological, solidarity, war-like  

At this early stage of the coronavirus pandemic, we have a 
sense of what is involved from a medical and social/political 
perspective, but less of an idea about its psychological and 
psychohistorical aspects.  Because of an increase in empathy for the 
elderly, nursing care insurance was implemented years ago.  This is 
an example of an increase in empathy, which may be connected to 
Germany’s comparatively solid economic and social security.  It 
also resulted in a state of good health of the population as a whole 
that in turn brought about an increase in life expectancy of about 20 
years during the course of the last century.  

The fact that the virus threat is now met with great attention 
and engagement everywhere in the world is a novel occurrence—a 
new phenomenon.  There is also a large concern regarding the 
coronavirus’s environmental and climatic impact.  But even before 
the spread of this virus, the reality of our significant economic 
prosperity appears to have induced angst, a situation that has 
occasionally resulted in war in the past  There have been and are 
signs indicating this potential development.  A threatening and 
conflicting situation without an obvious solution can lead to the 
search for external offenders.  The “solution” then lies in fighting 
off the enemy or scapegoat, that is, a creative transformation is 
called for.  To quote Einstein: “You cannot solve a problem with 
the same mindset that created the problem.” 
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Instead of war, now there is a shift toward worldwide 
unifying solidarity in the fight against the new coronavirus as a 
common enemy or scapegoat.  On this note, French President 
Emmanuel Macron postulated that, “We are at war” (English 
translation), and the prime ministers of Romania and other 
countries have found similar expressions.  This, too, would be a 
form of psychohistorical progress: instead of entering a real war, 
virtual war is being fought in solidarity with other nations.  

This could be a step in the direction of solidarity on an 
international and global scale.  Economic globalization may have 
been a first step, but it was concerned with egotistic economic 
advantages.  The amazing international solidarity in the “fight” 
against the coronavirus, however, is a more positive form of 
globalization. 

One contrary impulse is the archaic feelings around 
sacrifice.  As mentioned above, wars are often preceded by periods 
of prosperity.  These prosperous periods lead to guilty feelings that 
are managed either through sacrifices or acted out on a scapegoat or 
a common enemy.  The novelty in the case of the coronavirus is 
that we don’t sacrifice our children—as we did in previous wars—
but substitute our leisure and economic advantages.  These, too, are 
sacrifices, but on a social and political level.  

An interpretation is also that, due to society’s increased 
level of empathy, we are now capable of facing the tragedy of flu 
epidemics with their significant disease and mortality rates, which, 
until now, had been overlooked or denied.  Against the backdrop of 
shared alarm about the consequences of the virus, this could lead to 
an increase in social solidarity and willingness to sacrifice personal 
advantages. 

 Ludwig Janus, MED, studied psychology and medicine in 
Munich, Essen, and Göttingen.  He is a lecturer and psychoanalysis 
instructor at the Psychoanalytic Training Institute in Heidelberg.  
Dr. Janus is the Past-President of the International Society for 
Prenatal and Perinatal Psychology and Medicine (ISPPM) 
(www.isppm.de) and the Past-President of the German Society for 
Psychohistory and Political Psychology (www.psychohistorie.de).  
He has published numerous publications on prenatal and perinatal 
psychology and psychohistory.  He is also the co-editor of the 
International Journal of Prenatal and Perinatal Psychology and 

Medicine and may be contacted at janus.ludwig@gmail.com.  ❑  
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Psychohistorical Interviews 

Trauma, Psychohistory, and Humane  
Understanding: An Interview with  

C. Fred Alford 

Matthew H. Bowker—Medaille College 

 Fred Alford is Professor Emeritus in the Department of Govern-
ment and Politics at the University of Maryland, College Park, where he 
taught for 38 years.  An internationally-acclaimed scholar, Professor Al-
ford is the author of 17 books and countless papers in psychoanalytic so-
cial theory, whose specific topics range from the conceptualization of evil 
to the meaning of freedom to the politics and psychology of whistleblow-
ing.  He is the former Executive Director (2004-2016) of the Association 
for Psychoanalysis, Culture and Society, past President of the Political 
Psychology Section of the American Political Science Association, and 
currently curates weblogs on trauma theory and theology.  

Keywords: Albert Camus, conceptualization-of-evil, meaning-of-freedom-
to-the-politics, psychology-of-followers, psychology-of-whistleblowing, 
Sigmund Freud, trauma-theory 

Matthew H. Bowker (MHB): Perhaps it is best to begin with a 
bit of framing.  How do you see your work in relation to the field of 
psychohistory? 

C. Fred Alford (CFA): Recently, I went online and looked at 

some back issues of Clio’s Psyche. The range of topics is actually 
quite astounding.  With reference to this body of work, I’d say I’m 
more interested in followers than leaders.  There will always be 
people like President Trump.  There will always be shepherds and 
sheep.  The interesting question, to me, is why large groups of peo-
ple decide to follow a particular leader at a particular time.  

I’m hesitant to make psychological generalizations about 
large groups, though one thing that makes it easier is Freud’s teach-
ing about group psychology.  Each member relates to every other 
member through the ego ideal of the leader—I think I’ve got that 
right.  If this is correct, then analyzing the ego ideal of the leader 
tells us something about the ego ideals of the followers, one by one, 
so to speak, for groups qua groups don’t have an ego ideal; only 
individuals do.  

Quite some time ago, I wrote a piece for Political Psycholo-
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gy called “Mastery and Retreat: Psychological Sources of the Ap-
peal of Ronald Reagan” (1988).  My idea was that Reagan protect-
ed his followers’ wounded narcissism by lowering the ego ideal, 
telling them that they were already perfect and would be more so if 
only an “evil empire” did not stand in the way. 

I think Trump has a similar appeal; perhaps all demagogues 
do.  Trump is much cruder, but his appeal to ethno-nationalism 
while locating the enemy in those who would sneak in to steal our 
jobs and corrupt our purity is “Demagoguery 101.”  Pointing out 
these patterns is a political act and a worthwhile thing to do.  Psy-
chohistorians are in a particularly good position to do so.  

MHB: I wonder  if you’d care to reflect on your early interests in 
the Frankfurt School and the natural environment.  Is there a line to 
be traced between these interests and those to which you have de-
voted the last decade of your work?  Primarily, the concept of trau-
ma?  

CFA: I actually haven’t thought about this much.  I know that, in 
my early work, I interpreted the “revenge of nature,” as the Frank-
furt School called it, as the revenge of human nature: the repression 
of our desires for peace and pleasure in the name of instrumental 
reason, all to conquer external nature.  That is, I was always more 
interested in inner nature, human nature.  

In my dissertation—what a long time ago!—I argued in fa-
vor of Herbert Marcuse’s utopian reinterpretation of Sigmund 
Freud against Jürgen Habermas’ interpretation of psychoanalysis as 
a type of rational self-reflection.  I don’t think Habermas had any 
idea of what psychoanalysis was really about.  Of course, I’m not 
sure I did either at that time, but I was closer than he was.  

MHB: You seem to have an elegant theory of trauma, one that 
explains a lot with few ad hoc hypotheses.  Perhaps you would care 
to summarize your theory of trauma, or, simply to answer the ques-
tion, “What’s trauma?”  

CFA: I’m not really sure what my theory of trauma is.  I don’t 
think I differ very much from the mainstream here: trauma is an 
unbearable experience that cannot be integrated into ordinary expe-
rience, and so causes us to repeat, in dreams, fears, and actions, 
what we are most afraid of.  

I also think Donald Winnicott was right, that what we most 
fear has already happened.  What I’m not sure about is whether this 
repetition is an attempt to master an experience, or simply (or not 
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so simply) an intrusion of unbearable experience, the last gasp of 
what Freud called the death drive.  I suspect it’s both.  

One of the advantages and limitations of my view of trauma 
is that I rely so heavily on viewing over 200 hours of Holocaust tes-
timonies, most from the Fortunoff Video Archive at Yale.  It’s a 
great source because the unstructured setting was designed by a 
psychoanalyst, Dori Laub, and some of the videos come from the 
early 1970s, when many of the survivors were talking about their 
experiences for the first time.  

From watching these videos, I gained a new respect for 
what is called “doubling,” the decision, generally unconscious, to 
put the trauma away, often for decades.  Often, it works for a very 
long time, but in older survivors, doubling sometimes breaks down.  
I’m not sure whether old age is a reminder of how fragile we are, 
returning the survivor to his or her experiences in the concentration 
camps, or whether it’s the space opened up when the everyday 
tasks of earning a living and raising a family are no longer so press-
ing. 

An advantage of learning about trauma as I did is that I nev-
er had a literary understanding of trauma.  It was about real people 
who somehow managed to construct decent, often fulfilling lives, 
after experiences so awful that they are almost unimaginable.  I 
suppose a Lacanian might call this an encounter with “the real,” but 
I came away mostly admiring the ability of people to suffer terribly 
and yet go on with life.  Not necessarily a happy life, but often a 
fulfilling one.  

In this respect, my conclusion is different from that of Law-
rence Langer in his well-known book, Holocaust Testimonies: The 
Ruins of Memory (1991).  We viewed many of the same testimonies, 
but whereas Langer focuses on the damaged lives of survivors, I 
focused on what remains, which is often quite impressive.  

Another advantage of my approach is that I never idealized 
the integration of traumatic experience.  If it happens, with or with-
out the help of psychotherapy, that’s great.  But there are other 
ways to get on with life.  Of course, it also depends on the degree of 
trauma.  All trauma is not the same, and though it’s not always con-
sidered correct to say it, some people are just more resilient than 
others.  The dose-response curve that Judith Herman and others in-
sist on is just too simple.  I’m not especially resilient, and I’ve had 
years of therapy.  It helps, but I’d never call it the talking cure.  
More like the talking salve.  
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Finally, while the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manu-
al of the American Psychiatric Association) has not quite taken the 
final step, discussions about chronic post-traumatic stress disorder 
(C-PTSD)—usually the result of long-term childhood neglect, 
abuse, or intrusion—are promising.  One reason is because no one 
imagines that it can be cured by any of the “gold standard” cures 
endorsed by the Veterans Administration, which recommends quick 
fixes that can, in reality, cause great harm.  In a real sense, all emo-
tional pain is the result of trauma.  The models of the Holocaust, the 
woman raped or the soldier at war, are not the only ways to think 
about trauma.  An upbringing, a way of life, can be traumatic.  How 
that might happen is, I think, best explained by Winnicott. 

I hope I’m not being too long-winded here, but Winnicott 
reminds me of a more relational way to think about trauma.  Trau-
ma is not just the intrusion of the unwanted.  Trauma is the destruc-
tion of attachment, not just to people, but to everything one thought 
was sacrosanct and untouchable.  I suppose I think of attachment in 
terms of Winnicott’s concept of holding.  Culture is an attachment 
system, and severe trauma is equivalent to deculturation.  

Let me see if I can give an example.  After the nuclear acci-
dent in Fukushima, many residents were traumatized.  One helpful 
response was to restore the public baths as quickly as possible, for 
going to the baths was a community ritual for many.  I saw a pic-
ture of a temporary bath, made of PVC pipe and some waterproof 
material, and men (there are separate baths for women) talking and 
apparently relaxing as steam came off the warm water.  I don’t 
know if this is the best example, but, again, it’s so important to 
think about trauma as a ruptured relationship among people, not 
just symbols.  This is particularly the case in large-scale trauma.  

MHB: Right.  You have often argued that trauma may be con-
strued as a political or cultural diagnosis more usefully than as an 
individual one, either because marginalized persons are alienated 
from the cultural resources that would otherwise act as a “second 
skin,” or because homes and families have failed to protect infants 
from too much or too sudden exposure to the external world, im-
pinging on their play, their “going on being,” and their “inner oth-
er.”  I don’t think there is any mutual exclusivity here, but perhaps 
you might care to comment on how these forces work together, if 
they do?  

CFA: I think these forces all work together , and you are abso-
lutely right about a thinner second skin.  The most important task of 
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parents these days is to protect their children from the larger cul-
ture.  In a sense there are too many cultural resources, and many of 
them are bad.  It’s not just a question of cultural resources, but of 
the right kind.  

As to whether trauma is a political or cultural diagnosis, I 
think it’s clear that only individuals can be traumatized.  But there 
can be a traumagenic culture, and it is my belief that ours is one, at 
least for large sectors of the population, not solely for the materially 
impoverished.  

MHB: In your  book, Trauma, Culture, and PTSD (Palgrave, 
2016), and on your blog (traumatheory.com), you contend that trau-
ma is best understood as that which causes the retreat of our “inner 
other.”  The loss of certain capacities associated with trauma, then, 
might be conceived as a result of a disruption in the “two-in-one” 
relationship that has been imagined to define the self, in one way or 
another, since Plato.  I wonder if your understanding of trauma 
might be availed to help us understand more about psychotic or 
schizoid phenomena, where there is an attack on psychic reality, 
“linking,” and the “inner other” that makes experience meaningful?  

CFA: I do think psychic trauma disrupts the ability to talk with 
oneself about what one is doing.  In this way, it impoverishes the 
self, making it extraordinarily difficult to just be.  I actually think 
that the DSM-5 has taken the first step in the right direction by clas-
sifying psychic trauma as a dissociative disorder rather than an anx-
iety disorder.  Now, I’m not really keen on diagnostic criteria, but I 
think dissociation, with its implication of psychic splitting, ends up 
more closely connected to schizoid experience.  

Trauma is not, itself, a schizoid experience.  In a sense, 
that’s the problem.  Psychic splitting is the defense that divides the 
self in order to protect it.  It can be useful, as in the case of dou-
bling, but it’s a big problem when it divides the self into smaller 
and smaller pieces.  

Lately, I’ve been thinking that the symptoms of trauma, 
such as withdrawal, numbness, and intrusion, are really the defens-
es against trauma.  If so, then it doesn’t really make sense to treat 
the symptoms as though they were the problem.  Instead, treat the 
trauma, primarily through thoughtful listening and body-work (for 
example, massage, etc.).  Being loved helps; so does loving others.  
When the symptom is no longer needed, it will diminish on its own.  
Now, the problem with this idea is that some symptoms, such as the 
intrusion of unwanted thoughts and images, don’t seem very de-

http://www.traumatheory.com/
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fense-like.  But if the alternative is a psychotic break, then perhaps 
these, too, are defenses.  

In any case, the problem with the DSM-5 is that it still de-
fines trauma in terms of its symptoms.  Once one begins to see 
symptoms as defenses, it seems to be a less than adequate charac-
terization of trauma. 

By the way, I don’t know how important it is to figure all 
this out.  I suppose it’s our job as academics and professionals, but 
the real task, in the end, is to figure out how to help the trauma-
tized.  Body-work and lots of thoughtful listening seem like the best 
recipe. 

MHB: In several areas of your  writing, you connect trauma to 
absurdity, specifically to the idea of absurdity advanced by Albert 
Camus, which involves the inability to make meaning, to cry out 
for answers yet to receive no reply, leaving us empty and angry, to 
put it plainly.  If there is an (ambivalent) attraction to absurdity, do 
you think there may be an attraction to trauma?  Not so much to the 
experience of it, but to the idea of it?  And, if so, does this attrac-
tion make the study of it more challenging than it needs to be?  

CFA: I understand absurdity str ictly as Camus does: we cry 
out for meaning, and the world does not respond.  In some ways 
this is quite productive, as humans are left to themselves to create 
meaning, from religion to romantic love to… almost everything.  

About the fascination with trauma: yes, there is a fascina-
tion with trauma that borders on obsession.  It takes a couple of dif-
ferent forms.  The good form is when the concept of psychic trauma 
helps people understand what they have gone through.  This is real-
ly what I was doing in my Whistleblowers (Cornell, 2001) book.  
I’ve gotten so many emails saying that reading about the traumatic 
experiences of other whistleblowers, and the traumatizing reactions 
of bosses, helped convince them they were not crazy. 

But I think there is something not so great about the aca-
demic obsession with trauma.  I’m not sure where it comes from.  
Perhaps it’s an analytic form that can be readily copied.  I’m espe-
cially troubled by reading literature from a trauma theory perspec-
tive.  There is so much unrecognized trauma around in the real 
world that a trauma-theoretical reading of Moby Dick (1851), or 
whatever work, seems self-indulgent.  

MHB: A number  of your  comments so far , I think, highlight 
very nicely something truly special and admirable about your work, 
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which is your dedication to remaining close to the human experi-
ence of what you study, even when dealing with highly abstract 
psychoanalytic or philosophical theories, such as those of Emmanu-
el Levinas, Julia Kristeva, and so many others.  You do not seem to 
get lost in the clouds, but rather, keep your feet on the ground.  

CFA: I think I would get bored not listening to people.  From 
prisoners (What Evil Means to Us, 1997), to Koreans (Think No 
Evil, Cornell 1999), to whistleblowers, to Holocaust survivors 
(After the Holocaust, Cambridge 2009), and more, it was always 
exciting to get close to the people I was talking about.  

I could say, and I believe it, that I think it’s a moral respon-
sibility to try to speak to those who have experienced trauma and 
who have been silenced.  But I don't think this is why I do it.  I do it 
because it’s interesting and exciting.  In other words, it’s not just 
texts about texts.  

I was encouraged by the example of my colleague, Jim 
Glass, to do political theory in this way, and I never really looked 
back.  At the same time, most of my teaching was about the ancient 
Greeks.  It’s a nice combination, really, for the ancient Greeks saw 
human life without many of our preconceptions.  When I say an-
cient Greeks, by the way, I don’t just mean the philosophers but 
also the playwrights, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides.  Intro-
ducing students to this world has been a privilege.    

MHB: Indeed, you once stated that you found cer tain books to 
be exceptionally, even uniquely, wise and meaningful.  It was a 
short list, and, if memory serves, it was: the tragedies of the ancient 
Greek playwrights you just mentioned, the Tanakh (the Jewish 
Scriptures), the plays of Shakespeare, and the principal works of 
psychoanalysis.  I don’t think you meant this to be an exhaustive 
list.  Is there something, other than the inarguable richness of these 
works, that has served as its unspoken criterion?  Their human-
ness?  Or a “tragic sensibility” (in a Nietzschean sense) perhaps?  

CFA: I think these works, and quite a few others, from the New 
Testament to the writings of Richard Rorty, speak to that overused 
term, “the human condition,” particularly well.  What is the most 
meaningful way to live?  Why are our lives less than they could be?  
How and why do we so casually wound others?  

These books speak to these questions more deeply than 
most.  About a “tragic sensibility?”  I’m not sure.  I actually think 
there are few tragic lives.  Most lives are pathetic, in the Greek 
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sense of pathos—that is, filled with sadness.  Sadness, like trauma, 
is not evenly distributed.  

A life filled with sadness can include experiences of joy, 
happiness, or contentment.  Life is complicated.  In the case of sad-
ness, the ancient Greek wanted pity, which is to say someone, often 
a community, to share his or her pain.  Despite the connotations of 
“pity” today, I still think it’s a good idea.  

I’m not sure when the term “I pity you” became derogatory, 
but if I were suffering, I would want pity, and I hope I would ex-
tend it to others.  I’m not exactly sure what pity is, but I think it’s 
well captured by a character in the Greek tragedy, Philoctetes, who 
says: “I’m in sorrow for your pain.” 

 Matthew H. Bowker, PhD, is a professor of political sci-
ence at Medaille College in Buffalo and does extensive teaching in 
Singapore.  He is the author of numerous books and papers at the 
intersection of psychoanalysis, philosophy, and political theory, 
including, most recently, The Destroyed World and the Guilty Self: 
A Psychoanalytic Study of Culture and Politics (with D.P. Levine, 
2019) and Misinterest: Essays, Pensées, and Dreams (2019).  He 
edits the “Psychoanalytic Political Theory” book series at 
Routledge.  For information or to correspond, please visit mat-
thewhbowker.com or email mbowker@caa.columbia.edu.    

Marilyn Fabe: Psychobiographer 

James William Anderson—Northwestern University 

 Marilyn Fabe’s entire academic career has taken place at 
Berkeley, starting in graduate school.  From 1976 to the present 
she has held the positions of Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, and Senior 
Lecturer Emerita.  She was one of the founders and developers of 
the program in Film Studies, which in 2010 evolved into the De-
partment of Film & Media.  Her lecture courses consistently drew 
large enrollments and enthusiastic evaluations from students.  

 She wrote a classic textbook Closely Watched Films: An 
Introduction to the Art of Narrative Film Technique (University of 
California Press, 2004; 10th Anniversary Revised Edition, 2014).  
Identifying as a psychobiographer, she looked at the connection of 
life and art in several directors in that book.  She also has pub-
lished psychobiographical essays on the directors Maya Deren, Al-
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fred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, and Charles Chaplin.  

 James William Anderson (JWA) interviewed Marilyn Fabe 
(MF).  

JWA: I’ve noticed that psychoanalysis is an underlying theme in 
your work.  You have taken from the perspective of psychoanalysis 
and made use of it without being pushy and obtrusive about it.  
How did you first become interested in psychoanalysis?   

MF: I was born in 1942 and I grew up in Cincinnati.  My dad 
owned a used furniture business and my mother was his bookkeep-
er.  My initial interest in psychoanalysis oddly came about when I 
was ten years old.  I read everything and was always looking 
through the house for books to read.  I came across on my mother’s 
bookshelf, right above her bed, the A. A. Brill translation of the 
writings of Sigmund Freud.  I read about how things that seemed to 
be slips of the tongue and mistakes—parapraxes—are really about 
unconscious motivation breaking through the surface of repression, 
and people, without meaning to, reveal their true motives.   

I remember one particularly fascinating example Freud gave 
where a groom was on the way to his wedding, and he stopped at a 
green light, which, according to Freud’s analysis, meant that he did-
n’t want to go through with the wedding.  His real feelings about 
getting married were coming through.  Slips of the tongue often had 
a kind of rogue meaning.  Not only did I think that idea was mar-
velous, but I thought I already knew it and I wished I had said it 
first.  That was some sort of grandiose ten-year-old fantasy.  But 
the main point was, just from the first time I read Freud, I felt: I 
know this, this is right, this is fascinating. 

JWA: Around the same age, I came across, among my parents’ 
books, a volume of Freud.  After perusing the content, I started 
reading Three Essays on a Theory of Sexuality (1905), and it was 
completely unsexy and unerotic, and I said to myself, “Freud’s a 
bore.” 

MF: What’s funny is your bringing that up about sexuality.  I have 
repressed that I kept looking through the book to the part where 
Freud said onanism was one of the precipitating factors in neuras-
thenia in his patients.  What is onanism, I wondered?  So, I went to 
the dictionary, and it said onanism is self-abuse.  What could that 
mean?  I kind of knew, but I didn’t know.  I remember just being 
totally fascinated with that and wondering whether masturbation 
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might cause some sort of nervous difficulty.  Those are the two 
things that stand out: the parapraxes and neurasthenia being related 
to masturbation. 

JWA: Wow.  How Freudian.  The sexual par t of your  ear ly 
reading of Freud initially got censored in our discussion.  Let’s talk 
more about your childhood.  What about growing up Jewish?  How 
did that influence you? 

MF: We were in a kind of Eden of Jewishness, in that in our 
neighborhood everybody was Jewish.  I never felt part of a minority 
nor did I feel left out of the majority culture.  It wasn’t until I had a 
hideous experience with anti-Semitism when I went to college that 
I realized the hostility in the culture toward Jews.  I grew up very 
secure and happy in my Jewish identity. 

I went to Northwestern University.  It was clearly anti-
Semitic at the time because they enforced a quota of 10% Jews.  I 
joined a Jewish sorority.  The weird thing about the Jewish sorori-
ties and fraternities is because Northwestern had a quota system—
they’d only take the highest achieving Jewish students—whenever 
the collective GPA’s of sororities and fraternities were published in 
the school newspaper, the two Jewish sororities and the two Jewish 
fraternities were at the top.  That precipitated a slight animosity to-
ward the Jewish students. 

 My freshman year, I had an absolutely beautiful Christian 
roommate, and I say Christian roommate because she was the per-
fect Jewish stereotype of what a Christian would be: blonde hair, 
blue eyes, athletic, gorgeous.  She fixed me up with one of her 
friends who was in a Gentile fraternity.  At a fraternity party at a 
lake, we were getting along well, and he was laughing at everything 
I said.  We took a boat ride out to the middle of the lake, and we 
were talking and talking.  Then he started saying, “Those Jews.  
You can’t imagine what the Jews in my dormitory do.  They are so 
obnoxious.  I can’t stand those Jews.”  I thought, “Oh my God.  Do 
I tell him I’m Jewish?”  I decided to wait until we got to dry land. 

JWA: You couldn’t risk being dumped out of the boat into the wa-
ter. 

MF: Right.  After  we got to shore, I said, “I just want to tell you 
this, because I really think I have to.  I’m Jewish.”  And he said, 
“You are the greatest girl I ever met.  You are the funniest girl I 
ever met.  This is the best joke anybody ever played on me.  No 
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friend of mine would ever fix me up with a Jew.”  This is word for 
word.  When I convinced him I was in a Jewish sorority, he finally 
believed me, and after he found out I was a Jew, he wouldn’t speak 
to me.  I had to spend an endless day through dinner alone without 
a partner and went back on the bus alone.  My being secure in my 
identity as a Jew made it all the more horrifying because this expe-
rience came upon me when I was least expecting it. 

JWA: You were pretty secure in your  identity. 

MF: Just my Jewish identity. When I was in graduate school at 
Berkeley, I was having trouble with relationships.  I kept meeting 
men who dropped me.  I was always feeling hurt.  I wondered if 
there was something I was doing to undermine the relationships. 
So, I went into therapy about that, and the first thing the therapist 
wanted to know about was my family.  He asked, “What was your 
childhood like?”  I talked about the beautiful tree-lined street, won-
derful parents, tight family.  After a couple months, I realized there 
was real trouble in the dynamics of my family, in that both of my 
parents suffered from depression, especially my mother.  She was 
one of those mothers who oscillated from being totally loving and 
sort of dependent on me to help her feel OK to becoming complete-
ly neglectful.  So neglectful that I came home in the first grade with 
a U (unsatisfactory) in personal appearance on my report card be-
cause I was unkempt.  She wasn’t taking care of me.  I remember 
looking at other little girls, even in my kindergarten class, and see-
ing their beautiful white polished shoes and looking down at my 
shoes and noticing how scuffed they were and envying the little 
well-taken-care-of girls.  So, as a result of therapy, I was clued in 
for the first time that I did have problems in my family and that my 
difficulty with relationships and my insecurity had to do with fami-
ly dynamics.  Just like I was surprised that anti-Semitism was 
something that could hurt me, I was also surprised that the family 
of my childhood was not a perfect, intact, nuclear family; you 
know, American immigrants making good, sending their kid to this 
wonderful college.  But there were real problems growing up with 
depressed parents.  

JWA: Could you be more specific?  How are you saying this 
informs your work? 

MF: I have always been fascinated by, let’s say, the literature of 
depression.  My favorite characters were depressed, guilty people.  
This became apparent when I was in graduate school at Berkeley 
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and took a seminar with Frederick Crews.  He was the first literary 
scholar in America who truly took psychoanalysis seriously.  He 
introduced a whole cadre of students from Berkeley to psychoana-
lytic interpretations of literature.  He gave a series of seminars, all 
of which I took, totally rapt.  Finally, I was putting together my two 
great loves, reading and psychoanalysis.  Once I started learning 
more about psychoanalysis and using psychoanalytic techniques to 
interpret literature, I became completely enamored with and com-
mitted to a career in academia. 

When it came time to choose a dissertation subject under 
Crews, he said, “Think of a book that really strongly impacts you 
emotionally, that makes you feel something, and then look at the 
author, look at the themes and see how you can put that together.”  
I immediately knew I was going to write on Bernard Malamud, the 
author of The Assistant (1957).  I first read that novel as a teenager 
and had the most cathartic cry at the end of the book.  I just cried 
and cried and cried.  It made me feel good.  From time to time, 
whenever I was feeling a little low, I would go pick up The Assis-
tant and read it again, crying and crying, at the ending.  Then I’d 
feel better. 

JWA: How do you understand why that novel was so moving to 
you? 

MF: I think I strongly identified with Frank Alpine, the de-
pressed hero of The Assistant, a man who becomes inordinately 
guilty after he commits a minor crime against an elderly grocer and 
spends the rest of the novel expiating it.  I think I was suffering 
from low-level depression and felt inordinately guilty too.  At the 
end of the novel, he is a moral man, feels good about himself, but at 
a terrible, terrible price.  Frank’s self-immolation (he assumes the 
identity of the suffering, unsuccessful grocer) made me feel terrible 
pity for him, hence the tears, but I was also elated by his moral ele-
vation.  He had become a kind of saint.  He transcended his guilt.  
That’s why I felt better.   

 Most of the literary critics at the time saw Malamud as an 
esteemed novelist because of his great moral vision.  He wrote 
about people who are willing to take on sacrifice to become 
mensches—strong, spiritual heroes of self-sacrifice.  I argued in my 
dissertation that this is an unhealthy vision.  I felt it was a terrible 
mistake to portray self-imposed suffering as triumphant.  I believed 
that Malamud had an unhealthy, neurotic preoccupation with guilt 
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and was selling it as a moral vision.  The title of my dissertation 
was Successful Failures: Guilt and Morality in the Novels of Ber-
nard Malamud (1976).  

When I was halfway through writing the dissertation, Fred-
erick Crews put psychoanalysis aside, deciding the whole thing was 
a fraud.  He said, more or less, “Everything I taught you was 
wrong.” 

JWA: How much are you willing to say about Freder ick Crews’ 
conversion into a Freud hater? 

MF: From the very beginning, Crews was not a true believer  in 
Freud.  He started his seminar by specifying everything he thought 
was wrong with Freud.  “It’s not scientific at all.  It’s totally subjec-
tive.  It came from his own self-analysis.  You know, many of his 
ideas are crackpot, like the primal horde and saying Moses was 
probably not a Jew.  Just pure fantasy.”  But he was mostly appre-
ciative of Freud and listed a whole bunch of his ideas that are now 
accepted as common knowledge: the existence of the unconscious, 
that we have different parts of ourselves that conflict with each oth-
er, and that dreams have meaning.  

I remember that we pored over The Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900) and applied Freud’s insights to the short stories and 
novels we were reading.  We would all work together in the semi-
nar, often laughing and enthralled by the connections we were mak-
ing.  That was the most intellectually thrilling experience of my 
life.  Time whizzed by in those seminars.  Crews always made us 
aware that Freud’s insights were not based on empirical evidence 
and they don’t explain everything.  But in their capacity to explain 
otherwise incomprehensible details in the literature we were ana-
lyzing, they had enormous explanatory value.  A lot of very promi-
nent psychoanalytic critics came out of those seminars and contin-
ued to do fine psychoanalytic criticism, such as Murray Schwartz, 
the late Andy Gorden, and Claire Kahane.  I too have retained my 
love of psychoanalysis and my love of Fred Crews.  We always 
called him “Freud Crews.”  I still can’t stop calling him Freud 
Crews.  He is forever identified with Freud in my mind. 

JWA: But look at how identified Crews is with Freud to this 
day.  He’s more obsessed with Freud than is the greatest Freud idol-
ater. 

MF: He taught us to use psychoanalysis as a tool to interpret 
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the emotional meaning of literature.  Then he went to some sort of 
Stanford think tank, and a lot of people he met there said, “Look, I 
don’t know about this.  It’s not really scientific.”  I think that when 
the think-tank people started doubting the veracity of psychoanaly-
sis, he began to be skeptical of his belief.  Earlier in his career 
Crews had written an amazingly funny satire on literary criticism in 
which he interpreted A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh through the 
lens of every existent literary theory, making mincemeat of them 
all, including psychoanalytic theory.  It was called The Pooh Per-
plex (1963) and made quite a splash.  So, there had always been a 
gadfly part of him, finding the holes in every theory.  He was skep-
tical of them all until psychoanalytic theory really grabbed him, but 
just for a time.  He also tried a weekend of Arthur Janov’s Primal 
Scream therapy, a sort of bastardization of psychoanalysis.  At first, 
it seemed to confirm psychoanalysis to him, but then he dismissed 
that too.  Thereafter, he attacked psychoanalysis with an unusual 
vengeance, perhaps because he felt he had been taken in by it.  

JWA: His hate was as fervent as his love had been. 

MF: I think it was Murray Schwar tz who pointed out the sig-
nificance of the title of one of the books Crews wrote when he 
turned against psychoanalysis, Out of My System: Psychoanalysis, 
Ideology, and Critical Method (1975).  The sub-imagery is vomit-
ing.  Psychoanalysis was like a poison he had to empty out of him-
self vehemently.    

JWA: I’ve been curious for years about why Crews had such a dra-
matic turnaround.  Thanks for filling me in.  I’d like to shift now to 
the topic of psychobiography, which you told me you had an inter-
est in early on.  I suppose even your work on Malamud is relevant. 

MF: Well, the interesting thing about my involvement with 
Malamud is that I was fascinated by the psychological themes in his 
fiction but, because he was a living writer, I felt uneasy about try-
ing to analyze him, to look into his life.  I thought that would be 
intrusive.  I even had a nightmare about it.  In the dream, I was in a 
dissecting room, and there was a black cat.  I was taking it apart 
with a scalpel, and all of a sudden it started to move, and I 
screamed, “It’s alive!  It’s alive!”  I woke up just horrified that I 
was operating on something that was living.  Immediately, being 
the psychoanalytic critic that I am, I thought, “Oh my God, I’m 
worried that I’m hostilely analyzing a living writer.”  So, I decided, 
“I’m not going to say one thing about Malamud’s life.  I will focus 
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exclusively on the work.”  So, my first work in psychoanalytic ap-
proaches to fiction deliberately argues you don’t need to analyze 
the author, just the themes in the work.  The work speaks for itself. 

JWA: Pretty much the opposite of what you think now. 

MF: Yes.  Later , when I star ted teaching in film studies, I spe-
cialized in auteur courses, in which you concentrate on the works of 
one director.  By looking at movie after movie directed by the same 
filmmaker, I began seeing how certain psychological themes in the 
films kept recurring throughout the director’s career.  Then when I 
started doing research into their lives and backgrounds, I realized, 
“Hey, it’s not an accident that these preoccupations appear in film 
after film.”  The final step was the thought: “What makes me so 
interested in these auteurs in the first place?  Why did I choose to 
teach these filmmakers and not other filmmakers?”  

 I began to get interested in how my life connects with the 
person I’m writing about.  Then I’d go on to theorize about how 
personal the business of interpretation can be.  You pick the films 
of certain filmmakers to analyze, and what you see in them is huge-
ly a reflection of your own preoccupations.  The whole project of 
interpretation of literature and film has to do with the interaction 
between your own personal life, your preoccupations, and the life 
and emotional preoccupations of the people you chose to study.  
When you watch the works, they affect you in certain ways because 
you resonate with the themes that are going on in the work on the 
basis of the similarities between yourself and the author.  (Norman 
Holland has written on reader responses to literature, but I am inter-
ested in the interaction between the author’s life and the critic’s 
too.)   

JWA: So, one might say that your  perspective is to look at the 
psychobiography of the author or director but also the psychobiog-
raphy of the interpreter.  If you avoided psychobiography with Mal-
amud, when did you first decide to take that approach?  

MF: I was teaching an introduction to film course for  Film 
Studies at Berkeley.  The syllabus included one of my favorite 
films, by Maya Deren, an avant-garde filmmaker who made films 
in the 40s.  She had an extraordinary poetic style that, better than 
anything I’d ever seen, used film techniques to capture the dream 
state.  Her first film was Meshes of the A fternoon (1943).  It was 
one of those moments when, like with Malamud, like with The 
Wizard of Oz (1939—see Anderson’s other interview with Marilyn 
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Fabe), I got this gut feeling: “I know what this film is about, I know 
what this is a fantasy of.”  At the same time, a two-volume work on 
Maya Deren’s life came out.  Because I had all this information on 
her life, I felt I could show how the themes of the film derived from 
her experience with her mother and with her lover.  I decided to 
write a psychoanalytic reading of Meshes of the Afternoon with a 
psychobiographical afterword.  

None of my colleagues in Film Studies at Berkeley shared 
my interest in psychoanalysis and psychobiography, so I had to 
look elsewhere for support.  Luckily, I came across an announce-
ment in a psychoanalytic journal inviting people to join “The Bay 
Area Psychobiographical Study Group.”  I asked to join and was 
invited to their first meeting, which was held in a conference room 
at Mount Zion Hospital in San Francisco.  That was in 1990, about 
30 years ago.  Some of the people at that first meeting were Ste-
phen Walrod, Jim Breslin, Alan Elms, Mac Runyan, and Liz Cara. 

I learned from this group, and they provided me with an au-
dience who shared my passion for psychoanalytic, psychobiograph-
ical readings of art.  That got me launched into doing psychobiog-
raphy.  My paper on Deren’s film was published in 1996 and was 
entitled “Maya Deren’s Fatal Attraction” (Women’s Studies, Vol. 25 
Issue 2: Gender and Film).  I interpreted the film as a frightening 
expression of what a woman desires and fears—maternal enmesh-
ment and a guilty desire to appropriate male prerogatives.  In a bril-
liantly constructed surreal montage sequence at the end of the film, 
a woman strikes out at her lover with a knife only to shatter a mir-
ror.  The film ends with the woman, played by Maya Deren, dead, 
while her lover, played by Maya Deren’s husband, looks on.  The 
film, I thought, objectifies a terrifying state of ego-boundary confu-
sion in which the self is felt to be so inextricably part of another 
that guilty destructive impulses aimed at the other can only rebound 
on the self.  

The paper was not popular when it came out.  I wrote it at a 
time when feminism was very, very important in Film Studies, and 
if you’re writing about the mother of avant-garde film, you want to 
say how she was prevailing over the patriarchy, discovering herself, 
and finding her power as an artist.  But the film ends with a power-
ful woman dead.  I saw this as a reflection of the difficulty women 
have, even with all this new support for their equality, dealing with 
their guilt over the appropriation of male privileges.  



  Cinematic Psychobiographer      Page 123          
 

 

My reading came out of a careful, shot-by-shot analysis of 
the details of the film, an understanding of dream symbolism, and 
logic à la Freud in Interpretation of Dreams, as well as from my 
understanding of my own troubles with relationships and guilt 
around success in a male-dominated profession.  It was also sup-
ported by biographical details from Deren’s life.  In any case, it was 
a plausible reading of an otherwise completely opaque and strange 
combination of narrative events and images.  To quote Crews, it 
had explanatory value.  It was so exciting to shed light on the 
meaning of a difficult film using psychoanalytic theory, the details 
of Deren’s life, my life, and my understanding of the workings of 
film technique.  What I did in that paper is essentially what I’ve 
been doing since then in my work on Charles Chaplin, Orson 
Welles, Alfred Hitchcock, and most recently Woody Allen.  I wrote 
every paper initially for that psychobiography study group, which, 
happily, is still ongoing.  

JWA: Fascinating.  You managed in this relatively shor t inter -
view to acquaint me with your career as a psychobiographer while 
doing some subtle psychobiography on yourself. 

 James William Anderson, PhD, is Professor of Clinical 
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at Northwestern University, a 
Faculty Member of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute, and a 
member of the Editorial Board of this publication.  He may be con-
tacted at j-anderson3@northwestern.edu.    
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 
 

The Psychology of Movies and TV Shows 
 

(Due October 1, 2020, for Winter Issue) 
 

 Clio's Psyche is looking for articles on a variety of subjects 
including the psychoanalysis/psychology of the following: 

 
- The similarities between dreaming and watching a film 

- The film image and primary process thinking 

- Studies of films that replicate dreams or nightmares 

- Psychobiographical studies of individual filmmakers 

- Psychological interpretations of individual films, including TV film series 

- Films about Freud, Jung, or other psychoanalytic/psychological theorists 

- Representations of psychiatry or psychoanalysis in films 

- Film as looking glass into the unconscious 

- Clinical material that helps to cast light on the meaning of a film 

- Screens: Viewing films on TV or a cell phone versus in a theater 

- Generational differences in the use of screens and choice of subjects to view 

- Films that make us laugh and why?  -Crying at the movies 

- Traumatic films and films that replicate trauma 

- Psychological insight into the representation of gender and race in film 

- Genre theory: the pleasure/power of the horror film, science fiction films, the 
Western, etc.   

- Neurobiological insights into the emotional impact of film.  For example, 
what is the impact of mirror neurons on our emotional response to film? 

- The psychological impact of new digital technology 

- Psychological origins of cinephilia/binge-watching 

- Viewing under “house arrest” during the pandemic 

- Psychobiographical studies of great filmmakers  

- Psychobiographical insights from candidates’ autobiographies, books, and 
speeches                                   

<><><> 
We seek articles from 500 to 2,000 words--including a 25-50 word abstract,  

7-10 keywords, and a brief bio ending in an email address. 
One or two 3,500-4,000 word essays are also welcome provided they are 

outstanding scholarship, well written, and can be used as symposium 
papers.  Longer papers must be submitted by September 1, 2020. 

We do not publish bibliographies and have citations only for direct quotes.  
Articles, abstracts, and queries should be sent to  

cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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Lloyd deMause Memorial  

Lloyd deMause’s Odyssey 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: A personal reminiscence of Lloyd deMause and his contribu-
tions to psychohistory.  It examines deMause’s ideas about the tasks and 
domains of psychohistory, as well as his conceptions of childrearing, 
group-fantasy, wars, and leaders as poison containers.  His career is 
compared with the journey of the mythical Greek hero Odysseus. 

Keywords: child-abuse, deMause, domains-psychohistory, group-fantasy, 
leadership, Odysseus, poison-container, social-violence, war  

If we look for a definition of “odyssey” in the Cambridge 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, we find the following definition: “a 
long trip or period involving a lot of different and exciting activi-
ties, esp. while searching for something.”  When I think of Lloyd 
deMause’s life, I recognize many aspects that suit the definition.  
The legendary Greek hero Odysseus (Ulysses) comes to mind.  
Odysseus’s heroic participation in the Trojan War, his adventurous 
journey after the War, and, finally, his 10-year-long homecoming to 
Ithaca belong to the core of Western culture. 

In the Trojan War, Odysseus conceived the stratagem of the 
Trojan Horse, allowing the Greek warriors led by Agamemnon to 
deceive their enemies and sneak into Troy under the cover of a 
ruse.  For the Greeks, Odysseus was a hero, but for the Romans, he 
was a deceitful and cruel villain.  Likewise, deMause sneaked into 
academic bastions by riding with his new concept of childhood his-
tory, was met with applause by his supporters, and heavily criti-
cized, attacked, and ridiculed by mainstream academic historians 
and social scientists by calling him de Mouse—a Mickey Mouse-
like character.  In the academic circles, his position was that of a 
nuisance, a troublemaker, and an enfant terrible.  The academic 
wars around him did not lead to peace, and he and his peace-loving 
supporters were not allowed to cross over closely guarded discipli-
nary boundaries. 

The academic battles had started at Columbia University 
where deMause began his sociology and political science studies 
after the Korean War and assisted sociologist C. Wright Mills.  
Mills advised deMause to abstain from psychology, but he acted 
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otherwise, quitting the academy—because he was not allowed, in 
his unfinished dissertation, to combine political science and mental 
health.  He did not pay much attention to degrees and professional 
rituals, but when his lack of a doctoral degree was mentioned as a 
reason for not trusting his evidence, he used to answer his critics by 
referring to Erik H. Erikson, who did not have any degree and 
whom they still trusted.  Lloyd deMause started as a statistician, 
showed his entrepreneurship as a publisher, did some psychoanalyt-
ic training, and worked intensively as an independent scholar. 

Among psychoanalysts, he felt uncomfortable because he 
wanted to analyze humankind rather than living individuals.  His 
basic insights were not welcomed by most psychoanalysts, psycho-
therapists, political scientists, and historians.  The first major book 
he edited, The History of Childhood (1974), was already a mine-
field of disagreements.  No doubt, deMause needed through his 
whole career to show and prove his points with detailed historical 
documents, and still, his points were not generally accepted.  Most 
of the emotionally trying and hard evidence concerning child abuse 
and the ensuing irrationality of groups and their delegations to lead-
ers-as-poison-containers were bypassed and labeled sheer fantasy.  
It was seen as polemical and wild.  At the Institute for Psychohisto-
ry, he initiated (group) fantasy analysis to probe the unconscious 
collective fantasies that motivate and manipulate the behavior of 
historical actors. 

 Among psychohistorians, the dissociated, split-off parts of 
personality also had an effect so that the relationships to deMause’s 
leadership position were ambivalent and vacillated between loyalty 
and distrust.  He had read about small-group research and analysis 
but he went farther into large-group inquiry.  Reflecting on his own 
leadership in the International Psychohistorical Association, he 
concluded: “I am the Poisonous Placenta-mother, dangerous, al-
ways and at every meeting, and the central problem of the group is 
to contain my poison.…  It is not just that I, in fact, endanger their 
academic lives; reality here happens to fit fantasy, but fantasy 
comes first (the fantasy is shared by analysts and others who do not 
use me in ways that are threatening)” (deMause’s letter to Aurel 
Ende, March 30, 1982).  He did not favor regressions, authoritarian 
dependencies, idealizations, nor unrealistic cravings manifested in 
the group processes and group dynamics. 

While deMause’s basic attitude was anti-authoritarian, para-
doxically, his personality had ingredients for charismatic leadership 
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that conveyed oppositions, collusions, and love-hate constellations.  
He concluded that leaders function as “protectors” and 
“persecutors” at the same time (see Juhani Ihanus, “Coming to 

Terms with Psychohistory,” Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 26, No. 1, Fall 
2019, 40).  As a leader, Lloyd deMause was both generous 
(allowing people from highly different backgrounds to join the As-
sociation) and demanding (testing who agreed with him), annoyed 
by not getting attention and still ironically accepting the continual 
disagreements.  His positive helping mode of parenting gave him 
pause about his theory that people re-enact their traumatic history 
and go to war to be “reborn.” 

What did deMause search for?  One answer would be truth-
ful and insightful therapy for humankind, relief from the horrible 
history of childhood, social violence, and wars that threaten, in the 
case of the global nuclear war, to destroy the whole planet and its 
inhabitants.  He returned repeatedly to the curse of poisonous pla-
centas and the horrors of childrearing that installed bad social alters 
(split-off parts of the self) into the minds and bodies of humans.  He 
thought that especially boys could become fused with the “Killer 
Mother alter” (The Origins of War in Child Abuse, 2010, passim) 
and be ready to sacrifice themselves in wars and die for Mother-
land. 

It was deMause’s recurrent conclusion that American funda-
mentalism and exceptionalism advanced racism, fascism, apocalyp-
tic dreams, and self-destructive wars all over the world.  The basic 
reason for suicidal violence was embedded in child abuse, as stated, 
for example, in one of his last writings: “The reason why over the 
centuries billions of men have killed and died in wars is that they 
are repeating the violent child abuse their parents inflicted upon 
them.  In hellish wars they repeat their hellish childrearing” (Lloyd 
deMause, “Is Starting Wars Really Always Self-Destructive?” The 
Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 40, No. 3, 2013, 158).  He actively 
worked to prevent nuclear wars (Zero Nuclear Tolerance) and im-
plemented programs for advancing both peace negotiations and bet-
ter parenthood.  He thought that the huge number of American mili-
tary bases around the world was only meant to provoke “enemies,” 
while spending trillions of dollars on them—more than other na-
tions combined.  The savings from closing most of the bases 
“would also enable America to help the 1.6 million U.S. children 
now homeless” (deMause, 2013, 160). 

Initially, the basis of group psychohistory for deMause (see 
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“Foreword,” in Lloyd deMause, ed., The New Psychohistory, 1975, 
4) was found in the psychoanalytic theories of the small-group pro-
cesses (group-fantasies, conflicts, defenses, needs, and myths) de-
veloped by W. R. Bion, Philip Slater, Richard Mann, Graham Gib-
bard, and John Hartman.  The extensive literary production of cul-
tural anthropologist Weston La Barre also stimulated deMause.  
Later, the psychohistory of the family (with Helm Stierlin’s family 
theory, for example), the psychohistory of leaders and politics, ide-
ology and mentalities, economics and technology, arts, nations, and 
even civilizations was included in his psychohistorical endeavor.  
In this way, additions have been made to American psychohistory 
from the European tradition, though not in the direction of radical 
criticism of capitalism or globalization. 

Lloyd deMause first identified three areas of psychohistory: 
the history (or evolution) of childhood, the study of large groups (or 
group-fantasies), and psychobiography, connecting the first two.  
Later, in The Emotional Life of Nations (2002), he modified the 
description by distinguishing three key psychohistorical domains: 
the psychogenic history (or evolution) of childhood, the psychogen-
ic (multilinear) theory of history, and the anthropology of the rela-
tionally developing human being (homo relatens).  Although deM-
ause started his work in the field of applied psychoanalysis, he nev-
er insisted on using psychoanalytic concepts and theories as the on-
ly means to do psychohistory but was open to other approaches.  
For deMause, the core of psychohistory was biology.  His early 
proposal for a research project in 1968, before he used the term 
“psychohistory,” defined “Psychogeneology” as the “new science 
of evolution of the psyche from generation to generation” (Joseph 
F. Campbell, “Psychohistory: Creating a New Discipline,” The 
Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 37, No. 1, 2009, 2).  The continuity 
of evolutionary psychohistory, with later impacts from the neuro-
sciences, especially neurobiology, and cognitive-affective brain re-
search, can be discerned throughout deMause’s career. 

In the field of academic history, deMausian psychohistory 
aroused intense opposition.  It has been called cult-like, postmod-
ern, left-wing radical, reductionist, psychologizing, and not the sub-
ject of serious research.  It has been seen as a kind of route of ex-
perimental sensitization that cannot have the status of an independ-
ent discipline.  Where traditional psychohistory, for example, psy-
chopathologized Saddam Hussein during the Gulf War and referred 
to group survival strategies and identification with the aggressor, 
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deMausean psychohistory brought up unconscious group-fantasies 
that were viewed through the images of violence recycled in the 
Western media.  They were interpreted as displacements from the 
unconscious images of revenge that were thought to have connected 
with the parent who mistreated the child (see Daniel Dervin, Enact-
ments: American Modes and Psychohistorical Models, 1996, 18).  
Because he more often failed than succeeded in prediction, deM-
ause was sometimes hesitant about group-fantasy analysis as a pre-
dictive tool.  However, deMause was convinced that we can make 
hypotheses in science, as well as conversation and debate with col-
leagues concerning such hypotheses.  

For example, unlike most scholars of politics, deMause 
linked political behavior to the childhood experiences or the group-
fantasies of those involved.  His analysis of political behavior as-
sumes that the emotions, cognitions, images, and interactions that 
are essential to one’s experience of loss, exclusion, regression, 
hope, fear, envy, shame, blame, victimization, idealization, devalu-
ation, and life projects are projected and transferred in many ways 
to the political scene.  

Daniel Dervin has stated that psychohistorians do not so 
much write about history but interpret it on several levels that are 
not grouped rationally (Enactments, 39–43).  Psychohistorians try 
to be open to the ambiguity, to the “madness” of the individuals 
(including one’s self) and the groups (“psychoclasses,” not socio-
economic classes).  Interruptions, repetitions, displacements, re-
sistances, repressions, and anxieties resonate with the deMausean 
research interest.  Psychohistorical models can involve, for exam-
ple, infantile conflicts that are ceremonially re-enacted, group-
fantasies that are explored in cartoons or political phenomena, and 
leaders (as “poison containers”) to whom the groups delegate their 
difficult aggressive-libidinal tasks.  Modes of childcare and 
parenthood are staged and restaged to study their effects in the past 
and the present.  A totally different issue is how well psychohistori-
ans themselves can avoid doctrinal ceremonialization.  

The motivational basis of not only historical but also current 
events and future orientations is of interest in psychohistory.  The 
scope of psychohistorical research has expanded from psychobiog-
raphy to the global psychohistory of humankind and civilizations.  
Analyzing the entire globe on the “couch” is a hallmark of psycho-
history.   
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In James Joyce’s novel Ulysses (again Odysseus!), Stephen 
Dedalus proposed, “History is a nightmare from which I am trying 
to awake” (1922, 1961, 34).  Later, deMause described the history 
of childhood as “a nightmare from which we have only recently 
begun to awaken” (“The Evolution of Childhood,” in Lloyd deM-
ause, ed., The History of Childhood, 1974, 1).  Although deMause 
was not well acquainted with literary fiction, he may have adopted 
his motto from Joyce through some occasional source.  Psychoana-
lytic literary studies were not published in The Journal of Psycho-
history.  His writing style was not narrative but highly persuasive, 
addressing emotions, getting to the point, with minor technical jar-
gon, and trying to convince his readers of his position.  He ex-
pressed his claims very clearly and justified them by exposing the 
historical evidence he had collected, often over-referencing and 
over-footnoting his exposition.  The readers could then take stands 
against or in favor of him, but his claims, however biased they 
seemed to most academics, were easy to identify. 

Lloyd deMause’s passion and devotion to understand the 
motives behind the wars of Odysseus that in legend were brought to 
peace by Athena, to improve human relations, and to advance 
peaceful co-existence were reflected in his scholarship and his per-
sonal conviction that creative thinking and polemics belong to a 
lively and productive co-operation.  Like Odysseus at the destina-
tion in Constantine Cavafy’s poem “Ithaka” (Collected Poems, 
1975), he may have grasped that Ithaca gave him “the marvelous 
journey” and without Ithaca, he “would not have set out.”   

Juhani Ihanus’ biography may be found on page 104.   

Pearls of Wisdom from Lloyd deMause 

Brett Kahr—Tavistock Institute of Medical Psychology  

Keywords: child-abuse, deMause, Freud, infanticide, psychoclass, psy-
chohistory, psychology 

I shall never forget my very first meeting with Lloyd deM-
ause back in June 1981.  As a young student of psychology, keen to 
develop my burgeoning interest in the work of Sigmund Freud, I 
decided, on a whim, to attend the annual conference of the Interna-
tional Psychohistorical Association.  I had little idea of what to ex-
pect, never having encountered psychohistory before, but the poster 
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for the conference intrigued me and as I had access to a friend’s 
apartment in Manhattan, I planned a little trip. 

 On the day in question, I arrived at the conference venue 
with much trepidation, as I knew not a single soul.  Within minutes, 
however, a very warm-hearted gentleman greeted me and intro-
duced himself as Lloyd deMause.  I enjoyed our first encounter and 
I then sat down and listened to paper after paper—each more en-
thralling than the next.  It soon became quite clear to me that psy-
chohistorians had certainly embraced the work of Freud and then 
expanded upon his concepts, helping us to psychoanalyze every-
thing from art and cinema to childrearing to even the newly inaugu-
rated President of the United States of America, Ronald Reagan!  I 
became entranced and relieved that I had discovered such an intelli-
gent group of creative scholars. 

To my surprise and delight, at the end of the conference, 
Lloyd very kindly invited me to a party at his apartment on River-
side Drive, overlooking the Hudson River.  He even offered me a 
ride in his car.  Upon arrival, I met his delightful wife, Susan Hein, 
who welcomed me warmly.  As a young, naïve, and inexperienced 
undergraduate, I found it rather exciting not only to attend such a 
stimulating psychological conference but also to be invited to spend 
time afterward with the “grown-ups.”  Although I had always en-
joyed my formal university studies, none of my professors had giv-
en much credence to psychoanalysis; but, with the kind embrace of 
Lloyd deMause and his loyal psychohistorical colleagues, I felt as 
though I had found a professional home. 

As the hours unfolded, the party guests began to scatter and 
at some point, I too approached Lloyd to offer my thanks and to bid 
him farewell.  At that moment, he exclaimed, “Wait just a few 
minutes, Brett,” as he disappeared into his study.  A short while lat-
er, he emerged with a huge pile of books and periodicals that he 
had edited, such as The History of Childhood (Lloyd deMause, ed., 
1974) and The New Psychohistory (Lloyd deMause, ed., 1975), as 
well as multiple copies of The Journal of Psychohistory.  Lloyd’s 
generosity both shocked me and pleased me hugely, and although I 
offered to send him a check to pay for these publications, he re-
fused.  I accepted the gifts graciously, and over the upcoming days 
and weeks, I carefully read page after page including the footnotes.  
I became a huge fan and a grateful student.  Little did I know how 
much Lloyd’s work, and that of his colleagues, would impact me in 
years to come, both in and outside the consulting room. 
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Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, I had the privilege of de-
veloping a warm relationship with Lloyd, attending the New York 
City conferences whenever I could, exchanging typed letters, and 
chatting on the landline telephone—long before the days of e-mail.  
I read his work religiously, again and again and again, and I always 
learned as much from the writings of deMause as I did from those 
of the father of psychoanalysis.  I often spoke of “Freud and Lloyd” 
as my two greatest teachers. 

I would require an entire monograph or more to do justice to 
the landmark contributions of deMause as the progenitor of modern 
psychohistory and as its most profound theoretician and researcher.  
In particular, I wish to emphasize what may well be his most enor-
mous achievement, namely, having placed the detailed study of 
child care and the nature of child abuse on the map.  In my estima-
tion, no one has helped us better appreciate the historical cruelty of 
parents toward their offspring throughout the centuries.  Indeed, 
deMause devoted his career to archiving, researching, explaining, 
and exposing the history of parental sadism and abuse, while also 
examining its impact throughout history upon political leadership, 
followership, and global warfare. 

Nowadays, we know so very much about the incidence and 
prevalence of child abuse in all its many forms.  But, back in the 
1960s, when deMause first embarked upon his researches, few peo-
ple ever deployed the phrase “child abuse,” and few mental health 
clinicians could appreciate the aetiological role of parental cruelty 
in the genesis of virtually every form of mental illness. 

I shall never forget my very first psychotherapy patient, a 
man who suffered from schizophrenia for many decades.  During 
our initial consultation, in a psychiatric hospital in the English 
countryside, this patient turned his chair upside down and then sat 
on one of the legs and began to hump it, up and down.  I found this 
quite shocking; and when, later that day, I discussed this encounter 
with my clinical supervisor, a very elderly and distinguished Con-
sultant Psychiatrist, I wondered whether the patient had ever expe-
rienced anal rape as a child.  The psychiatrist, who had spent a life-
time working with schizophrenic men and women in the hospital, 
simply laughed at the presumed ridiculousness of my hypothesis.  
But, over the next three years, as the treatment unfolded, it soon 
became apparent that my patient had, indeed, suffered anal rape 
many times during childhood, and after we began to talk about 
these traumata, his psychotic symptoms began to reduce in intensity 
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(see my “The Infanticidal Origins of Psychosis: The Role of Trau-
ma in Schizophrenia,” in Judy Yellin and Kate White, eds., Shat-
tered States: Disorganised Attachment and its Repair, 2007, 7-126, 
for more). 

Although I never studied with Lloyd formally, he became, 
undoubtedly, one of my most influential teachers, certainly helped 
me to understand the realities of child abuse far more than many of 
my official teachers and supervisors had done.  In exposing the re-
alities of child abuse across the centuries, deMause had to endure a 
great deal of resistance, suspicion, and criticism, just as Freud had 
when attempting to investigate the nature of the unconscious, child-
hood, and sexuality—three highly unpopular topics in the late 19th 
century and early 20th century.  Indeed, when in 1992 I invited 
Lloyd to lecture in London, it shocked me that one of the most sen-
ior child psychotherapists at the world-famous Tavistock Clinic—a 
brilliant woman whom I had long admired and respected—
screamed at Lloyd for having presented a talk filled with far too 
much data about child abuse: “I feel like you’re beating us on the 
head.”  Lloyd responded to this attack with compassion as opposed 
to retaliation.  He had received this sort of reaction before and I 
suspect that, in those days, he knew that many psychoanalytical 
practitioners simply had no roadmap for understanding the truth 
about trauma and abuse. 

One day, while on holiday in New York City, I met up with 
Lloyd for lunch, somewhere on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.  
We chatted, gossiped, exchanged ideas, and at one point, we spoke 
about the question of resistance to some of his research findings.  I 
believe that we reminisced about the vituperative comments that 
Lloyd had to tolerate during his lecture trip to London.  I think that 
I became far more upset than Lloyd whilst reminiscing that an emi-
nent British child psychotherapist had, essentially, told him not to 
speak so bluntly about the horrors of abuse, as she simply could not 
bear it.  But Lloyd had encountered this sort of backlash before, and 
he simply took it in stride. 

Then, as we sipped our coffee, Lloyd offered me a huge 
pearl of wisdom—one of many.  With calm and intelligence, he 
pontificated: “Brett, never waste your time trying to convince your 
colleagues of anything.  They are much too much set in their ways 
and their minds are not flexible enough to entertain new ideas.  In-
stead, you should devote as much time as possible to teaching the 
younger generation.  These people come from a different 
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‘psychoclass.’  They are less abused and traumatized, and will be 
far more receptive.” 

At that point, I suddenly realized why, back in 1981, Lloyd 
had taken the trouble to send me home with a whole pile of his 
books and journals.  He did so, in part, because of his great gener-
osity as a human being; but he also bestowed such gifts upon me in 
a very intelligent, strategic manner, knowing that, as a young psy-
chology student, I would be receptive and not as envious or as com-
petitive as his chronological contemporaries. 

I must admit that, as the decades have unfolded, I have 
drawn upon this pearl of deMausian wisdom on many occasions: it 
has always surprised me how many of my colleagues continue to 
engage in heated discussions with one another at professional meet-
ings, desperately trying to prove everyone else to be wrong, and 
never succeeding.  Following happily in Lloyd’s footsteps, I have 
much preferred to collaborate with the younger generations, who 
need not compete with me, but who enjoy learning from an older 
person, just as this older person enjoys learning from them. 

I remain eternally grateful to Lloyd deMause for his wisdom 
and generosity and above all, for having helped the world to be-
come more aware of the realities and dangers of child abuse, not 
only within the nuclear family but, also, on the global stage. 

 Brett Kahr, PhD, is Senior Fellow at the Tavistock Insti-
tute of Medical Psychology in London and Visiting Professor of 
Psychoanalysis and Mental Health in the Regent’s School of Psy-
chotherapy and Psychology at Regent’s University London.  A 
Trustee of Freud Museum London and Freud Museum Publica-
tions, he is also Consultant in Psychology to The Bowlby Centre 
and Consultant Psychotherapist in The Balint Consultancy.  Author 
of 15 books, his most recent titles include Bombs in the Consulting 
Room: Surviving Psychological Shrapnel (2017) and Dangerous 
Lunatics: Trauma, Criminality, and Forensic Psychotherapy 
(2020).  He can be contacted at Kahr14@aol.com.   

Remembering Lloyd deMause 

John Jacob Hartman—University of South Florida 

Keywords: childrearing, Lloyd deMause, Neill, psychohistory, radical-
social-change, revolutionary, utopian 
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 Lloyd deMause was a revolutionary, and this was both a 
good thing and a bad thing for those who came in contact with him 
personally and with his ideas.  He sought a radical social change in 
childrearing, education, history, psychology, politics, and how we 
view the social world more generally.  He combined this idealistic 
mission with his more practical organizational and marketing skills. 

 When I met Lloyd, we immediately hit it off.  In the early 
’70s, he was working on his history of childhood project, and in his 
wide-ranging perusal of the literature, he happened upon my work 
with Graham Gibbard and Dick Mann on applying psychoanalytic 
concepts to the study of small groups.  I think he may have also 
been interested in my work on identifying stages of group develop-
ment as he was developing his own stage theory of the psychogenic 
modes of childrearing.  In any case, he invited me out to New York; 
I met his wife and son, Neil, and we had a most interesting discus-
sion about our mutual interests.  We found that we had a good deal 
in common.  We were both born in Detroit and had connections to 
General Motors.  His father was in the auto industry, and Lloyd had 
attended the General Motors Institute of Technology.  I went to 
school with the children and grandchildren of executives of General 
Motors.   

More than that, we shared an intellectual interest in apply-
ing psychoanalytic concepts to groups, including large groups and 
historical periods.  I had been a student of John Whiting, a psycho-
analytically trained anthropologist who studied the effect of chil-
drearing practices on personality and social structure cross-
culturally.  This gave me a background for what Lloyd was writing 
about.  Over the next few years, Lloyd invited me to contribute to 
several publishing projects and to join the International Psychohis-
torical Association that he was starting.  Temperamentally, though, 
I am more of a progressive and less of a radical revolutionary. 

 When Lloyd told me about his admiration for the work of 
the Scottish educator, A. S. Neill, the founder of the Summerhill 
School, and his childrearing techniques with his son, I took it with a 
grain of salt.  However, as time went on it became clear that Lloyd 
was a utopian as well as a revolutionary.  That is, behind his schol-
arship lay a desire to effect radical social change for the betterment 
of society.  He had a belief, like Neill, that people, particularly chil-
dren, were basically good, and that it was a negligent or abusive 
environment that was responsible for most of the ills of the world. 
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 Lloyd’s most significant contributions were his book, The 
History of Childhood (1974), and the promotion of the field of psy-
chohistory.  The former was a meticulously researched study of 
childhood through historical epochs.  It called attention to the issues 
of various forms of child abuse and their effects on individual per-
sonality and historical conditions.  The field of psychohistory bene-
fitted from Lloyd’s organizational and entrepreneurial skills as well 
as from many of his expanding ideas.  These included not only how 
childrearing techniques affect personality in individuals but how 
they can also be seen impacting historical periods.  He demonstrat-
ed how nations can be seen as having emotional lives and patholo-
gies just as individuals.  He studied the fact that groups can share 
unconscious fantasies and that these can be analyzed in media pro-
ductions like film and cartoons.  These ideas were all groundbreak-
ing and important for developing in-depth social psychology. 

 In my appraisal, though, Lloyd as revolutionary took inno-
vative ideas and ran with them so far that they became at best ques-
tionable and at worst untenable.  For example, he took his work on 
the effect of child abuse on personality and historical conditions 
and decided that the earlier one goes back in childhood, the more 
explanatory power you gain.  What Heinz Hartmann called the ge-
netic fallacy in theorizing became The Origins of War in Child 
Abuse (2010) and the idea that birth trauma causes war.  This led 
to his involvement with the satanic cult that claimed to be victims 
of this form of abuse.  It also led to the endorsement of water birth-
ing as a solution to birth trauma, which is viewed as the cause of 
many ills.  deMause felt he could predict the next war.  This is 
where the radical revolutionary loses the more moderate middle 
group of thinkers who otherwise might have signed on to an agenda 
for innovative change.  I count myself among those.  The mission 
came to feel more and more like “wild analysis.” 

 The further problem became that these ideas about abuse 
and birth trauma led Lloyd to the “fetal origins” of historical events 
and these ideas became the basis of organizational ideology and 
even dogma.  This development could be witnessed in the organiza-
tional structure and particularly in the large group self-analytic 
group events at the meetings of the International Psychohistorical 
Association.  What started as Lloyd’s good idea that an organiza-
tion should study its own group processes to function better became 
an idea that in its delivery proved hurtful to many members and led 
to disaffection and defection.  Speculative innovation became dog-
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matic and authoritarian.  A. S. Neill once declared himself dictator 
of the Summerhill School.   

 Like many revolutions, Lloyd’s innovations in psychohisto-
ry have had to be consolidated by others of a less revolutionary 
bent.  Lloyd’s legacy continues with the International Psychohistor-
ical Association and The Journal of Psychohistory.  His impact on 
the promotion and notoriety of the field of Psychohistory has been 
significant.  Like many revolutionaries, however, his zealotry lost 
him many otherwise willing participants who could have moved his 
mission even further. 

 John Jacob Hartman, PhD, is Affiliate Professor in the 
Department of Psychiatry of the University of South Florida and 
Training and Supervising Analyst at the Florida Psychoanalytic 
Center.  He has had teaching positions at UCLA, the University of 
Michigan, and the University of Tampa.  His scholarly writings 
have involved the applications of psychoanalysis to small groups, 
political propaganda, and inter-group conflict.  He can be contact-
ed at jjhartman2@gmail.com.    

Book Reviews 

Volkan’s Remarkable Application  
of Psychoanalysis to Society 

John Jacob Hartman—University of South Florida 

Review of Vamık D. Volkan’s Large-Group Psychology: Racism, 
Societal Divisions, Narcissistic Leaders and Who We Are Now (Bicester, 
UK: Phoenix Publishing House, 2020), ISBN 978-1912691654, pages 
139, $24.95. 

Keywords: ethnic-conflict, large-group-relations, leadership, narcissism, 
racism, societal-divisions, Vamık Volkan 

 It is not easy to condense 40 years of experience in studying 
and ameliorating ethnic conflict, 55 books, and several hundred ar-
ticles into one succinct volume.  Vamık Volkan has been able to 
achieve just this remarkable feat and brings some new things to 
bear on our current understanding of large-group relations. 

 This book was prompted by President Donald J. Trump’s 
remarks about the events that took place in Charlottesville, Virgin-
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ia, in August of 2017.  American Nazis and other White nationalists 
marched in support of a Confederate statue of Robert E. Lee and 
against African Americans and Jews.  One counter-protester, 
Heather Heyer, was killed and 40 others were injured when a White 
nationalist, James Fields, Jr., ran over them with his car.  Trump 
claimed that there were “fine people” on both sides. 

  This prompted Volkan to review his time in the United 
States and write another book trying to explain racial and ethnic 
conflict in terms of his large-group psychology.  The book seems to 
have several aims.  The first is a review of the basic elements of the 
theory of large-group psychology, beginning with Freud but more 
fully elaborated in Volkan’s previous work.  He begins with his 
own personal reasons for studying large groups in ethnic conflict.  
Growing up a Sunni Muslim Turk on the island of Cyprus, Volkan 
was acquainted at an early age with the mutual antagonisms be-
tween his group and the Christian Greeks who shared the island.  
His personal story of the formation of his personal and group iden-
tities provides a convincing example of the important role of identi-
ty, not just in individual development, but in inter-group relations 
as well. 

 Volkan next makes a case for large-group psychology “in 
its own right.”  By this, he means that psychoanalysts have too of-
ten viewed historical, political, and social processes as the result of 
projections of individuals within an individual model.  Volkan 
makes an effective case for psychoanalytic large-group psychology 
that requires concepts and processes endemic to social systems 
themselves, apart from individual psychological concepts.  His cen-
tral organizing concept is identity, a term well-suited to anchor his 
approach because it is both a feature of the individual and the 
group.  The first five chapters summarize his theory of large group 
psychology, leader-follower relationships, decision making, and 
political propaganda. 

 The next chapter summarizes the use of this large-group 
psychology, the Tree Model, to describe how this can be utilized to 
reduce ethnic conflict in hot spots around the world through consul-
tations with the large groups involved.  Volkan’s work in this area 
has been remarkable and worthy of the Nobel Prize nominations he 
has received.  

 The last three chapters comprise newer applications of 
Volkan’s model to the issue of race, contemporary world politics 
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and culture, technological advances, the possible traumatic ramifi-
cations of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the personality of Donald 
Trump.  As to the last topic, Volkan explains why he turned down 
requests to write Trump’s biography and does not attempt to dis-
cuss Trump’s personality directly.  He does, however, provide a full 
chapter on the characteristics of leaders with a narcissistic personal-
ity.   

 My expectation before reading this volume was that there 
would be something helpful in understanding the increasing racial 
animosities and tensions dividing our country.  In this respect, I 
found the chapter on race disappointing.  Volkan chose to recount 
his personal experiences with African Americans since coming to 
the United States and settling in Charlottesville.  The chapter focus-
es mostly on his experiences as a young psychiatrist at Cherry Hos-
pital in Goldsboro, North Carolina, when it was a segregated men-
tal hospital for African Americans.  His observations about this 
hospital and how its organization seemed to mimic aspects of the 
slavery period are very interesting in themselves.  Likewise, the 
recounting of his experience treating four African American teen-
agers when the hospital desegregated offers an important glimpse 
into the delivery of health care to African Americans in the rural 
South in the 1970s.  I was disappointed that the chapter did not con-
tinue with applications of Volkan’s theories to our current racial 
divisiveness and particularly to an understanding of the Confeder-
ate statues as flashpoints.  There is much in Volkan’s theorizing 
that can easily be applied to this issue. 

Despite this misgiving, the book largely succeeds.  It is 
written in plain English, free of jargon, and with many examples 
and stories from the author’s vast experience with patients, coun-
tries, world leaders, and most importantly, with himself as a Turk 
growing up in a divided Cyprus, coming to the United States, and 
becoming a world figure.  As such, this is a book that can be read 
profitably by the general public, historians, and mental health work-
ers unfamiliar with Volkan’s contributions, as well as grizzled vet-
erans of psychohistory more familiar with his work.  While much 
of this book covers the ground the author has traveled before in his 
many books, there are still new things to be learned here.  For ex-
ample, he discusses political propaganda in three succinct pages.  
However, at the end, he offers a five-stage formula for how propa-
ganda can be harnessed to an ideology of entitlement for revenge, 
which can lead to ethnic violence.  He utilizes his own concepts 
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from large-group psychology to suggest this process.  There is 
something new to ponder here. 

Volkan is one of the most creative and inspiring psychoana-
lytic writers of our time.  His work, inside and outside of the con-
sulting room, deserves to be widely known.  This book goes a long 
way in making that happen. 

 John Jacob Hartman’s bio may be found on page 137.  ❑  

Psychobiography is Trending  
Among Psychologists 

Benjamin Wegner—Chicago School of Prof. Psychology 

 Review of Claude-Hélène Mayer & Zoltan Kovary, eds., New 
Trends in Psychobiography (Springer Nature Switzerland AG: Springer 
International Publishing, 2019), ISBN 978-1-4128-1130, pages XVI, 523, 
hardbound, 103,99 €. 

Keywords: advocacy, Claude-Hélène Mayer, clinical-psychology-
training, epistemology, ethics, generativity, New Trends in Psychobiog-
raphy, psychobiography-textbook, qualitative-research-methods, Zoltán 
Kőváry 

Just as life has its turning points, there are pivotal moments 
in the development of a Wissenschaft, or field of knowledge.  Freud 
gave birth to psychobiography when he brought psychoanalytic in-
sights to the life of Leonardo da Vinci.  During its infancy, practi-
tioners of psychobiography behaved recklessly, reducing complex 
lives to Oedipal theorems.  Academic psychology marginalized the 
field, but by the 1980s it emerged into adulthood by improving its 
methodological rigor.  This trajectory led to the 2005 volume edited 
by Todd Schultz, Handbook of Psychobiography.  That was 15 
years ago.  Since then, psychobiography has grown internationally 
as a legitimate form of research.  Now we encounter New Trends in 
Psychobiography (published by Springer Nature, under editors 
Claude-Hélène Mayer and Zoltán Kőváry), a volume that promises 
to be pivotal for the field’s growth.   

The 500+ pages of New Trends are written by 36 authors 
hailing from North America, South Africa, and Europe.  They fur-
nish the most comprehensive and innovative set of discourses on 
psychobiography yet to date.  There is plenty in New Trends for 
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different types of readers to like.  It covers four themes: the theoret-
ical cornerstones of psychobiography; its methodological and epis-
temological possibilities; selected psychobiographies (e.g., of J. S.  
Bach); and interviews with five prominent psychobiographers who 
paint an accessible picture of the field.  While the ideal audience for 
New Trends is likely anyone supervising or engaged in psychobio-
graphical research, the volume will enrich syllabi related to qualita-
tive research, personality theory, and the philosophy of science.  It 
could also benefit clinicians, historians, journalists, pianists, and 
fans of Charlize Theron.  This varied list of potential readers is a 
credit to the book’s ambitious spirit and inclusion of multiple per-
spectives.  Reading New Trends, one gathers that psychobiography 
has entered the integrative, efficacious years of middle adulthood.   

In the first theme’s opening chapter, James William Ander-
son and William L. Dunlop provide a guide for executing psychobi-
ography, arguing that researchers should not shy away from illumi-
nating a subject’s inner life.  Psychodynamic investigations of 
dreams or autobiographical statements are fair game, if psychobiog-
raphers conduct an exhaustive review of a subject’s corpus and cul-
tural context, selecting theories that render complexity rather than 
simplicity.  The section’s ethos of investigative responsibility con-
tinues with a chapter by Joseph G. Ponterotto and Jason D. Reyn-
olds (Taewon Choi), who have been the field’s leading advocates 
for placing ethics at the heart of psychobiography.  The best prac-
tice model they present addresses informed consent and confidenti-
ality, the field’s convergence with oral history and journalism, ac-
countability to living persons, and navigating an Institutional Re-
view Board (IRB).   

For readers seeking to construct a methodologically robust 
psychobiography, the second section of New Trends offers numer-
ous tools.  A chapter by Frans Cilliers and co-editor Mayer outlines 
the application of Systems Psychodynamic theory, which offers 
psychobiographers the best of both worlds: micro and macro per-
spectives, Freudian drives, and systems theory.  Similarly, a chapter 
by Zelda Gillian Knight presents an integrative orientation, a 
“Phenomenological-Hermeneutic Life-narrative Analysis,” begging 
psychobiographers to incorporate reflections on their own lived ex-
perience.   

Theme two also considers psychobiography’s architecture.  
Barbara Burnell, Carla Nel, Paul J. P. Fouché, and Roelf van 
Niekerk critically answer an essential question: whom do I study?  
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They argue for the systematic use of suitability indicators to help 
widen the pool of potential subjects (gone are the days, they hope, 
of choosing a subject simply because they’re famous).  Another 
chapter, by Mayer and Michelle May, articulates how second wave 
positive psychology (PP2.0) may inform psychobiographies wish-
ing to depict the lives of role models—people who healthily navi-
gated the human condition.   

If a distinguishing characteristic of adulthood is what Alfred 
Adler called Gemeinschaftsgefühl (social interest), then a measure 
of psychobiography’s maturity is its commitment to altruism.  In a 
chapter that envisions the field’s outward turn, co-editor Kőváry 
asserts that psychobiography may serve as a bridge between aca-
demic and professional psychology.  He describes a common pre-
dicament: many psychology students receive an education that priv-
ileges nomothetic research and the putative objectivity of logical 
positivism, but when they enter their first clinical placements and 
are expected to communicate with and about actual human beings, 
what’s required is a skillset that is decidedly more idiographic.  
Psychobiography, especially at the graduate level, can help mental 
health service providers lean into the interpretivistic nature of their 
work by cultivating what Kőváry calls, “educated subjectivity.” 

The third section of New Trends contains 14 selected psy-
chobiographical investigations.  A number of them, informed by 
positive psychology and/or Erikson’s theory of psychosocial devel-
opment, probe the lives of people who reconciled inner conflicts 
and made positive impacts on the world.  These subjects include 
Georgia O’Keefe, Adam Small, Sol Plaatje, Coco Chanel, and The-
ron.  A chapter by George E. Atwood on Johann Sebastian Bach 
connects the composer’s childhood experiences of death to his mu-
sic’s palpable sense of eternity.  Atwood includes hyperlinks to 
Bach’s music, conducting what might be psychobiography’s first 
listen-along.  Complimenting the focus on the brighter aspects of 
humanity, the third section also inspects cult leader Jim Jones, who 
induced 900 of his followers to suicide.  The chapter by James L. 
Kelley shows how psychobiography can surpass journalism in 
painting a “multidimensional portrait” of public figures; Kelley 
does not excuse Jones’ behavior, but does explore via object rela-
tions theory how Jones felt ambivalence toward those to whom he 
acted as “caregiver.”   

To a degree, New Trends continues a longstanding trend of 
psychobiography: about half of the subjects in the volume’s third 
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section are White and male and all, apparently, are heterosexual.  
Furthermore, multiple authors promote attention to cultural factors, 
yet a chapter whose sole focus is a 21st century discussion of inter-
sectionality, privilege, and cultural humility is lacking.  Neverthe-
less, the voices in New Trends are more heterogeneous than previ-
ous books on psychobiography, and one chapter, in particular, 
demonstrates the field’s potential to engage with social justice.   

Sharon Johnson’s chapter, “Psychobiography as a Research 
Methodology for Advocacy of Abused and Neglected Youth in 
South Africa,” is a fresh trend.  Instead of a western theoretical ori-
entation, it employs a multi-layered, indigenous African psycholo-
gy.  Johnson elevates a traditionally marginalized voice, a boy who 
experienced childhood maltreatment and fell through the cracks of 
a system whose legacy involves colonialism and institutionalized 
racism, but who ultimately successfully engaged with a mental 
health service provider, resulting in his psychosocial reintegration.  
For any therapist who knows that recovery from complex trauma is 
more than symptom-reduction, this chapter provides a roadmap that 
corresponds with the territory.   

Alongside Kőváry’s chapter, Johnson’s embodies a pivotal 
moment: psychobiography’s outward turn.  Erik Erikson said that a 
successful transition to adulthood is characterized by generativity.  
New Trends demonstrates that the tradition of psychobiography is 
increasingly able to contribute to academic psychology, clinicians 
of all stripes, and humanity’s understanding of itself.  For those in-
terested, psychobiography pledges an educated subjectivity, a re-
search method that judiciously accesses the inner lives of people, 
and the pleasure of multidimensional portraits of the good, the bad, 
and the ugly.   

 Benjamin Wegner’s bio may be found on page 34.    

 

Psychohistory Forum’s 10/31/20  
Election Seminar Featuring: 

 

Dan McAdams (Nor thwestern University),  
“The Episodic Man: Donald Trump”  

Denis O’Keefe (NYU),  
“Donald Trump and Stochastic Terrorism”  

Paul H. Elovitz (Ramapo College),  
“Reflections on Biden’s Personality.” 
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Letter to the Editor  

Lawton’s Pathbreaking “The Myth of Altruism” 

Dear Editor, 

 It has been a long-term charge by critics of psychohistory 
that the scholarship of its practitioners does not live up to tradition-
al scholarly standards, in particular the tendency to make large gen-
eralizations based on too little evidence.  As Paul Elovitz’ The 
Making of Psychohistory (2018) made clear, though numerous sol-
id studies exist, casual practice has too often been the case.  We see 
it here again in the otherwise provocative and interesting symposi-

um on altruism in the Spring 2020 (Vol. 26, No. 3) issue of Clio’s 

Psyche. 

 Unless I missed it, none of the participants in that symposi-
um mention the important 1982 essay published in The Journal of 
Psychohistory (Vol. 9, No. 2) by Henry Lawton, “The Myth of Al-
truism: A Psychohistory of Public Agency Social Work,” which 
deals with the fantasy and defensive roots of empathic behavior, 
though it does show up as a footnote in Denis O’Keefe’s book re-
view in The Journal of Psychohistory’s Spring 2020 issue.  This is 
an unfortunate and major omission in what is otherwise a valuable 
symposium. 

Best regards, 

David 

 David R. Beisel, PhD, Professor Emeritus at SUNY Rock-
land, is the author of numerous articles on American and European 
history.  He taught psychohistory to 8,000 students.  The IPA Anno-
tated Bibliography lists his book The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the 
Allies, and the Origins of the Second World War (2003, 2009) as 
“one of the great psychohistorical studies of our time.”  He can be 
contacted at dbeisel@sunyrockland.edu.    

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 
 

The Psychology of Our Anxious Digitally Connected World  
 

Articles, abstracts, and queries should be sent to  
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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Young Scholar Research Members of the Forum:  
Drs. Mamata Nanda and Benjamin Wegner  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Mamata Nanda                           Benjamin Wegner 

Mamata Nanda did her PhD in history at the University of 
Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh, India, on “Cultural History of Purpose: 
Historical Sources of Orissa from 16th to 18th Centuries.”  She com-
pared three types of historical sources related to Orissa (modern 
Odisha), such as indigenous chronicles, Mughal and Maratha’s 
documents, and European travelers’ accounts, based on five cultur-
al elements: language, literary form, ideas of time, cultural referen-
tiality, and orientalism.  Currently, she is pursuing her postdoctoral 
work at the University of Allahabad on “Psychohistory in the Con-
text of Medieval Historiography and Historians.”  She is applying 
psychoanalysis to three historians: Zia-ud-din Barani (1285-1358), 
Abul Fazl (1551-1602), and Abdul Qadir Badaoni (1540-1605).  
She then plans to do further research on psychohistory because she 
believes that history can be rewritten from the perspective of psy-
chological history.   

 Benjamin Wegner just obtained his PsyD from the Chica-
go School of Professional Psychology.  His career is geared toward 
clinical work as he completes his doctoral internship at Didi Hirsch 
Mental Health Services.  He considers it his calling to work as a 
psychologist on multidisciplinary teams serving people living with 
homelessness, severe mental illness, substance use disorders, and/
or histories of trauma.  His dissertation was a psychobiography of 
the social psychologist Philip Brickman and he is excited to join 
our psychohistorical community.   
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Bulletin Board 

CONFERENCES: Until fur ther  notice, our  Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress Seminars will be online.  The Psychology of the Presidential Election 
meeting will be on October 31st with the following presenters: Dan McAdams 
(Northwestern University), “The Episodic Man: Donald Trump,” Denis O’Keefe 
(NYU), “Donald Trump and Stochastic Terrorism,” and Paul H. Elovitz (Ramapo 
College), “Reflections on Biden’s Personality.”  Jim Anderson’s 

(Northwestern University/psychoanalyst) presentation on “Heinz Kohut’s 
Vulnerable Self” will be held when it is safe for him to fly from Chicago 
and the group to meet in person.  Additional seminars will be announced 
online.  The International Psychohistorical Association (IPA) divided its 
annual conference into four parts starting on May 23-24 and June 27-28 
and continuing into August and October; The International Society for 
Political Psychology’s (ISPP) conference on July 14-17, 2020 was held 
online.  Forthcoming online conferences include the Association for the 
Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society (APCS) on October 22-23, 2020; 
the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for Psychoanalytic Educa-
tion (IFPE) on November 5-7, 2020; and the National Association for the 
Advancement of Psychoanalysis (NAAP) on November 14, 2020.  MEM-
BERSHIP NEWS: Paul Salstrom has retired and is now Professor  
Emeritus of History at St. Mary-of-the-Woods College in Indiana.  WEL-
COME: To Drs. Mamata Nanda (Odisha, India) and Benjamin 
Wegner (Los Angeles), our newest members of the Forum who are the 
recipients of Young Scholar Membership Awards.  THANKS: To Bene-
factors C. Fred Alford, William Argus, Herbert Barry, Peter Barglow, 
David Beisel, Tom Ferraro, Peter Loewenberg, David Lotto, Jamshid 
Marvasti, Candace Orcutt, Billie Pivnick, Mary Peace Sullivan, and 
Jacques Szaluta; Patrons David James Fisher, Eva Fogelman, Ken 
Fuchsman, Peter Webb Petschauer, Joyce Rosenberg, and Inna Ro-
zentsveit; Sustaining Members James R. Booth, Hannah Hahn, Ruth Li-
jtmaer, Allan S. Mohl, and Arnold Richards; and Supporting Members 
James W. Anderson, Jack Fitzpatrick, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Bob Lentz, 
Susan Nimmanheminda, Joseph G. Ponterotto, and Howard Stein.  Our 
special thanks for thought-provoking materials to James William Ander-
son, David R. Beisel, Matthew H. Bowker, Brian D’Agostino, Sagnik 
Dhar, Nick Duffell, Paul H. Elovitz, Justin Frank, Sven Fuchs, Ken 
Fuchsman, Abigail Jareño Gómez, Judith Harris, John Jacob Hartman, 
Charles Heckscher, Juhani Ihanus, Ludwig Janus, Brett Kahr, Ruth M. 
Lijtmaer, Dorothea Leicher, David Lotto, Michael Maccoby, Peter W. 
Petschauer, Souvik Raychaudhuri, Burton Norman Seitler, Robert 
Shapiro, and Benjamin Wegner.  To Nicole D’Andria for editing, proof-
ing, and Publisher 2016 software application, Tom Holster for research 
and proofing, and Hailey Ryan and Professor Paul Salstrom for proofing.  
Our special thanks to our authors, editors, and numerous overworked ref-

erees who must remain anonymous.  ❑  
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 
 

Psychoanalytic/Psychohistorical Teaching 
(Due October 1, 2020) 

 

Some possible psychological approaches include: 
 
- The challenges of online teaching 

- Your experience teaching from an analytic or psychohistorical perspective 

- Teaching psychoanalysis in institutes, universities, and high schools 

- The mentorship model in psychoanalysis 

- Developing trust and overcoming resistances to learning  

- The roles of empathy, compassion, and identification in the classroom 

- Teaching case studies, controversial issues, and difficult subjects  

- Personal accounts of transformational teaching and extraordinary classes  

- The impact of great teachers 

- From passive to active: student-centered learning  

- The dynamics of homeschooling and online teaching  

- Dealing with student and societal anxiety in an era of school shootings  

- Adult education/elderhostel instruction 

- Your experience with psychological insight into subjects such as death, 
denial, dying, fear, contagion, illness, and hatred while teaching the young 

- The Holocaust, trauma, war and peace, and women’s studies 

- Dual student teacher articles 

- The uses of humor in education to overcome resistances 

- Facing and overcoming teacher burnout 
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