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David Beisel Festschrift 
Essays in Honor of David R. Beisel  

David R. Beisel: Extraordinary  
Psychohistorian and Colleague 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

Keywords: editor, history, International Psychohistorical Association, 
“Mr. Psychohistory,” organizer, psychology, scholar, teacher 

David Beisel has devoted his enormous energy, erudition, 
intelligence, and wisdom to the field of psychohistory.  On the G.I. 
Bill in college the year after his service in the U.S. Navy, David’s 
interest in psychological history led him to ask a history instructor 
if there were psychological studies of individuals and was told only 
one book existed.  He had begun reading some psychology books 
but received no encouragement in graduate school at Clark Univer-
sity (MA, 1964) and New York University (PhD, 1969); he was told 
there was no such thing as psychological history.  In the 1970s he 
began to read the Journal of Psychohistory (JOP) and attended the 
1976 three-day workshop of the Institute for Psychohistory.  His 
extraordinary contributions as a psychohistorian are as a scholar, 
editor, organizer, and teacher, which led the late Henry Lawton to 
call him “Mr. Psychohistory.”  Below, I will examine Beisel’s ex-
traordinary contributions.  

Leadership 
Lloyd deMause spotted the considerable talents of this his-

torian and asked David to serve as convention chair, organizing the 
first meeting of the International Psychohistorical Association 
(IPA).  David wrote, “I plunged in never imagining the real possi-
bility of failure, put things together as if they were a jazz improvi-
sation, naively underestimating what a daunting task it would be.”  
Jazz is one of his passions, and like some of the jazz musicians he 
so appreciates, as a leader, David Beisel improvises quite creative-
ly.  He put together an outstanding inaugural conference in 1978.  
There were 35 presenters on a wide range of topics, approximately 
80% of whom were historians who presented their varied research.  
Following deMause’s instructions, speakers were kept to strict time 
limits as David, with the help of student aides he recruited, ran eve-
rything with impressive efficiency.  Howard Stein’s presentation on 
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Judaism as a group fantasy prompted explosive emotions, but the 
daily group process meetings partially helped to deal with these.  A 
few colleagues did not return because they were turned off by the 
IPA’s openness to controversial ideas and its focus on deMause.  
But for most of us, the meeting was an intellectual feast, and we 
happily voted for David Beisel as the second IPA President.   

As our leader, David continued to help the convention chair 
solicit speakers and deal with whatever problems arose.  In 1983, 
when it was belatedly learned that the psychiatrist who was sup-
posed to have made all the arrangements for the annual conference 
in Berlin had done nothing, David stepped in to save the day.  He 
put together a convention in Manhattan and assumed the presidency 
once again.  This came at the cost of his own scholarly plans.  He 
also networked with colleagues; for example, he asked Henry Law-
ton to write the very useful Psychohistorian’s Handbook (1988).  To 
garner support for our discipline, he would devote eight evenings a 
year to running well-attended lecture series at his college.  Much of 
his leadership has been intellectual and is covered below under 
scholarship and teaching.  He is a tireless advocate for psychohisto-
ry.   

Scholarship 
The range, depth, and quality of David’s scholarship are re-

markable.  His masters and doctoral theses were in German history, 
but he branched out into European and American history and con-
temporary history.  Most impressively, he integrated fantasy analy-
sis, family therapy, the historian as Eriksonian participant observer, 
and additional modalities into his work.  European and U.S. diplo-
macy, German history, methodology, and the pedagogy of teaching 
psychohistory are included in his publications.  The unconscious 
and group psychohistory are well integrated into his work.   

Shortly after becoming associated with the Institute for Psy-
chohistory, David wrote “Toward A Psychohistory of Jimmy 
Carter” for the JOP, which did a fine job of providing childhood 
materials and insights into the psychodynamics of the soon-to-be 
president.  His psychobiographical insights prompted me to over-
come my ambivalence about doing a psychobiography of a possible 
president and go to Plains before the election, moving me on my 
path as a presidential psychobiography.  Subsequently, David 
would go to Georgia to interview those close to President Carter, 
having more success with Jimmy’s brother Billy than I did.  He 
would tackle the irrationality of nationalism in “The Group-Fantasy 
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of Early German Nationalism, 1800-1815” (The Journal of Psycho-
history, Vol. 8, No. 1), pointing out its newness.  In the Spring 1998 
issue of the JOP (Vol. 25, No. 4), David spoke about his own re-
sistances as well as those of others in his article “Introducing the 
Joys of Psychohistory.” 

David Beisel’s publications are so numerous that I will only 

list some of his titles, mostly appearing in Clio’s Psyche and the 
Journal of Psychohistory, to give you a sense of their range and 
depth: “Psychohistory and the Historians, 1970-2015”; “A Good 
Start in Understanding Obama’s Policy Motivations”; “A Psycho-
historian’s Multilayered, Multidisciplinary Memoir”; “Witnessing 
the Holocaust”; “The Historical Psychodynamics of Nazi Health 
Policy”; “Poetry as a Psychohistorical Source”; “Genocidal Agen-
da: Witnessing the Role of the Nazi Doctors”; “The Nazi Youth 
Cohort”; “Abusing History”; “Our Own Worst Enemy and the 2008 
Financial Crisis”; “What Makes Europeans European?”; “Europe’s 
Killing Frenzy”; “America in Denial”; “Looking for Enemies, 1990
-1995”; “America’s Schiavo Obsession”; “The Memoirs of the Hit-
ler Family Doctor: Eduard Bloch”; “Reflections on Comparative 
Victimhood”; “Sex and Psychohistory”; “Building the Nazi Mind-
set”; “French Group-Fantasies and the Origins of the Second World 
War”; “The German Suicide, 1945”; “Resistance to Psychology in 
Holocaust Scholarship”; “Japan and the American Unconscious”; 
and “Remembering Lloyd deMause.” 

Some of Beisel’s fine publications require special mention.  
The 65 pages of “From History to Psychohistory: A Personal Jour-
ney” in The Journal of Psychohistory’s Summer 1978 issue (Vol. 6, 
No. 1) represents outstanding psychohistory.  His most outstanding 
single contribution is The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and 
the Origins of the Second World War (2004), a pathbreaking appli-
cation of psychodynamic theory to diplomacy and the road to war.  
At a 2005 meeting of the International Society of Political Psychol-
ogy in Toronto, Canada, David was interviewed about his book, 
which was discussed and praised by colleagues.  European col-
leagues at the same organization’s 2011 meeting in Istanbul, Tur-
key, focused on its psychohistorical treatment of the appeasement 
of Hitler at Munich. 

 “Military and Diplomatic Blind Spots and Traumatic Reen-

actments” was a September 2011 Clio’s Psyche Beisel symposium 
with 18 commentators and David’s response (Vol. 18, No. 2).  The 
blind spots involved Pearl Harbor, the Korean War, the Cuban Mis-
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sile Crisis, the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, the Iran Hostage Crisis, the 
Gulf War, and the 9/11 attacks.  He provided evidence that “much 
was known or suspected” by our “leaders before each attack” and 
“the U.S. sometimes played a role in provoking them.”  The com-
mentators came from various universities (Brandeis, University of 
California, University of Connecticut, University of Colorado, Uni-
versity of Essex, University of Helsinki, Michigan State, North-
western, Rutgers, and University of Texas), colleges (Ramapo, 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, and Simmons), and clinical settings.  
They overwhelmingly agreed with the article and in some cases ap-
plied his thinking elsewhere.  David Beisel stands out among his 
colleagues. 

When he realized that talented colleagues like Irene Javors, 
Peter Petschauer, and Howard Stein were writing psychohistorical 
poetry, he edited the book Wounded Centuries: A Selection of Po-
ems (2015).  When a contributor complained that her name was 
misspelled, David, who never writes poetry himself, at some per-
sonal financial cost paid for a reprinting.  In retirement, this crea-
tive film lover just co-authored Genres of the Imagination: Essays 
by David Beisel and Irene Javors (2021).   

David has covered an enormous variety of subjects, some-
times ranging far from his training in European and German histo-
ry, and he consistently does a first-rate job.  One of the impressive 
characteristics of David’s research is his ability to integrate various 
modalities, including family therapy, fantasy analysis, the role of 
the self, and other methodologies to considerable advantage.  The 
range of his subjects includes European diplomacy, German histo-
ry, methodology, and teaching psychohistory.  He has shown a re-
markable ability to integrate group psychohistory and the uncon-
scious into his work.  While being quite open to new psychohistori-
cal ideas, David has always remained true to the high standards he 
was taught as a historian and was not averse to telling Lloyd that a 
theory was not a fact and had yet to be proven. 

Several of the talented author’s articles have been digitized 
and can be accessed from various sites on the Internet.  Three books 
that Professor Beisel has in manuscript form are On Nazi Evil, His-
tory’s Cloak of Unknowing, and Memory, Trauma, and the Second 
World War.  Because of David’s role as caretaker of his wife, who 
suffers from advanced Parkinson’s disease, and his own health 
problems, it remains to be seen if any of these significant works 
will be finished unless another scholar works with him or takes 
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over these valuable projects.   

Editorship 
 When Lloyd deMause asked him to edit The Journal of Psy-
chohistory, David’s one condition was intellectual independence.  
The publisher honored this commitment.  In his decade as the edi-
tor, David introduced refereeing, including all of his own submis-
sions, some of which were rejected, setting high standards.  He 
brought European authors to the pages of the JOP and as members 
of the editorial board.  As editor of The Journal of Psychohistory 
for almost a decade, David raised its standards at a time when deM-
ause reported that it had a readership of 8,000 subscribers.  He ac-
tively pursued submissions from scholars, getting a larger number 
of historians to submit articles than ever before.   

 I can personally vouch for the fact that he sometimes 
worked intensely with authors who ran into writer’s block or whose 
work needed more editing.  He complained to me that he lost 
friendships due to his commitment to high standards and editorial 

integrity.  David also serves on the editorial board of Clio’s Psyche 
and is a valued member of the Psychohistory Forum. 

Pedagogy 
A teacher and scholar of David Beisel’s quality would nor-

mally be teaching in a major university graduate program after 
starting his career at Pace in Manhattan.  However, the job market 
for historians collapsed; there was de-tenuring at Pace as well as 
other colleges and universities.  David took a position at Rockland 
Community College (RCC) of the State University of New York 
where he was extremely popular as a teacher and a valuable mem-
ber of the social sciences faculty.  When there was de-tenuring of 
historians, he was just too popular and valuable a teacher to let go.   

“Dr. B’s” courses, especially Psychohistory, were over-
booked and Psychohistory II came about because the students peti-
tioned for it; his student evaluations were outstanding.  Throughout 
his career, he taught psychohistory to about 8,000 students.  The 
number of students he taught in his psychohistory courses probably 
exceeds the total taught by all the other professors of psychohistory.  
Some of the honors students he taught would end up completing 
their undergraduate education at Ivy League schools such as Yale 
and Harvard.  He sometimes taught what would have been a killer 
schedule for most vigorous young professors, of 24 credits in a sin-
gle semester (one semester 28 credits)—including his telecourses.  
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After teaching and endless RCC committee meetings, he would dis-
cuss psychohistory and teaching with me while we played racquet-
ball and then drove into New York to listen to jazz. 

Professor Beisel’s teaching accomplishments beyond psy-
chohistory are extraordinary and far too numerous to cover, so I 
will mention only a few.  He taught Mentor/Talented Student Hon-
ors Program history courses for over a quarter-century; Freedom 
and Authority to New York City police officers; and Local History, 
History Practicum, and Pluralism and Diversity in America.  As a 
pioneer in distance-learning telecourses, he developed and taught 
Vietnam: A Television History, War and Peace in the Nuclear Age 
(PBS), The Winds of War, and so forth.   

College professors from the U.S. and Europe interested in 
teaching psychohistory would audit his courses.  I remember one 
strikingly beautiful young European professor sitting in his courses 
whom David was protecting from one of our less ethical colleagues.  
After a Psychohistory Forum meeting in Manhattan, he asked me to 
drive her home because he had other obligations and could not 
shield her from unwanted advances.  He also mentored graduate 
students and sat on some dissertation committees. 

With almost tireless energy, David wrote extensively about 
his pedagogy in “How I Teach Psychohistory,” “Teaching About 
Groups,” and “Teaching Psychohistory.”  He was a master of the 
teachable moment.  Thus when the Columbine High School shoot-
ings shocked his students as well as the country, he developed a 
five-step methodology that aided the students in dealing with the 
difficult emotions evoked by these horrible events and allowed 
them to move on to gaining insight.  His “Columbine: The Search 
for Causes” article discusses his approach, which was very success-
ful in getting the students past their raw emotion and into a position 
of analysis and psychohistorical insight. 

Honors and Awards 
Professor Beisel’s excellence has been recognized on nu-

merous occasions, although there is not space enough to cite all of 
these.  They include the State University of New York Chancellor’s 
Award for Excellence in Teaching (1987); The National Institute 
for Staff and Organizational Development Award for Teaching Ex-
cellence at the University of Texas at Austin (1998); and New York 
University Founder’s Day Award for Excellence in Scholarship 
(1969).  He was also named an honorary member of many honor 
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societies and received an “Honorable Mention” for a Fulbright 
Scholarship (1967).  He was able to get federal grants for RCC. 

David gave various keynote addresses at places such as the 
IPA, the luncheon of the Teachers of History of the American His-
torical Association Convention in Washington, D.C., and the Inter-
national Society for the Study of Traumatic Stress.  Of course, his 
other invited addresses to professional groups were far more nu-
merous and included the following: The American Historical Asso-
ciation, Brandeis University, SUNY-Potsdam, Ramapo College of 
New Jersey, the University of Warsaw (Poland), and the United 
States Merchant Marine Academy.  

In Conclusion: The Man 
By listing his enormous accomplishments to psychohistory 

and scholarship I may have given the impression that David was 
always working as a tireless and humorous grind.  Nothing could be 
further from the truth.  A psychoanalyst wife of a psychohistorian 
who was speaking at David’s college, upon hearing him discussing 
complex intellectual subjects with her husband, told David (who 
was then single), “I thought you were just a playboy!”  As usual, he 
laughed.  He has a wonderful sense of humor, which he is quick to 
share.  I was delighted when he accepted my invitation for him to 

write “Humor as a Psychohistorical Source” for Clio’s Psyche.  He 
is also in touch with his anger and ready to express it when neces-
sary, especially in defense of scholarship and psychohistory.  There 
is no better friend, and his friends come from many different back-
grounds, including from the political Right and the Left.  One, 
stricken with ALS and in a scooter and then a wheelchair for a 
quarter-century, was still able to laugh with David until the very 
last weekend of his life.  Peter Petschauer rightfully calls Beisel “a 
Mensch.”   

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, first met David Beisel at the 1976 
Institute for Psychohistory Workshop.  By the early 80s, they be-
came close friends, doing psychohistory together and playing rac-
quetball once or twice a week for almost 20 years.   

Call for Symposia and Other Articles 

Clio’s Psyche welcomes articles on a variety of  
psychohistorical subjects including longer symposium  
submissions, which must be submitted well in advance  

to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com 
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The Unique Approaches of Two  
Authoritarians: In Search of Power  
in Germany and the U.S. 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

Abstract: The essay compares the troubling situations in Germany during 
the 1920s and the United States in the 2010s as well as places two au-
thoritarian personalities in these contexts.  Adolf Hitler, a despicable dic-
tator, served as a model for many others.  Based on Trump’s behavior, we 
can assume that he copied the German’s playbook.  However, unlike Hit-
ler, Trump’s goal was not to murder millions of people and dominate a 
continent but rather to merely attain and hold on to national power.   

Keywords: abused-upbringings, authoritarians, democracy, followers, 
Hitler, public-appeal, Trump, Weimar   

 Dr. David Beisel was my first contact with psychohistory, 
and I am grateful for that.  He responded to my critique of one of 
his points in an article about German motherhood with kind words, 
not disdain.  I was delighted, having no clue that he had graduated 
from New York University’s history department two years before 
me.  Yet here we were years later at the birth of a new approach to 
history: psychohistory. 

 Beisel’s interest in European history, especially that of Ger-
many during the first half of the last century, leads me to an attempt 
to link it with the situation in the U.S.  In this essay, I am not com-
paring Adolf Hitler and Donald Trump further than their aspira-
tions.  By selecting these two men, I am following Beisel’s expla-
nation in The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and the Origins 
of the Second World War (2004) that governmental abuse and wars 
are made or permitted by individuals.  To understand why they do 
what they do, we must be cognizant of their backgrounds, psycho-
logical needs, and aspirations.  It’s important to note that this case 
deals with gaining, holding, and losing political power.  

 What was the situation in Adolf Hitler’s parental household 
that made him uniquely capable to lead a society in which most 
women and men experienced similar childhoods?  What were the 
unique situations that made both ordinary and elite men and women 
find this awkward man acceptable to a highly educated society?  
Who supported this Austrian ne’er do-well in becoming Germany’s 
leader in 1933?  Who taught him the lessons that led him to succeed 
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as a politician and then as an autocrat?  One must ask the same 
questions in different contexts about Donald Trump, who nearly 
succeeded in imposing an autocratic regime in the U.S. beginning 
in 2017. 

 Hitler was a nightmare for all of humanity, both through his 
attempt to annihilate all Jews and other minority groups as well as 
his launching of a devastating war.  It is his approach to obtaining 
and holding on to power that interests me.  Trump has shown no 
intention of killing millions of minority group members nor launch-
ing a devastating war.  But in some of his aspirations and behav-
iors, the German leader served as a master teacher for Trump and 
all those who aspire to and attain power.  However, Hitler remains 
a poor model for how to remain in power.  Other authoritarians 
have since refined efforts to do so, but some have still overstayed 
their welcome. 

 The childhood experiences of all known authoritarians, 
however different their overall backgrounds, were miserable (Sven 

Fuchs, forthcoming article in Clio’s Psyche).  Many leaders, be 
they monarchs or usurpers, come to mind: Alexander of Macedo-
nia, whose murderous exploits elevated him to the status of hero; 
and Peter the Great of Russia, whom we study for his unique ap-
proaches to power, considering the misery he inflicted only in pass-
ing.  More recent authoritarians include Josef Stalin and Mao 
Zedong, who murdered millions (R. J. Rummel, Death by Govern-
ment, 2000, 79-109).  Childhood matters to how we behave later in 
life, but a miserable childhood does not necessarily lead to an adult 
being an abusive parent or an authoritarian.  Mentors and other fac-
tors can lead to the integration of trauma, be it an understanding 
teacher, the discovery of art and music, or the simple recognition 
that “I must not repeat how I was treated.” 

 Let me enter the topic further through the similarities of the 
German situation in the early 1930s and the U.S. in the 2010s; they 
are astonishing and frighteningly similar.  First is loss or perceived 
loss in Weimar.  Many Germans saw the Versailles Treaty, which 
ended WWI in 1919, as a profound and immediate loss caused by 
the Allies.  That was an all the more stinging perception because no 
Allied troops had set foot on German soil.  Despite almost every 
family losing someone at the front or having an injured man in the 
house, the public did not comprehend the depth of Germany’s de-
feat.  The stab-in-the-back idea flourished not only because of this, 
but also because military leaders in particular persuaded themselves 
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and the public that they had not lost the war.  Indeed, the men who 
represented Germany in Versailles included members of sever-
al political parties and institutions. The group, but especially the 
Socialists and the three Jews, were accused of stabbing Germany in 
the back; they caved to the Allies, bringing home a humiliating 
peace. 

 The trouble for the Weimar Republic started before its birth.  
The excellent constitution that thoughtful men chiseled in Weimar 
arrived in a society that was not ready for it.  It required men and 
women to stand up for it, but Germany remained conservative; au-
thoritarianism prevailed in households and politics, and thus the 
democracy was under constant pressure.   

 The other major issue was that the German economy could 
not gather sufficient steam for the government in late 1922 to pay 
the excessive reparation payments demanded by the peace agree-
ment.  The related increasing inflation five years after the war 
turned into hyperinflation.  In this stressed environment, tempers 
rose and parties hostile toward each other and the republic fought 
each other one election after another.  Gustav Stresemann, first 
chancellor and then foreign minister, stabilized the situation from 
1923 until 1929.  He established a transitional currency, reduced 
the reparation payments, negotiated the withdrawal of the foreign 
troops, and lowered the national deficit.  The national temperature 
cooled and life returned to seeming normality; industrial production 
rose even as agriculture lagged.  Pensions, health benefits, and un-
employment insurance increased, but the government went back 
into debt, as indicated by Jonathan Wright in Gustav Stresemann: 
Weimar’s Greatest Statesman (2002). 

 However, the overlap of Stresemann’s death on October 3, 
1929, and the Wall Street Crash ended six years of progress.  Ex-
tremists thrived again; accusations and counter-accusations flew 
once more in real and imagined contexts.  Today analysts write that 
the Internet enhances viciousness and echo chambers, but one can 
look at the posters of the late 1920s and early 1930s and see that 
they provided a similar experience. 

 Adolf Hitler was one of the extremists.  The biographical 
details of how he, an Austrian by birth, an abused child with limited 
educational attainments, and a failed artist, rose first to the top lead-
ership position of the Nazi party and then that of Germany, are well 
known, and today we can add our arsenal of psychological studies.  
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His childhood experiences matched those of many German men.  
He was a veteran of WWI who pushed his Austrian origins into the 
background, and his conservative opinions matched those of large 
swaths of the German public. 

 A most sparing approach here links several topics: Hitler 
was mercilessly beaten by his father, a civil servant in the Austro-
Hungarian monarchy.  His mother was a housewife and ultimately 
died of cancer while being treated by an Austrian-Jewish doctor.  
His father, like most Austrian and German men back then, con-
trolled the household and its women who, after a short stint in the 
labor force during and shortly after WWI, returned to their house-
holds.  The majority of these women voted for the same party as 
their husbands, having received the right to vote in 1918. 

 Hitler adroitly applied his household experience to his sur-
roundings and in the larger political context.  He rarely mentioned 
his mistreatment, but he surrounded himself with men who under-
went similar abusive childhood experiences, as mentioned in Sven 
Fuchs’ Childhood is Political! Wars, Terror, and Extremism, Dicta-
torships as a Consequence of Destructive Childhood Experienc-
es (in German, 2019).  Others recognized his authoritarianism and 
miserable upbringing in his speeches.  My conservative anti-Nazi 
grandfather understood Hitler’s public speaking patterns and ges-
tures—especially revealing were the undertones of durchgreifen 
and kompromisslos, that is, to act decisively or attain forcefully, 
and to do so without compromise. 

 Hitler’s astute ability to present himself was an element in 
his success.  After he first met Mussolini in his fine uniform, Hitler 
chose a more dynamic approach as well.  With an Iron Cross on his 
left side, he made at least two points: “I am a veteran and heroism 
earned me the Iron Cross.”  This very simplicity appealed to the 
many veterans and their families who had been denied recognition 
for their valiant service.  

 He early on learned about the power of symbols, such as 
flags to remind the people that the speaker loves their country.  He 
was not an intellectual, but behind his facade was a well-read man 
who studied German papers and had other-language papers translat-
ed for him daily.  Of course, he used the latest medium, the radio, 
and the most current means of transport, the airplane.  Additionally, 
he learned early on from his mistakes, like the failed Putsch in Mu-
nich in 1923.  During his prison time, he developed his program, 
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published as Mein Kampf (1925), and with it created a clearly artic-
ulated approach.  

 It boils down to Deutschland über Alles (“Germany Above 
All Others”).  Hitler appealed to Germans’ patriotism and a past 
that never was, but which in the minds of many Germans resonated; 
they remembered a better past.  Hitler wanted to become the leader 
(Führer) of rejuvenated Germany (by eliminating the provisions of 
the Versailles Treaty and taking back Germany’s lost territories); 
making Germany self-sufficient (by expanding Germany’s living 
space, the Lebensraum); ridding the society of its socialists and 
communists and non-Aryan elements (such as Jews and other 
groups, basically making Germany safe for Germans); and uniting 
all German-speakers living outside the Reich with it.  He did not 
explicitly say that he intended to make war.  Hitler also attacked the 
regular press and sent his Brownshirts (SA, Sturmabteilung) and SS 
(Schutzstaffel) to harass, intimidate, and kill whomever they per-
ceived to be contrary to the leadership, which he continued once in 
power. 

 The successes of Hitler’s approach inspired other authoritar-
ians then and still do today.  As a consequence, democratic ap-
proaches to governing are under assault worldwide, from China, 
India, Russia, Turkey, the Arabian states, many nations in Africa, to 
the U.S.  The similarity of America’s recent history to that of the 
Weimar Republic is astonishing.  Like Germany in the 1920s, the 
U.S. has a history with built-in difficulties.  The most consequential 
is that settlers overran and troops conquered (or the government 
bought) territories owned by their original inhabitants.  Their de-
scendants became the first minority group.  American plantation 
owners bought slaves from Africa.  Their descendants are today our 
second major minority group.  The country has added one group of 
immigrants after the other, many running from oppression at home 
and yet also often perceived here as an economic threat to the dom-
inant white group.  More recently, thousands escaping Mexico, 
Central, and even South America are facing massive hostility for 
ideological and economic reasons; they are now our latest minority 
group. 

 Some members of the dominant White ethnic group, today a 
consolidation of different European ethnic groups, now fear every-
one who is perceived as different from themselves, over time con-
solidating one enemy image into “the other.”  What Jews and other 
unwelcome groups were to some Germans are the same to some 
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White Americans today.  They project what they do not appreciate 
in themselves onto these others.  They would treat them exactly as 
the country has always handled them: with exclusion, the whip, or 
the sword.  The fear that they will overtake the dominant White 
group may be real or not, but it is there and used by politicians, like 
Donald Trump.  They simply cannot be “real” Americans, just like 
some Germans did not think of German-Jews as being “real” Ger-
mans.  There is a sense of fear and loss associated with this percep-
tion: The fear of the loss of dominance and the actual or perceived 
loss of America’s standing in the world. 

 Something else stands out in the comparison between Wei-
mar and the U.S.: Some areas in the country, like the South, and 
some groups like Black and brown families, are hierarchical or au-
thoritarian-leaning.  This approach to family life and raising chil-
dren is the antithesis of open discussion.  When Liz Cheney, a con-
servative member of the House, spoke after her removal from a 
leadership position, she mentioned “socialism” as an enemy, a sta-
ple in the arsenal of conservative thinking.  As in Weimar, 
“socialism” is seen as leading to dictatorship, limiting free expres-
sion, and is associated with efforts to distribute wealth and undercut 
the accumulation of it—as being un-American.  It is also seen as 
undermining the control of men over their families.  In Weimar, 
socialism was often associated with Jews.  Here it is associated 
with Black and brown people, especially recent immigrants from 
“undesirable” locations, like Africa and Central America.   

 One aspect is different between Weimar then and this coun-
try now: a high degree of individualism.  It goes back in part to the 
lone cowboy riding off into the horizon.  He does not like to be told 
what to do, like wearing a seat belt or a mask, or not owning guns; 
indeed, he sees community restraints as inhibitors of individual de-
cision-making.  This sort of “my way” attitude also characterizes 
business interests reluctant to have their profit model inhibited.  In-
deed, regulations imply “socialism” and the common good. 

 But the U.S. today, like Germany in the 1920s, has a worka-
ble constitution—a document that must be supported, as we discov-
ered recently, by the country’s leadership, elected officials on all 
levels, and the citizenry as a whole.  Before a group of mostly Right
-wing persons attempted and continue to attempt to undermine it, 
rifts in the structure were already becoming evident.  As the office 
of the president became increasingly more powerful, the Senate’s 
functioning was hampered by the Republican leadership, causing it 
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and the House to become a battleground for aggressive posturing.  
The lower courts and the Supreme Court often became arbiters for 
disputes that constitutionally belong to the purview of the legisla-
tive bodies. 

Imitators of Mussolini and Hitler discovered a similar back-
ground and path to gain power.  Trump’s childhood is not very dif-
ferent from that of other authoritarians, and the more it is studied, 
the more that becomes obvious.  There was no regular beating, ex-
cept occasionally with a wooden spoon, but there was unique pater-
nal pressure and lack of maternal support.  Donald rose to be a bul-
ly and all efforts to direct him into a less aggressive approach 
turned him more so.  He became a developer in New York City.  
Complete success eluded him mainly because of his inability to lis-
ten to advice; one project failed after another until his show The 
Apprentice (2004-2017).  Like others, he wrote a book, The Art of 
the Deal (1987), in his case to illustrate his business acumen, even 
if there was little of it.  He is driven by name recognition and des-
perately seeks acclamation. 

 Importantly though, unlike Hitler, Trump did not develop a 
clearly defined program; however, the basics of his approach never 
changed.  Whether or not Trump intended to enter politics, by ob-
sessively questioning then-candidate Obama’s American citizen-
ship, he began to understand some underlying issues in this country 
and to exploit them.  There is more to it though: Obama and his 
wife Michelle are exceptional in mind, determination, and success.  
They explode the narrative that Blacks are best suited to be butlers 
and maids and should not be uppity.  Trump’s birther movement 
fed directly into this storyline.   

 Because Obama is Black and has a seemingly Muslim mid-
dle name, successful Blacks could be associated with the Muslim 
faith.  How long before Jews will be associated with a similar nar-
rative?  Every Jew knows what happened in Europe in the 1930s 
and 1940s.  Their relatives advanced to high levels in politics, in-
dustry, and journalism.  All of a sudden they seemed to crop up 
everywhere.  They did not, but Jews did believe in education and 
hard work, and thus gained success, just like in the U.S., as demon-
strated in Malcolm Gladwell’s Outliers: The Story of Success 
(2008, 116-158).  

 Trump knew how to capture the resentment of those who 
felt excluded and sidelined.  He picked up on their fear that they 
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were losing control of their lives and “their” country.  They blamed 
others for their misery and Trump reinforced their resentment to-
ward minority groups.  In imitation of the German slogan, 
“Deutschland über Alles,” he harangued them with Ronald 
Reagan’s slogan, “Make America Great Again” (MAGA).  The use 
of red MAGA hats (powerful symbolism like the swastika) is an-
other astute use of presenting himself and his “movement.”  He was 
recalling an America that never existed.  The approach worked be-
cause many of his followers remembered a better time in their lives 
and thus the seeming decline of their nation matched their own.  

 Dr. Beisel pointed to a unique difference between Hitler and 
Trump: their approach to the military.  Hitler, who fought in a war, 
versus Trump, who avoided serving.  Hitler, who publicly dis-
played his service, versus Trump, who denigrated those who had 
served.  They both initially favored the generals, but neither really 
listened to them.  Both ended up firing them at will and incurring 
their disdain.  Interestingly, Trump’s public appeal did not suffer 
because he denigrated those who had served.  This situation shows 
Trump up as a skillful operator who lies, manipulates, cajoles, vi-
ciously attacks his “enemies,” attracts attention, uses the latest me-
dia (television and Twitter), and is a dynamic speaker.   

 Again, Hitler is in the background.  If Obama addressed his 
audiences as an intellectual, Trump adjusted his language so that he 
can be readily understood by all levels of our society.  He thus 
gives the impression of being one of “them,” even if it would not 
occur to him to invite “them” to his home in Florida or to play golf 
with him.  He said he would restrain the elites and clean up the 
swamp in D.C., but he was and remains part of the swamp.  

 In Weimar and the U.S., loss led to resentment and looking 
toward a seemingly better past.  There it was Versailles and two 
major economic disasters; here it is having to live with those they 
subdued long ago, losses in recent foreign wars, and at least two 
economic disasters.  There it was paranoia about those who caused 
their real or perceived misery after the war and that those “others” 
were taking over their society; here it is paranoia regarding the 
blowback of subjugated people and the fear that “they” will take 
over the country.  Successful Black and brown men and women 
stand out like Jews stuck out to all too many in Germany; those 
who are afraid of them do not see the abuses the dominant White 
ethnic group imposed on the “others,” the outsiders there and here.  
That is, “vermin” in Germany and “trash,” “filth,” and “lazy” in the 
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U.S.  Those who desperately struggle across the border are ma-
ligned as “diseased” and “criminals.”   

 As Professor Beisel noted, the key to the behavior of people 
in power—and let me add, especially of authoritarians—is their 
psychological make-up.  In Hitler’s and Trump’s cases, their abu-
sive childhoods fit with those in their societies who were also 
abused; they caught their sense of misery and used this realization 
for political gain.  The most “positive” aspect of authoritarians, like 
Mussolini, Hitler, and others around the globe today, is that so far 
none were able to retain power beyond their deaths; even a tradi-
tional monarch-like succession has not been an option, except in a 
few cases like Syria.  Even those seemingly the strongest today are 
weaker than popularly assumed.  They act strong out of weakness 
and tend to lose power in spite of their most determined efforts to 
retain it; for example, in Zimbabwe.   

 Maybe their greatest flaw was that many authoritarians ac-
ceded to power through semi-legal or illegal means (see the review 
by Max Fisher and Amanda Taub, “Why Revolutionary Dictator-
ships Endure When Democracies (and Dictatorships) Don’t,” The 

Interpreter, New Y ork Times, June 25, 2021).  The U.S. is fortunate 
that Trump’s reach for power on January 6, 2021, failed.  Trump 
divides the world into winners and losers; at that moment he be-
came, deny it as he may, a loser.  Like Hitler, he will fight that per-
ception until the very end.  Facts do not change the minds of such 
individuals and rarely those of their followers.   

 Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Dr hc, is Professor Emeritus of 
European History at Appalachian State University.  He is also an 
author and a poet.  Some of his most recent works include An Immi-
grant in the 1960s: Finding Hope and Success in New York City 
(2020) and Hopes and Fears: Past and Present (2019).  The author 
may be reached at petschauerpw@appstate.edu or peterpetschau-

er.com.  ❑  

The Tyrant’s Death 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

For David Beisel 

His cold hands lost the grip on power— 
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his abuses had caught up with him. 
His obsequious sycophants cheered the guards— 
they smothered him to death. 

Throngs of people lined the streets as he was carried to his eternal 
rest. 
Behind him the praetorians with stone-faced mean— 
orders he gave them shining on their chests. 
His assistants with knowing smiles— 
guilt not discernible on any of their faces. 
Crowds cheered wildly as the cortège moved along— 
one group taking up the joyful cry from the other. 
Throughout the land, people danced in the streets— 
they’d lived to see the end of the monstrous regime. 
Never again, they told each other. 
Never, 
ever! 

He barely lay in his crypt with doors sealed forever— 
when his children and disciples rose like springtime flowers. 
They grabbed the reins of power without hesitation— 
the very ones they ripped from him in coldblooded murder. 

The crowds who cheered the authoritarian’s demise  
suppressed thoughts of the new group’s link to his oppression. 
They argued to each other: 
The old regime was not so bad— 
surely this new group will not replicate  
the worst abuses of the man they so despised. 

“New” was an incorrect description  
of the men and women who succeeded this authoritarian. 
They usurped him to create their own regime— 
in new clothes, theirs was the old  

Peter W. Petschauer’s biography is on page 16.  ❑   

David Beisel: A Scholar’s  
Scholar in Psychohistory 

Howard F. Stein—University of OU Health Sci. Center 

Keywords: David Beisel, historical-detective, International Psychohistor-
ical Association, political-cartoons, psychodynamics, psychohistorian, 
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unconscious, World War II 

 This brief essay honors the eminent psychohistorian David 
Beisel in one of his numerous major areas of contribution to the 
field of psychohistory: scholar.  I have known him since 1978, first 
as a respected colleague, soon also as a cherished friend.  As a 
founding member of the International Psychohistorical Association 
(IPA) and a renowned teacher of psychohistory to thousands of stu-
dents, he has established and is an exemplar of standards of histori-
cal scholarship that inspire gratitude, awe, and emulation.  To me, 
he is first and foremost a scholar’s scholar.  

Note that I did not include the adjective “psychohistorical” 
in that descriptive phrase.  Although Dr. Beisel is a widely-
published and outstanding psychohistorian and has made innumera-
ble presentations at psychohistorical conferences, psychohistory is 
the subject matter in which he is nonpareil.  Yet my greater admira-
tion is for his thoroughness, meticulousness, breadth and depth, in-
tegrity, respect for fact and perspective, keen eye and ear, and atten-
tiveness to the tiniest (often overlooked or repressed by others) de-
tail and to the large canvas as a scholar.  His essence of style and 
stature would have been the same had he been an astronomer. 

For him, there is no room in psychohistory or any other area 
of inquiry for sloppy thinking, cursory research, or those who prize 
hypothesis and theory over an exhaustive search for fact.  To put it 
a different way: I believe that, for Dr. Beisel, one must first be a 
historical detective, then more broadly and deeply a psychohistori-
an—that is, a scholar who wonders and explores possible uncon-
scious dimensions to historical processes and eras.  In his distin-
guished company are George Kren, Rudolph Binion, Peter Loewen-
berg, Robert Jay Lifton, Jacques Szaluta, and Peter Petschauer, who 
are also renowned psychohistorical scholars of Nazi Germany and 
World War II as well as longtime IPA members. 

I do not remember whether Dr. Beisel ever directly posed 
the question to fellow psychohistorians, “Where is the history in 
psychohistory?”, but he lived and worked as if that were implicitly 
always on his mind and directed his inquiry.  I learned in part from 
him to ask: Where is your data?  Dr. Beisel was as painstaking in 
questioning his own use of psychodynamic interpretation of history 
as he was (and remains) open to new historical data and perspec-
tives.  As long as I have known him, he has been wary of psycho-
historians who are quick to apply (in the sense of imposing) pre-
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ferred clinical theory to any topic.  

If psychohistory is defined as the inquiry into “the why of 
history,” that exploration of the “why” must be thoroughgoing both 
in historical research and in the judicious use of psychodynamic (or 
any other, such as Marxist or anthropological) interpretive frame-
work.  I illustrate this with the example of Beisel’s longitudinal 
psychohistorical study of the causes of World War II.  

 David Beisel has contributed to numerous topics within psy-
chohistory.  Here I address one in which his work is both distin-
guished and singular: the causes of World War II.  Dr. Beisel had 
long realized that something essential was missing from earlier out-
standing scholarship that had explored long-term historical, eco-
nomic, political, leader-follower, demographic, and leadership per-
sonality accounts.  He did not dismiss these but found their inter-
pretations and explanations to be incomplete. 

 In developing his realization and painstaking demonstration 
of the enormous contribution of unconscious process in the inexora-
ble—not accidental—cascading path to “the suicidal embrace” of 
World War II, he presented papers at the annual IPA convention 
year after year throughout the 1990s.  Methodically, he discussed 
his research on one nation after another, their leaders and their life 
stories, their citizens, the press and its political cartoons, and the 
relationships between leaders, followers, and the peoples of other 
nations.  From having attended these presentations, I can attest to 
their breadth and depth, the meticulousness of Beisel’s research, the 
clarity of his writing, and the logic of his rationale for including 
psychodynamic dimensions, without which any explanation of how 
and why World War II occurred would be incomplete. 

Gifted in exploring language and visual art for cues to the 
work of the unconscious in history, Beisel paid close attention to 
metaphor and political cartoons (e.g., David Low) as a “royal road 
to group unconscious processes” in the cascade to World War II, 
just as Freud had first used the image of the “royal road” to reveal 
the unconscious in dreams.  For Beisel, political metaphors and car-
toons are no mere turn of phrase, gratuitous, or inconsequential, but 
should be taken seriously, if not urgently, as keys to what life is re-
ally about.  I wonder whether Beisel’s attunement to the depths of 
language at least in part underlays his advocacy of poetry-of-history 
presentations and panels at IPA conventions in the 2010s and his 
editing a book of psychohistorical poetry, Wounded Centuries: A 
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Selection of Poems (2015).  

Beisel has spent his entire professional life working within 
an American cultural climate long steeped in the “rational man”-
based decision-making model that permeates academia (from eco-
nomics to history), business, and even international relations and 
diplomacy.  This cognitive, intellectual(-ized) model has no place 
for unruly fantasy or emotion, which wreaks havoc on algorithmic 
logic.  Yet Beisel found these essential to understanding how and 
why history is “made.”  In The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, 
and the Origins of the Second World War (2004), he demonstrated 
how conscious and unconscious fantasy and strong emotion heavily 
influenced the political and cultural life of large groups such as na-
tions, leader-follower relationships, and international relations.  
Passions, not reason, drove the fateful cascade into World War II.  
The Pied Piper of Nazi Germany lured his frightened people into 
unquestioning loyalty and obedience because they desperately 
wished to believe in him. 

 Before going further into Beisel’s study of the causes of 
World War II, I must take a moment here to locate Dr. Beisel’s 
thoughts and works on World War II within the historical ambiance 
of the early and subsequent years of people and thinking in the In-
ternational Psychohistorical Association (founded in 1977 by Lloyd 
deMause, David Beisel, Paul Elovitz, and Henry Lawton, among 
others); its predecessor and for a while parallel group, The Institute 
for Psychohistory; the scholarly and theoretical contributions of 
Lloyd deMause, who founded and led both groups and their jour-
nal, The History of Childhood Quarterly (later changed to The 
Journal of Psychohistory); and the emergence of The Psychohistory 

Forum and its journal, Clio’s Psyche.  This foray into his milieu is 
not a detour from Beisel and his enormous contributions but rather 
locates him in space and time.  

From the outset, Lloyd deMause recognized, documented, 
and emphasized the central role of infanticide and child abuse in 
human history and its interplay with unconscious dimensions in 
caregiver-baby relationships, the child’s personality development, 
and their influence on all aspects of the adult’s life.  That is to say, 
the enactment of the parental unconscious in childrearing.  Much of 
his interest and writing were on the parent-child relationship, spe-
cifically the process and consequences of parents’ unconscious pro-
jection of hateful, murderous wishes fantasized onto and into their 
baby.  One fatal form this took was the widespread killing of one’s 
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baby/child (infanticide), that is, killing one’s own intolerable “bad” 
parts of self by first thrusting them onto the baby and then killing 
the baby to magically erase one’s badness.  

As a closely related methodological and empirical instru-
ment for discovering psychohistorical data of child abuse and mur-
der, deMause and others developed a technique he called “fantasy 
analysis” to explore metaphors of these in ordinary political pro-
cesses.  It was used to analyze political cartoons and politicians’ 
speeches to reveal unconscious levels embedded in conscious lan-
guage and images.  In deMause’s work, then, the “direction” of the 
projection was from the parenting caregiver to the infant and, later, 
onto society.  The baby was the original container for the projec-
tions of terror and rage.  Beisel cautiously, effectively, and sparing-
ly applied fantasy analysis. 

Lloyd deMause and many fellow psychohistorians were also 
influenced by the theories of Melanie Klein and by what became 
known as the “object relations” school of psychoanalysis for their 
potential interpretive and explanatory value for psychohistorians.  
Klein’s concept of “projective identification” recognized how hu-
man relationships are intersubjective (unconscious to another un-
conscious).  Bion took Klein’s work further, arguing that three 
types of ad hoc therapy group dynamics were driven not by reality 
or ostensible tasks but rather by unconscious “basic assumptions” 
that became the “reality” that shaped their members’ decisions and 
actions.   

A third and complementary psychodynamic framework 
emerged among psychohistorians, like Beisel, who were influenced 
by certain family systems theorists and therapists.  These theorists 
and clinicians explored unconscious influences in nuclear and ex-
tended family relationships, including parent-infant/childrearing 
and their consequences for personality development and adult 
life—and in turn, for the making of culture and history.  One such 
person was Helm Stierlin, who wrote Psychoanalysis and Family 
Therapy (1977) as well as an influential book on Hitler in the con-
text of his early family life, Adolf Hitler: A  Family Perspective 
(1976).  Obviously, Bion’s ad hoc therapy groups of strangers dif-
fered greatly from the intimacy and seething cauldron of lived daily 
family life.  Yet, both frameworks included the central role of such 
defensive processes as denial, splitting, projection, projective iden-
tification, and introjection in regulating human relationships, useful 
instruments in psychohistorical research into large groups such as 
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ethnic groups, religions, and nations. 

David Beisel was steeped in this atmosphere in the psycho-
historical institutions he became closely affiliated with and in the 
journals that published the work of psychohistorians, including 
many of his own papers.  Early in his work on understanding the 
origins of World War II, he took seriously the metaphorical phrase 
“the family of nations,” long used in describing European history.  
Soon followed his interest in seeing what psychodynamically-
informed family systems theory and family therapy might contrib-
ute to understanding how World War II came about.  

Nothing was what it seemed.  In Europe during the 1920s 
and 1930s, nations and their leaders did not lead and make deci-
sions based on rational self-interest and reality but instead based on 
emotion, fantasy, and life plans shaped by repressed childhood ex-
periences.  Nations became human bodies that embodied members 
of an extended family who acted out unconsciously intentional 
“mistakes” in international relations.  Reciprocal projections gov-
erned policy-making.  

Just as in families in which members unconsciously collude 
in, say, the targeting of a family member who became a drug addict 
and eventually committed suicide through an overdose of medicine 
(e.g., John Zinner and Roger Shapiro, “Projective Identification as a 
Mode of Perception and Behaviour in Families of Adolescents,” 
International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 53, 1972, 523-530), 
leaders and nations’ members unconsciously colluded to bring 
about inexorable war.  Paradoxically and tragically, while all the 
nations in this “family” consciously prided themselves on their dis-
tinctness and idealized history, at the unconscious level they were 
inseparably fused in a magical matrix of denial, splitting, projective 
identification, fantasy, and acting out. 

With unconscious fantasy serving as much of his lived reali-
ty, Hitler repeatedly overruled his generals’ advice and military 
strategies, governed less by reality than by grandiose fantasies that 
would restage old humiliations and defeats (e.g., beatings from his 
father), avenge them, and reverse them.  Hitler was a catastrophic 
military strategist and unconsciously sent his beloved German 
youth to their death on military missions his generals dared not de-
fy.  “Hitler is Germany!  And Germany is Hitler,” his propagandists 
shrieked.  Hitler’s will was theirs, and his followers identified with 
him through the prism of their own lives, following him to self-
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destruction, convinced that victory was theirs. 

The fate of Czechoslovakia was perhaps the tragic 
“masterpiece” of this irrational family therapy.  A newborn nation 
created out of the rubble of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end 
of World War I, the family of nations, with Hitler presiding, per-
formed a ritual infanticide of Czechoslovakia.  The baby nation was 
killed as a sacrifice to “cure” and “save” Europe—but only tempo-
rarily.  While the mask of this process was considered rational deci-
sion-making, the true, underlying face was irrational, unconscious 
acting out. 

 In this brief essay, I have focused on one dimension of Da-
vid Beisel’s many contributions to psychohistory, including his 
helping to found the field.  For me, Beisel’s scholarship—in any 
topic he chooses—is second to none.  Because of the integrity of 
his scholarship, his psychodynamic interpretations of historical pro-
cesses and eras are edifices built on broad and deep foundations.  I 
am beyond grateful for his thinking and his enduring friendship. 

Howard F. Stein, PhD, Professor Emeritus in the Depart-
ment of Family and Preventive Medicine and University of Oklaho-
ma Health Sciences Center, has contributed many poems and arti-

cles to the Journal of Psychohistory, Clio’s Psyche, and many oth-
er print and online literary journals/magazines over many years.  
Author of 32 books, he is Poet Laureate of the High Plains Society 
for Applied Anthropology.  He is most recently the author of two 
poetry books as well as The Psychodynamics of Toxic Organiza-
tions: Poetry, Stories, Analysis (2020), which he co-authored with 
Seth Allcorn.  Dr. Stein may be contacted at Howard-

Stein@ouhsc.edu.  ❑ 

Resistance and Transformation  
in Psychohistory 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Keywords: counter-resistance, David Beisel, in-group, infantile-attractor, 
multidisciplinarity, out-group, poetic-psychohistory, resistance-to-
psychology, transformation-developmental   

 When Paul Elovitz and Bob Lentz handed me the very first 

issue of Clio’s Psyche in June of 1994, I came across an interview 
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with “Psychohistorian David Beisel” by Bob Lentz.  The impres-
sion I got of Beisel’s personality and work was that of a brave pio-
neer of psychohistory who had continued to research, write, teach, 
and edit in this developing field despite strong resistance and negli-
gence from scholars who were unwilling to expand their views.  A 
passage in the interview crystalizes Beisel’s cooperative, unpreten-
tious, and diplomatic attitude: “I think we should just try to do our 
work and not be pugnacious, argumentative or defensive in our 
writings.  Simply put forward our findings on the basis of the best 
logic and the best psychology”—which, at that time, was not 
cognitive psychology but psychology going deeper into the 
unconscious (6).  Until then, I had not read much by Beisel, but 
gradually I recognized that he had many subjects among which 
resistance especially attracted my attention.  Beisel analyzed it 
insightfully while simultaneously developing the field of 
psychohistory and preparing his colleagues for multidisciplinary 
dialogues and self-transformations. 

Lloyd deMause had set the tone for analyzing resistance to 
psychological issues and approaches in history and the social sci-
ences.  He even mentioned that psychotherapists were reluctant to 
express their appraisals on political and historical events and thus 
denied “the direct application of the insights of psychotherapy to 
history” (Lloyd deMause, “Psychohistory and Psychotherapy,” The 
New Psychohistory, 1975, 309).  Traumatic historical and political 
events were distanced, de-emotionalized, and left to the social sci-
ences.  DeMause observed that “most of the theories of the ‘social 
sciences’ have been motivated by a flight from psychology, a vast 
defensive response to the growing discoveries of depth psycholo-
gy” (310).  Ten years later, James M. Glass asked, “Why are cur-
rent political theorists reluctant to look at methodologies, terminol-
ogies, and perspectives directed toward understanding and analyz-
ing internal psychological states?” (Delusion: Internal Dimensions 
of Political Life, 1985, 249). 

David Beisel gave his contribution to analyzing resistance 
to psychology in his articles “Resistance to Holocaust Scholar-
ship” (The Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 27, No. 2, 1999, 124-135) 

and “Psychohistory and the Historians: 1970-2015” (Clio’s Psyche, 
Vol. 22, Nos. 1-2, 2015, 15-20).  The former concerns resistance to 
psychology in Holocaust studies and the latter to history at large.  
Beisel has pinpointed that psychohistorians should be open to de-
tect blind spots and evasions in their own and others’ research.  
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Vigilant and truly transformative research endeavors are embedded 
in co-existing visions and co-constructing projects.  Exclusions 
pave the way for arrogant doctrinal orthodoxy.  Resistance to psy-
chohistory is not restricted to its “opponents”; it also manifests 
among the psychohistorians themselves, in both individual and 
group-fantasies and processes.  Different forms of resistance, trans-
ference, and countertransference in the intra- and interpsychically 
conflictual field of psychohistory can be identified.  Beisel has 
stressed the multidisciplinary layers of psychohistorical research.   

Beisel has identified five sources of resistance to applying 
psychological principles in Holocaust scholarship in his 
“Resistance to Holocaust Scholarship.”  The first is the denial of 
psychology in an anti-psychological society.  The second has to do 
with the real weaknesses concerning methods and psychological 
knowledge in psychohistorical scholarship.  The third is that the 
distressing nature of such research produces defensive reactions.  
The fourth is the encounter with existential meaninglessness that 
has previously been part of psychological torture.  The fifth is the 
total denunciation of psychology, psychoanalysis, and psychohisto-
ry that allows the denouncers to avoid psychological statements of 
their own.   

John Fanton’s article, “The Logic of Psychohistorical 
Destiny” (The Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 29, No. 2, 2001, 128-
129), has recategorized Beisel’s five sources of resistance in the 
context of psychohistory.  The first and fourth refer to large groups 
of people, the “psychoclasses.”  The second concerns the 
psychohistorians themselves.  The third and fifth show that the 
subject matter of psychohistory has intense emotional content, 
inflicting individuals with great psychological turmoil and strong, 
often quite inflexible defenses against it. 

I have found Beisel’s analysis of resistance helpful in ap-
proaching the role of resistance and counter-resistance (see my arti-

cle, “Resistances and counter-resistances in psychohistory,” Clio’s 

Psyche, Vol. 22, No. 3, 2015, 209-213).  Resistance has prevailed 
on both sides, in other researchers to psychohistorians, and in the 
psychohistorians themselves to the non-psychological historians 
and social scientists, thus making multidisciplinary dialogues and 
negotiations difficult.  Psychohistorians’ countertransference can 
fuse with regressive states, implying, for example, impatience, arro-
gance, projection, and manipulative maneuvers that are directed 
against resistances to psychohistory, launched from other fields of 
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knowledge.  Such states that attack the “enemy” in research are a 
form of scholarly countertransference.  I have conceptualized psy-
chohistorians’ attacks on other fields as counter-resistance that may 
actually sabotage collaborative efforts and new insights.  Beisel has 
given an example: “Sometimes psychohistorians brought the wrath 
of historians down upon themselves, defensively blaming historians 
for being ‘too defensive.’  One self-defeating example was Lloyd 
deMause’s essay, ‘The Independence of Psychohistory,’ published 
in… 1975, wherein he asserted psychohistory was a science and 
called historians astrologers” (“Psychohistory,” 2015, 15-16).  

Psychohistorians have often been the objects of anger and 
rage, their pursuits reviled and neglected.  They have been wound-
ed, shamed, and ridiculed.  For them, psychohistorical interpreta-
tion may have become an act of self-defense, a secure sanctuary.  
Psychohistorians may have also turned to the repression of criti-
cism, the enemy chase and subsequent retaliation, and the unfound-
ed fantasies of purification and salvation.  A loving (non-
possessive) reception of the other is hard to develop, but it would 
make mutual relations more constructive (see Juhani Ihanus, “The 
Repressed and the Projected in Psychohistory,” in Ludwig Janus et 
al., eds., Symbolik, gesellschaftliche Irrationalität und 
Psychohistorie [Author translation: Symbolism, Social 
Irrationality, and Psychohistory], Jahrbuch für psychohistorische 
Forschung [Author translation: Yearbook of Psychohistorical 
Research] , Vol. 5, 2005, 250).  

The phases or cycles (of history, abuse, group fantasy, etc.) 
that psychohistorians study are not solely “out there” but are dis-
cernible among themselves and in their internal world.  To be pro-
spective is to be inventive and imaginative in temporality, to exper-
iment with futurity.  Such an experimental approach transforms the 
“fated” future—the depressed futility state with a short time per-
spective and short-range plans—into a more open and potential 
“destiny” (on fate and destiny, see Christopher Bollas, Forces of 
Destiny: Psychoanalysis and Human Idiom, 1991).  I am thinking 
here of the “flourishing” profusion state with a long temporal per-
spective and long-range plans.  

The playful proleptic, and positively projective and 
prospective in the psychohistorical discipline are not reached 
without recognizing manifestations of the repressed and highly 
narcissistic group protectiveness under severe and prolonged stress.  
These protective maneuvers include the pursuit of dissent, strict 
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polarization between the in-group and the out-group (accentuating 
the positive characteristics of the in-group), the safeguarding of the 
disciplinary blocks, and social control over the group members, 
ranging from subtle group pressures to fierce punishment against 
the violators (Ihanus, “The Repressed,” 2005, 250).  

Psychohistorical knowledge can be both liberating and illu-
sory, including the sequences of insights and fabrications.  The psy-
chohistorical endeavor can be made to carry the burdens of our hu-
man predicament and its inherent aggression, depression, anxiety, 
humiliation, submissiveness, and narcissistic wounds.  In psycho-
historians, as in all human subjects, various flows of new infor-
mation are often drawn into the unconscious, repressed “infantile 
attractors”—childhood feelings, object representations, memories, 
associations, and fantasies (Stanley R. Palombo, The Emergent 
Ego: Complexity and Coevolution in the Psychoanalytic Process, 
1999, 182-184).  Psychohistorians can explore the attractors’ mode 
of operation in the current situation and the outer world; among 
themselves, individuals, and in small and large groups; as well as in 
historical, social, political, cultural, economic, and technological 
contexts.  It is through psychohistorical interpretations that the 
attractors acquire complexity, dimensionality, and differentiation 
(Ihanus, “Repressed,” 2005, 250-251).   

Thus, cognitive faculties become less stale and rigidly deter-
mined, and the “grammars” or the rule sets of the attractors are 
more flexibly extended.  This process of flexible exploration also 
applies to the theoretical and methodological patterns of research.  
By reaching out for reciprocal and fertile multi- and cross-
disciplinary relations, psychohistorians can make advances.  They 
work as promoters of knowledge and understanding in action, 
caught in the act of forming and transforming, semantically, 
somatically, intellectually, and emotionally.  The multi- and cross-
disciplinary futures of the psychohistorical project call for 
transmigratory and transitory identities.  There will be new 
emergent structures (intrinsic to the structures of the human 
passions and of the mind/brain systems of the psychohistorians) 
built at the higher levels of self-organization (Ihanus, “Repressed,” 
2005, 251, 256).  

In recent years, David Beisel, with other fellow psychohis-
torians, has developed poetic approaches to history (see his “Poetry 

as a Psychohistorical Source,” Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 20, No. 3, 2013, 
292-298).  A landmark of such poetry is John Allman’s work Clio’s 
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Children (1985) where the writer “can project himself into the cir-
cumstances and personalities of history and express himself in the 
terms of an historical moment” (John Allman’s “Preface” in Clio’s 
Children, xi).  Such meditation on history through imaginary, meta-
phorical, and symbolic means has also been realized in Wounded 
Centuries: A Selection of Poems (2015), edited by David Beisel, 
including Allman’s and fellow psychohistorians’ poems.  In his 
“Preface” for Wounded Centuries, Beisel mentions that those 
poems “deal with the history of emotions, with issues of identity 
and memory, with blind spots, obsessions, hidden motives, and 
irrationalities writ large and small” (viii).  Without being 
“pugnacious, argumentative or defensive,” poetic psychohistory is 
an area between the arts and science that can bridge knowledge and 
emotion as well as enable developmental and creative transitions 
and transformations.  

Juhani Ihanus, PhD, is Adjunct Professor of Cultural Psy-
chology at the University of Helsinki, Adjunct Professor of the His-
tory of Science and Ideas at the University of Oulu, and Senior Lec-
turer at the Open University of the University of Helsinki.  He is 
also an international member of the Psychohistory Forum who has 
published books and articles on psychohistory, cultural and clinical 
psychology, and the history of psychology.  Dr. Ihanus may be 
reached at juhani.ihanus@helsinki.fi.   

David Beisel is Also a  
Psychohistorian of the Arts 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

Keywords: film, International Psychohistorical Association, jazz, music, 
noir, psychohistory, The Third Man, writer  

David Beisel has been eminent in psychohistory for over 
four decades.  His The Suicidal Embrace (2004) and writings on 
Nazi Germany are among the most esteemed in our field.  Dr. 
Beisel has twice been President of the International Psychohistori-
cal Association, and in his 10 years editing The Journal of Psycho-
history, he upheld high academic standards.  Tireless is the way to 
describe his efforts to promote the cause of psychohistory among 
fellow historians and others.  As faculty at SUNY-Rockland, he 
made courses in psychohistory popular.  Even after his retirement, 
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Rockland is one of the few colleges in the country that offers multi-
ple sections of psychohistory courses every semester.  But there is 
another side of Dave’s contributions to psychohistory that is not as 
well-known.  He is a connoisseur and a knowledgeable writer on 
music and film.  His exceptional gifts as a psychohistorian are evi-
dent in his work on the arts.   

Dave is a voracious reader, filmgoer, and loves to hear mu-
sic performed live.  In 2016, he edited a volume of psychohistory 
poems by others entitled Wounded Centuries, which had its origin 
in panels of poets at the psychohistory conference.  Recently he has 
given presentations on film noir and jazz at the International Psy-
chohistorical Association Conference.  These papers and other re-
flections were published in Genres of the Imagination (2021), along 
with papers by clinician and coauthor Irene Javors.  Dr. Beisel mix-
es into his accounts of jazz and film the personal meanings these art 
forms have for him.  Unless otherwise noted, Genres is the primary 
source for this essay.  

As a rebellious teenager, Dave was drawn to jazz, both for 
the music and because he felt like an outsider who identified with 
the underdog.  He and his buddies on weekends would sneak into 
the legendary jazz club, Birdland (Genres of the Imagination, 2021, 
33).  Over the decades of being a jazz devotee, Dr. Beisel continu-
ally finds that jazz music “heals.  It stimulates.  It ‘soothes the sav-
age beast,’ bestirs emotions, entertains… plays a powerful role in 
propaganda and social change.”  He quotes jazz vocalist Anita 
O’Day, “‘To me, music is love’” (Genres, 45).  

Jazz has also contained creative competitiveness.  Jazz clubs 
would hold after-hours cutting sessions where jazz improvisers 
would battle each other to see who was better.  Beisel comments 
that in these musical battles one finds “sibling rivalries and efforts 
at outdoing father.”  These musical contests also “allow masters to 
hone their craft, encourage newcomers to be mentored and talented 
novices to be nurtured” (Genres, 30).   

Yet the pressure of being so creative can be stressful and 
“consciously and unconsciously unbearable” (Genres, 32).  Jazz 
musicians can become “self-destructive,” some “have gone to the 
lip of the abyss and managed to come back.  Sadly, too many have 
become the stuff of tragedy, victims of alcohol or drugs or 
both” (Genres, 44).  Yet through all the travails and peaks of being 
in this contradictory world, “jazz pieces… achieves transcendence, 
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an integration of mind and emotion.”  Jazz “compositions and 
rhythms” can resonate “with our deepest selves” in ways that lead 
to “transformative resolutions of the ambivalences and contradic-
tions embedded in life and in their music” (Genres, 44).   

These lessons from the jazz environment can be connected 
to the creative, challenging task of being a historian.  Dr. Beisel 
writes, “I was taught in graduate school that whatever you wrote 
had to make a contribution to human knowledge” (Genres, 43).  It 
does so through the doggedness of research and also, like the jazz 
cutting contest, by bringing forth something new and transcendent 
out of the depths of oneself and one’s creative and competitive im-
pulses.   

Can Dr. Beisel’s discussion of noir in Genres of the Imagi-
nation help us understand him and his work as a historian?  The 
answer is yes because he places the noir he discusses in a historic 
context.  The movie he discusses is The Third Man (1949).  This 
British film is based on a screenplay by English novelist Graham 
Greene and directed by Carol Reed, another Brit.  The featured ac-
tors though are often American, including the two leads, Orson 
Welles and Joseph Cotton.  The setting is post-World War II Vien-
na.  Cotton plays Holly Martin, a writer of Western novels, and 
Welles is the mysterious Harry Lime, a close friend of Martin’s 
who has invited the writer to visit him in Vienna.   

Martin finds that Harry Lime has been killed and he attends 
his friend’s funeral.  But he later finds out that Harry Lime is still 
alive.  Martin also discovers that his friend was involved in the 
black market and sold batches of bad penicillin, which led to the 
deaths of many hospitalized children.  Disillusioned, Martin agrees 
to help capture Lime.  But when the set-up occurs, Lime seeks to 
escape by navigating through Vienna’s sewer systems.  However, 
Martin is able to find and shoot his one-time best friend.  The mov-
ie ends with the second funeral for Harry Lime.   

Beisel says the film is about the “dark underside” (Genres, 
13).  He continues by stating, “Many writers have connected noir’s 
popularity to the consequences of the Second World War, linking 
noir’s themes of disillusionment and despair to the actual horrors of 
the war” (Genres, 13).  Beisel then connects the noir sensibility to 
further actualities: “Film noir’s blacks, whites, and grays, its empty 
streets, perfectly matched the real visual world of Europe’s… de-
stroyed cities, towns, villages, and hamlets” and Vienna itself “had 
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been bombed fifty-seven times, forty thousand homes had been de-
stroyed, the city was pock marked by three thousand cra-
ters” (Genres, 14). 

The Third Man was popular in Europe and America.  It 
captured the “feelings of fragmentation, disorientation and despair” 
that “made up America’s hidden emotional underside” because af-
ter the war, “suicides were up, large numbers turned to self-
medication, alcoholism was on the rise, divorce rates 
spiked” (Genres, 14-15).  Many veterans had post-traumatic stress 
disorder.  Beisel connects the world of film to the historical realities 
of the world ravaged by a horrendous war and a variety of wide-
spread traumas.  He acknowledges that The Third Man is his favor-
ite film.  Dr. Beisel has skillfully connected the corruption and dis-
illusionment in this classic film to a prominent post-war sensibility.  
The Third Man is one of a series of movies that portray a world 
gone awry.   

In his discussion of the art forms of jazz and films, Dave 
brings the same evocative illumination that characterizes his more 
strictly psychohistorical writings.  They show the broad scope of 
his interest and talents.  His career shows how his unique sensibility 
and enthusiasm have been brought out of the often buried material 
that few others have perceived.   

 Ken Fuchsman, EdD, is emeritus University of Connecti-
cut faculty as well as a past president of the International Psycho-
historical Association.  This prolific author can be contacted at 
kfuchsman@gmail.com.      

Beisel Appreciations 

Passionate Journeys to Psychohistory: 
Honoring the Brilliant Psychohistorian  

David R. Beisel 

Olga Shutova—Laboratory for Francysk Skaryna Studies 

Keywords: Belarus, Europe, history, Lloyd deMause, psychology, Soviet 
Union, students, The Suicidal Embrace  

It is a great privilege for me to write an article in honor of 
Professor David Beisel, who has been doing psychohistory for over 
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50 years.  I consider myself his student and disciple.  Thinking 
about my contribution, I remembered my first steps into psychohis-
tory as well as the care and attention with which David Beisel treat-
ed his students.  I was one of the first postgraduates of a post-Soviet 
generation to find myself in a country other than the former Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).  To me, it felt like it was not 
just another country but another planet.  It is funny to say today, but 
I still remember my embarrassment in front of the sleek, handleless 
glass door of the United States Information Agency’s (USIA) office 
in Washington because I had no idea how to open it. 

A few issues of The Journal of Psychohistory from the 
1970s, which I found in 1994 at the National Library of Belarus, 
changed my life forever.  Back in the 1990s, I felt bound by the 
rules of Teutonic Order as a postgraduate student who specialized 
in historiography, where the rigid objectivity of Marxism-Leninism 
reigned.  Reading David Beisel’s articles felt like a breath of fresh 
air.  Only later did my liberation come from Soviet positivism.  But 
my fear of the subjectivism label threatened not only professional 
but also physical oppression.  Then, inspired by the idea of history 
with personal involvement, I wrote to the remarkable and deeply 
missed Lloyd deMause.  His generous response and an invitation to 
join the International Psychohistorical Association (IPA) gave me 
wings, and I won a grant to travel to America and study psychohis-
tory.  Coincidentally, and to my great happiness, Lloyd advised me 
to take Professor David Beisel’s course, whose published personal 
journey to psychohistory played such a pivotal role for me. 

My odyssey continued at the State University of New 
York’s  Rockland Community College, where I watched Dr. Beisel 
battle for students’ understanding of history from the perspective of 
the psychological motivations of its actors in each class.  These les-
sons were fascinating for many reasons.  Very quickly, I under-
stood that there were three categories of students: Those who 
sought out the course, as I did I (for most of these it was already 
their second psychohistory course); those who came with no special 
interest; and those skeptics who rejected everything that the maes-
tro explained.  The last group was the most interesting because they 
often became fervent supporters seeking to understand the why of 
history and the depth of the human psyche.  It always seemed that 
David Beisel was quite interested in working with them as well as 
deepening his own knowledge. 

Dr. Beisel’s landmark work, The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, 
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the Allies, and the Origins of the Second World War (2004), made a 
significant contribution to our understanding of the psychological 
situation in Europe in the interwar period.  Questioning the “why?” 
of the Second World War, David Beisel analyzed pre-war diploma-
cy, mass media, as well as the leaders and populace of Europe as 
acting-out partners of Hitler’s suicidal impulses in the European 
family’s pathological system.  This scientifically innovative and 
emotionally charged study created a new paradigm in the historiog-
raphy of the Second World War. 

His profound characterization of the Czechoslovakian men-
tality during the Munich Crisis, which seemed to be in the very dis-
tant past, was used for years with the students in my own psycho-
history courses at the Belarusian State University.  Nevertheless, 
life itself has changed this theoretical sounding, and The Suicidal 
Embrace proved to be on the cutting edge of understanding the cur-
rent Belarusian situation.  Beisel’s vision can help us understand 
our internal motivations and reactions globally to the tragedy, 
which destroyed human lives in Belarus after the bloody repres-
sions in August 2020.  Should we see it as a parallel with the pre-
war Czechs?  Did the Belarusians also live throughout their recent 
history with the inclination of martyrs?  This time around, will the 
European family of nations once again sacrifice its provincial child-
ish step-daughter Belarus? 

Today, following the example of Dr. Beisel, I try to under-
stand the symbolic purpose and psychodynamic significance behind 
word choice.  Beisel’s significant battle to understand history as an 
open-minded enterprise and a personal journey continues in his ide-
as and writing, as well as through his disciples.  We all wish him 
good health and further scientific achievements! 

Olga Shutova, PhD (also Volga Shutava in Belarusian), is 
a Belarusian historian, historiographer, and author.  From 1995 to 
2007 she was an associate professor at the Belarusian State Uni-
versity.  She is the author of more than 50 articles, four mono-
graphs, and the co-author of two books.  Her research interests in-
clude intellectual history, the history of Belarus, and Francysk 
Skaryna Studies.  She is director of the Laboratoire de recherche 
sur Francysk Skaryna (the Laboratory for Francysk Skaryna Stud-
ies) in France (https://skaryna.com).  Dr. Shutova can be reached 
at oshutova@gmail.com and olga@shutova.com.   
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Collaborating With Dave:  
New Perspectives/New Directions 

Irene Javors—Yeshiva University 

Keywords: COVID-19, creative-collaboration, David Beisel, Festschrift, 
historical-data, psychohistorical-writing, psychohistory, unconscious-
processes, writing 

When I read the news that a Festschrift had been planned 
for David Beisel, I immediately knew that I wanted to contribute to 
the project.  After my initial exuberance, I realized that I had no 
idea how one contributed to a Festschrift.  As a result, I sought out 
the advice of Google’s search engine and found all sorts of interest-
ing ideas.   

For the most part, Festschrifts are defined as retrospectives 
that honor the works of a respected individual, usually an academic.  
A Festschrift celebrating the work of David Beisel historian, pro-
fessor, editor, colleague, mentor, and pioneer in psychohistory is 
most timely.  I had one concern that involved the possibility that the 
essays about David might be too focused on his past contributions.  
Irving Louis Horowitz has written, “Festschriften… are not just ret-
rospective, but prospective… the Festschrift is a Beruf, a call to fur-
ther work, effort, and energy…” (Communication Ideas: The Poli-
tics of Scholarly Publishing, 1991, 237).  The idea of a Festschrift 
as a “call to further work” has been reflective of my current collab-
oration with Dave.   

I have known Dave as a colleague for many years.  We con-
nected at professional meetings, conferences, and wonderful lunch-
es.  I contributed several poems to the poetry book Wounded Cen-
turies (2015), which he edited.  We discovered our mutual interest 
in jazz and film noir and gave a panel presentation on these subjects 
at the International Psychohistorical Conference in New York City.  
To our great surprise, these papers evolved into the material for a 
book.  The process of working together on the book has been trans-
formative. 

Our collaboration was founded on the premise that we 
would challenge ourselves to break away from the constraints of 
academic writing and develop a model for writing psychohistory 
that did not use jargon but rather expressed in everyday language 
the interplay of psyche and culture.  We experimented with ideas 
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and worked co-creatively to encourage each other not to distance 
ourselves from the material but to bring ourselves into the writing.  
We incorporated personal experiences alongside historical events.  
We put ourselves into the picture.  We regarded our material as in-
vitations to explore our unconscious processes.  Our writings be-
came multilayered, giving us room for our imaginations to flourish.  
We were not only reporting the historical data but also engaging 
with our unconscious imaginal processes.   

Our project took place during the year of the pandemic.  
During lockdown, we maintained contact via phone and email.  
Amid all the chaos of COVID-19, we were immersed in creative 
collaboration.  At some point in 2020, a publisher appeared who 
was interested in our project.  The collaboration extended to three 
of us—each of us bringing our various skills and visions.  For all of 
us, our creative process as individuals as well as amongst ourselves 
became our primary focus.  Our work reflected the interpersonal, or 
as they say in the therapy world, “There is more than one person in 
the room.”  Our collaborative effort has resulted in the book Genres 
of The Imagination: Essays by David Beisel and Irene Javors 
(2021). 

Working with Dave has been a great honor.  Our collabora-
tion has opened new perspectives and directions for psychohistori-
cal writing.  Dave has heeded the Beruf and new works are ahead. 

 Irene Javors, LMHC, is a psychotherapist in New York 
City and a retired adjunct associate professor of Mental Health 
Counseling of the Ferkauf Graduate School of Psychology at Yeshi-
va University.  She is the author of the children’s book Kelpie’s 

Bells (2020) and can be contacted at ijavors@gmail.com.  ❑ 

Celebrating My Friendship with a  
Splendid Human Being: David Beisel  

Tom Artin—Rockland Community College 

Keywords: jazz, Mark Brunswick, music, The New York Review of Books, 
Rockland Community College, Sigmund Freud, World Wars 

David Beisel and I came to Rockland Community College 
in 1972, he in the Social Sciences Department, I in the English De-
partment.  Though we had every reason to strike up a close friend-
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ship at the time, somehow we didn’t.  In fact, for a long time, we 
only knew each other slightly.  Our politics were much the same, 
though, and we were both jazz enthusiasts, albeit in different realms 
of the music.  David was always an aficionado of a more modern 
idiom, whereas I had come from a career playing in Dixieland and 
swing bands as well as collecting records in those styles.   

At the time, David lived in a small, rented house on Route 
202 between Suffern and Mt. Ivy, NY.  I visited him there off and 
on.  But we got to know each other really well when both of our 
offices were moved to the upper level of the Rockland Field House.  
Since then, David has been one of my closest friends. 

We meet for coffee every week, for quite a few years at 
Bunbury’s in Piermont, although recently we’ve moved our meet-
ings to the newly opened Noble Café in Sparkill.  We spend a good 
portion of our meetings bemoaning the latest outrage of the Repub-
lican Party, of which there is always a fresh supply.  As old men are 
notorious for doing, we also compare and contrast our latest health 
issues, of which David has certainly had more than his share. 

We are both devoted readers of The New Y ork Review of 
Books and hash over the contents of the latest issues, especially ar-
ticles pertaining to Germany, which is David’s major field of inter-
est.  David’s The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and the Ori-
gins of the Second World War (2004) is frequently the focal point of 
our conversations concerning the two World Wars, an abiding in-
terest of mine not in the least because my father was conscripted 
into the Austro-Hungarian army in 1918.  My parents lived in Ger-
many during the reign of Adolf Hitler and were compelled to emi-
grate to the United States in 1937 with my two siblings to escape 
persecution since my father—a professor at the University of Ham-
burg—was an outspoken critic of the regime, and my mother was 
the daughter of a Russian Jew. 

I am delighted to make a contribution to the Festschrift rec-
ognizing David’s many years of scholarship and publication—a 
well-deserved honor for a splendid human being. 

 Tom Artin, PhD, was educated at Princeton with a BA in 
English Literature in 1960 and a PhD in Comparative Literature in 
1968.  His four books are The Allegory of Adventure (1974), Earth 
Talk (1973), The Wagner Complex (2012), and What Parsifal Knew 
(2016).  Dr. Artin translated numerous books from German into 
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English, and from Danish into English.  He can be contacted at 
tom@artinarts.com.   

Doing Psychohistory with David Beisel 

Gerhard Bliersbach—Psychotherapist 

Keywords: convention, David Beisel, group-fantasies, Henry Ebel, The 
Journal of Psychohistory, Lloyd deMause, psychohistory 

The enormous impact the 1979 Annual Convention had on 
me is difficult to describe.  It was my first convention and my sec-
ond time in New York City.  I sensed an elated, enormously friend-
ly, very inviting atmosphere.  It was easy to meet and get to know 
each other.  I remember speaking with Lloyd deMause, Henry Ebel, 
Jay Y. Gonen, Mel Goldstein, Henry Lawton, Alec Simos, Howard 
F. Stein, and David Beisel.  Alec and David explained the who’s 
who to me as well as their ideas and concepts.  I felt an exciting 
breeze and sensed that for the first time applied psychoanalysis was 
definitely being taken seriously.  Collective group fantasies of de-
struction and annihilation, not previously explored, were related to 
political leaders.  It was intellectually liberating.  June 1979 was 
also when Ridley Scott’s Alien was being shown on the big 
screens.  Henry Ebel recommended this “dripping picture,” as he 
called it.  His surprisingly simple but convincing idea was that sci-
ence-fiction movies explore our inner worlds.  I saw the picture in 
the 70mm version in a fully packed theatre, which was an over-
whelming pleasure and at the same time a terrible experience of 
being lost.  The advertising slogan, “In space no one can hear you 
scream,” was right. 

I was hooked, and I was terrified.  Psychohistory had cap-
tured me.  For my next convention, I came from Germany with Au-
rel Ende and met Gert Raeithel.  Over time, I got a glimpse into that 
sort of psychosocial political abyss that psychohistory tried to con-
ceptualize: The hidden projective movements to soothe our inner 
worlds and to rework our childhood traumas, the movements of 
tuning into the prevailing group-fantasies—these strong, undetect-
ed, but enormously influential, emotional undercurrents of our 
lives.  It was staggering and difficult to absorb.  Back in West Ger-
many, it was hard to communicate and make other people outside 
of the psychohistorical groups listen. 
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But luckily, there was David.  He was my reality principle.  
Generous and integrative, he was open to and admired the boldness 
of Lloyd’s and Henry Ebel’s concepts.  But he remained skeptical, 
searching for verification—his essay “Toward a Psychohistory of 
Jimmy Carter” (1977) is a fine psychohistorical example.  I loved 
his beautiful way of speaking and phrasing his thoughts. 

I loved David’s company.  Being an easy to irritate West 
German, I was well received the several times we met.  David pro-
posed to Lloyd to add me to the Editorial Board of The Journal of 
Psychohistory.  That was something really special.  Sometimes, we 
spoke about his huge, very complicated, and incredibly time-
consuming project to reconstruct the history of the origins of World 
War II.  I regret that I missed the publication with the beautiful title 
The Suicidal Embrace (2004).  Now, as far as I have tried, it is not 
available.  I’ll keep trying.   

I wish David many good and productive years in the circle 
of his beloved family.   

Gerhard Bliersbach is a German who worked as a traffic 
psychologist prior to his long career as a now-retired psychothera-
pist.  He contributed to a number of journals and can be contacted 
at GerhardBliersbach@t-online.de.   

Toasting Dave Beisel 

Kenneth Alan Adams—Jacksonville State University 

Auszeichnung (Distinction in German) for Dave 

A new book (Genres of Imagination, 2021)!  Mazel tov!  I 
will put my copy between his The Suicidal Embrace (2004) and 
Loewenberg’s Decoding the Past (1985). 

As editor of The Journal of Psychohistory (JOP), Dave gave 
me my first big assignment: a review essay of Lloyd deMause’s 
Foundations of Psychohistory (1982).  I felt honored and terrified: 
New person on the block, from Alabama for God’s sake, and I’m 
asked to review the signature statement (at the time) of Lloyd’s 
work?!  Did I say I felt honored and terrified?  I worked my buns 
off and turned in what I thought was a credible review, maybe too 
long.  When Dave asked me to do more, be more critical, it made 
me feel welcome.  Thanks, David, I needed that. 
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I haven’t seen David for ages, but he will always have a 
warm place in my heart.  Having drinks together at a jazz bar in 
NYC amidst wonderful music and delightful conversation comes to 
mind.  So, here’s to Dave!  To his friendship, intelligence, and en-
couragement, and his contributions to psychohistory, history, his 
students, and the community!  With glass in hand, and “Lotus Blos-
som” or “Goodbye Pork Pie Hat” in the background, here’s to Da-
vid R. Beisel!  (Dave is as good a guy as I ever met.) 

Kenneth Alan Adams, PhD, professor emeritus at Jack-
sonville State University, trained in psychoanalytic sociology at 
Harvard and Brandeis universities, and he made his career as a 
prolific scholar.  He is a former assistant editor of The Journal of 
Psychohistory and is currently on its editorial board.  He can be 

contacted at kaapsysy@bellsouth.net.  ❑ 

Enjoying Jazz with David Beisel 

Martin Quitt—University of Massachusetts 

My participation in psychohistory under deMause’s umbrel-
la in the 1970s brought contact with some very good people as well 
as serious intellectual engagement.  Perhaps the most memorable 
time I spent in New York among psychohistorians was when David 
Beisel took me to “the Village” (Greenwich Village) to hear drum-
mer Buddy Rich, followed by a jam session of first-rate jazz per-
formers.  It remains one of the great moments of my life.  Only Da-
vid and I went together and my gratitude to him for that night has 
never dimmed. 

 Martin H. Quitt, PhD, Professor Emeritus of History at the 
University of Massachusetts (Boston), is the author of Stephen A. 
Douglas and Antebellum Democracy (Cambridge University Press, 
2012) and much else. He may be contacted at martin.quitt 

@umb.edu.  ❑  

The Psychohistory Forum welcomes proposals  
for work-in-progress seminars for virtual and in-person 

meetings.  Send your request with the paper to 
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com for review  

by a committee. 
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Coping in Our Anxious World  

Coping with Anxiety in  
Our Fearful Digital World 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistory Forum 

Abstract: The author proposes that anxiety is intensified in our society 
because of our digital communication and historical inclination to look 
for danger.  He explores the coping mechanisms society uses to deal with 
the incredible anxieties created by the pandemic and its resultant eco-
nomic dislocation as well as by the Trump presidency.   

Keywords: anxiety, coping-mechanisms, digital-communication, Freud, 
modern-technology, NEWS, threats-to-democracy, The United States of  
Anxiety 

Anxiety, stress, and fear plague our modern world, especial-
ly during the pandemic, our deep recession, and polarizing politics.  
While materially humankind has never been so well off, our mod-
ern technology has brought the anxieties and problems of the entire 
world to our screens, newspapers, and collective consciousness.  
During the Trump presidency, liberal anxiety was enormous, result-
ing in the weekly podcast, The United States of Anxiety (2016-
Present).  Anxiety is universal and can easily be traced back to an-
cient times, even back to the religious myth of our expulsion from 
the Garden of Eden.  The renunciation of instinctual desires that 
civilization requires, as Freud pointed out, inevitably results in in-
creased anxiety.  Therapists help people manage their anxieties, 
which young people can find overwhelming.  People attempt to 
lessen their anxieties by losing themselves in activities and move-
ments.  As an Eriksonian participant observer, the author discusses 
this coping mechanism in himself as well as observing it among 
others, including the followers of Donald Trump.  He acknowledg-
es his own anxiety about the future of American democracy. 

News is mostly about bringing the dangers and fears from 
around the world to our doorstep, leading to endless anxiety.  
NEWS represents North East West South, which I trace back to our 
ancestors wiping the sleep from their eyes as they looked out from 
the safety of their tree or cave in all directions to check on the dan-
gers of the world.  Our news media, seeking to attract eyeballs to its 
news, heightens our fears as a way of justifying their existence to 
stockholders; “If it bleeds it leads” is a regional newspaper, radio, 
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and television station mantra.  

The threat of Trump’s possible and then actual presidential 
election led to the establishment of a weekly National Public Radio 
(NPR) podcast hosted by Kai Wright called The United States of 
Anxiety, “a show about the unfinished business of our history, and 
its grip on our future.”  Its first episode’s image was of the nation 
divided and splintered between blue and red.  The anxieties of lib-
erals were greatly increased by the Trump presidency, and this pod-
cast struggles to understand the nature of what is happening to the 
sharply divided country.  The episode “Who Owns the Deed to the 
American Dream?” reflects this division.  President Trump and his 
movement enormously increased the anxieties of liberal and aca-
demic America.  

Anxiety is universal.  Ancient society certainly had a sense 
of anxiety.  In the early 16th century, the English adopted the word 
from the French anxiété or Latin anxietas.  In the 19th century, anxi-
ety came into the language of medicine.  Common synonyms are 
angst, anguish, fear, sorrow, and worry.  Aristotle wrote about it in 
the ancient world, and I suspect that in an inchoate form we may 
even experience it in utero.  Although we humans are drawn to the 
idea of a place where there is no anxiety, fear, knowledge, or work, 
as represented in the Biblical Garden of Eden, this is merely a hope 
rather than a reality.   

The colleague who introduced me to psychoanalysis and 
psychohistory argued that the Garden of Eden was a dream of re-
turning to the womb where there was no need to labor or know any-
thing.  You may recollect from Bible class that when Adam and 
Eve ate the forbidden fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of 
Good and Evil, they were expelled from their heavenly garden.  
(Note that, in keeping with the male tendency to blame women, Eve 
is held responsible for giving Adam the idea of breaking God’s 
commandment to not eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good 
and Evil.)  The severe anxiety of pregnant women impacts the fe-
tus, so it is likely that in utero the unborn child experiences anxiety.  
Peter Petschauer emailed me on March 28, 2021, that at the recent 
2021 German psychohistorical conference there were several pa-
pers on the “trauma and anxiety of fetuses.”   

There is no life without fear and the anticipation of fear 
(anxiety).  Some anxiety can be a nice motivator to action, but why 
do we have so much of it?  Freud’s answer, with which I agree, is 
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because renouncing instinctual impulses is part of the cost of civili-
zation.  Today, due to civilization, we are digitally connected with 
the fears and problems of the entire world.   

Therapists are aware of the enormous anxieties their pa-
tients often feel as they strive to heal.  Perhaps these are the miser-
ies of everyday life that Freud wrote about—miseries that are com-
pounded by our modern technological connectedness.  Freud was 
acutely aware of the anxieties occasioned by living in civilized so-
ciety, as reflected in Civilization and its Discontents (1930).  When 
I reached for my copy of the Concordance of the Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud (1983), I found that “anxiety” was refer-
enced 1,709 times and “anxious” 113 times, but “fear” and its relat-
ed words were referenced only 788 times.  Thus, the anticipation of 
fear (that is anxiety) is 2.17 times more prevalent in the founder of 
psychoanalysis’ thinking than the perhaps more realistic danger.  
Therapists make their living in considerable part by helping their 
patients come to terms with their fears and anxieties.   

As a therapist, I had helped lessen or eliminate the anxieties 
of a variety of patients.  Some examples include a middle-aged par-
anoid man who wanted to punch the mailman for allegedly staring 
at him, a young man who was afraid of intimacy and thought that 
his facial characteristics made him unlovable, a young woman who 
obsessively fantasized about redoing her college education to make 
it perfect, and so many others.  Unlike many of my academic col-
leagues and members of the Psychohistory Forum, they managed to 
mostly avoid anxieties about the future of our democracy.  Focus-
ing on one’s immediate anxieties is certainly a way to protect your-
self from larger anxieties that are so much more difficult to control.   

In twice teaching a pre-COVID course called Self-Growth, I 
was amazed by reading the weekly diaries of my students, as well 
as by the in-class discussion, at just how fearful most of them felt.  
To escape, some threw themselves into working long hours for pay 
or playing video games.  Most found mindfulness, meditation, or 
medically prescribed tranquilizers to at least temporarily calm 
them.  A few referenced therapy as beneficial.  There were occa-
sional references to the commonplace methods of self-medication 
that are alcohol and drugs (legal and illegal).  While I don’t think 
these students were completely typical of my college’s population, 
they left me more concerned about how their generation handles 
anxiety. 
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Anxiety over our inevitable death is the ultimate concern.  
COVID-19 is the primary focus of anxiety at the moment.  Will I 
get it?  Will I die from it or is that only for the elderly and people 
with pre-existing medical conditions?  How will it affect me?  
There is currently a lot of anxiety as to what the reaction will be to 
the second COVID-19 shot.  A 24-year-old medical worker just 
told me that COVID-19 couldn’t be as bad as what he was experi-
encing from his second shot.   

 In the 2020-2021 worldwide pandemic, realistic fears and 
unrealistic anxieties are on steroids.  Families, businesses, commu-
nities, economics, and social relations have all been severely dis-
rupted.  Fearing for their own lives, families have had to allow their 
loved ones to die alone without the comfort of their touch and pres-
ence at their bedside.  Even if people are willing to take that risk, 
they have been prohibited from doing so by law.  Depression and 
mood swings, significant in normal times, have become greater due 
to the threat of COVID-19.  So how can people manage to cope 
with their anxieties while in isolation from one another?  Psycho-
historian Mel Goldstein (1945-2012) used to talk about “shopping 
therapy,” “travel therapy,” and “boyfriend/girlfriend therapy,” to 
which I would add activity therapy, party therapy, work therapy, 
and writing therapy—the latter two work well for me.   

 We humans are prone to running away from our fears by 
losing ourselves in some activity.  Our anxieties and fears are simp-
ly pushed to the back burner rather than dealt with.  Love and work, 
which Freud called “the cornerstones of our humanness,” are most 
helpful in dealing with the pandemic and other anxieties, such as 
scrupulously wearing a mask and struggling to maintain proper so-
cial distancing while doing essential shopping.  Of course, some 
“shopping therapy” can be conducted online, but it is not nearly as 
satisfying as the window shopping and in-person purchasing we are 
mostly denied presently.  Although this is not entirely true since in 
the name of individual rights some governors, especially of red 
states, are precipitously lifting prohibitions on dining together, at-
tending sporting events, and generally congregating in close spaces.   

We humans need each other!  Despite all our talk about in-
dividualism, humankind is very social.  Last night’s NPR television 
news focused on a teenager who committed suicide.  His mother is 
now focused on a crusade to avert the tragedy of teen suicide.  
Throwing herself into a movement is her way of warding off some 
of the overwhelming feelings of guilt that she couldn’t avert her 
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hyperactive and troubled son’s self-destructive act.  In this period 
of limited activity, we may have to face our own severe mood 
swings, depressive tendencies, and worst fears.  Suicide, which 
causes so much pain to others, is a tragic way of stopping the pain 
within.  One way of escaping our anxiety is to get lost in a move-
ment.  The Make America Great Again (MAGA) movement has 
given purpose to millions of Americans who can go to rallies of the 
“good people” where they can share their savior president and de-
nounce their shared enemies.  By merging a part of themselves with 
their “can-do-no-wrong leader,” they come away feeling better in a 
country that they fear is becoming less like them, which is threaten-
ing their sense of identity and economic well-being. 

Capitalism is the most revolutionary economic system as it 
almost continuously disrupts society while providing more goods 
and services to most people.  Rapid change creates new opportuni-
ties while causing anxiety.  After World War II, American capital-
ism became the model for much of the world and was copied in 
many ways outside of the U.S., threatening the ordinary American 
worker’s standard of living and self-image while providing lots of 
less-expensive goods made abroad.  To add insult to the injury of 
comparative economic decline, the economy’s need for immigrant 
talent and inexpensive labor has led to White America facing the 
prospect of a multi-racial majority in this century.  Although Trump 
and many of his followers are racist, they are perfectly happy to 
admire and even associate with Blacks and other races who are ce-
lebrities, great athletes, or rich, which I detailed in my article, 
“Trump Profiteering, Racism, and Biden’s Gaffes” (Psychohistory 
News, Fall 2020). 

While capitalism disrupts our lives as it brings lots of less 
expensive goods, movements help us form our identities.  I love my 
identities as an American (without the flag-waving), author, college 
professor, father, historian, husband, political psychobiographer, 
and psychohistorian.  These give direction and meaning to my life 
as they shape my reality and influence the reality of the world 
around me in certain ways.  Of course, their impact is tiny in com-
parison to the MAGA movement, but they are grounded in my real-
ity, not in identification with a grandiose leader.   

As a psychohistorian, I’ve long been fascinated by human-
kind’s increasing ability to turn fantasy into reality.  Starting at the 
beginning of the 20th century, Americans turned the fantasy of fly-
ing like the birds into an everyday reality; we went from projecting 
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“the man in the moon” to actually getting men on the moon; and the 
democracy we advocated, which was previously shared by only a 
handful of countries, has now spread to about 15% of the world, 
with the semblance of democracy through elections (however 
rigged) everywhere else.  The attack on January 6th of some 800 
rioters who felt they were carrying out President Trump’s wishes is 
a reminder that democracy is a very fragile instrument of govern-
ment that is relatively rare in history.  When democratic citizens 
feel sufficiently threatened, they incline to favor security (as repre-
sented by seemingly strong leaders) rather than freedom, as CNN 
host Jake Tapper controversially said in 2014.  While opinion polls 
indicate the contrary, these surveys measure what people think 
more than what they actually do.  Stanley Milgram’s studies on 
obedience reflect the enormous gulf between the ego ideals of soci-
ety versus the reality of how people act.  Even in the most stable, 
well-established democracies, a certain level of political anxiety is 
inevitable. 

As an Eriksonian participant observer, it is useful to exam-
ine how I handle my own anxieties, beyond losing myself in move-
ments I greatly value.  My anxieties are diminished by focusing on 
and caring for loved ones and, to a much lesser extent, students 
(this involves tough love).  By setting work for myself, there are 
concrete actions to take, including turning fear into action rather 
than anxiety whenever possible.  Humor is such a wonderful way of 
temporarily laughing away some of the anxiety provoked by the 
troubles of the world, so I embrace and share humor with my 
friends and colleagues.  Anxieties about health are lessened by tak-
ing proactive steps involving exercise, medical care, and weight 
management.  Simply thinking through and writing about the prob-
lems of our democracy and the world help to diminish my personal 
anxiety.   

A great deal of the non-COVID anxiety of our readers re-
volves around the political dangers to our democracy.  Trump’s end 
of presidency threat to our constitutional system of government was 
thwarted in part because he was such an erratic leader and, in his 
typical dissociative stochastic manner, he failed to lead the follow-
ers he told to “stop the steal” of the election and undo the votes of 
the 81,009,468 who voted for Biden (7,059,741 votes more than for 
Trump) and the 306 electoral votes he received (74 more than for 
Trump).  How could Trump come even that close, and what does 
this mean for more well-organized and courageous authoritarians 
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who would personally risk overthrowing the Constitution to gain or 
hold on to power?  Prior to January 6th, I used to think that the fears 
of some of my colleagues about threats to our Constitution were 
simply a matter of their unrealistic anxieties.  Now, I’m not so sure.   

Conclusion  
 This essay is rather wide-ranging because on our digitally 
connected planet we have threats and therefore fears and anxieties 
coming at us from every direction in our over 200 countries and 
approximately 7.8 billion people.  Of course, the focus is over-
whelmingly on the dangers faced and worries of people most like 
us within our own American society.  Methods of dealing with our 
anxiety include alcohol and drugs (legal and illegal) as well as fo-
cusing on love relationships, movements, work, and/or therapy.  
There’s also the reaction of the denial of what is feared the most, as 
when in March 2021, Texas officials decide to open their corona-
virus-ridden state to business as usual, lacking even a mask man-
date.   

 At the moment, the new Biden administration is working to 
lessen fear and pandemic-related anxiety through a massive pro-
gram of vaccination and by pumping money into the flagging econ-
omy.  This will probably lessen some of our current anxieties, but 
we will always have to cope with anxiety.  However, with a good, 
responsible government, the task is less formidable.   

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, Editor-In-Chief of Clio’s Psyche 
(1994-) and Director/Convener of the Psychohistory Forum  
(1982-), took his doctoral degree in history and then trained and 
practiced as a psychoanalyst.  He became a Founding Member at 
Ramapo College after teaching at Temple, Rutgers, and Fairleigh 
Dickinson universities.  His book, The Making of Psychohistory: 
Origins, Controversies, and Pioneering Contributors (2018), is the 
first history of psychohistory and among his nearly 400 publica-
tions, many of which are on presidential psychobiography.  He may 
be contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.    

Anxiety, Help, and Helplessness 

Matthew H. Bowker—Medaille College 

Abstract: This paper argues that the root of anxiety is helplessness.  To 
properly understand anxiety, we must understand help and its relation to 
the development of feelings of worth, security, and autonomy in the self.  
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It describes how adequate help in infancy and childhood generates a be-
nign internal world, then demonstrates that later in life both prospects of 
help and failures of help may trigger enormous anxiety against, which we 
defend through a kind of psychic survivalism that is hostile to the provi-
sion of help to the self and others.    

Keywords: anxiety, autonomy, help, internal-environment, security, self, 
survivalism, worth 

 In the wave of recent global crises and the U.S. Democratic 
victories in 2020, questions of government assistance, help, and 
care—from vaccine distribution to loan-forgiveness, from afforda-
ble health care to stimulus packages—have returned to the forefront 
of public discourse.  At the same time, we face an extraordinarily 
uncertain and anxious moment politically, economically, and cul-
turally.  If a brief reflection on anxiety and help is therefore appro-
priate, this paper maintains that helplessness, expressed in a multi-
tude of languages, from the infant’s first cries to countless philo-
sophical and psychological works on the subject, is at the heart of 
anxiety.  “Help” refers to a relation between both persons and with-
in a person or self.  Double-sense reveals help’s central dilemma: 
The receipt of help risks the anxiety-piquing possibility that the re-
cipient is not self-sufficient or has failed to overcome helplessness.   

 This specific anxiety is about the self’s basic worth and val-
ue: If the self has no basic worth or value, it may as well be dead.  
A helpless self may avoid such experiences of worthlessness when 
given adequate help at appropriate times, but for many, helpless-
ness and its attendant anxiety become fixtures around which life 
and the world are organized.   

 Help is a non-clinical term, or, at least, is not typically re-
stricted to clinical usage.  Leading scholarly definitions of help are, 
unfortunately, overly restrictive in their reliance on altruism, ruling 
out forms of aid that may be offered, for instance, by those in help-
ing professions or governmental agencies.  The dominant social 
psychological theory highlighting the risks of help acknowledges 
that, while help may be provided in beneficial ways, it may also 
involve a threat to self-esteem and perceived control on the part of 
recipients and a widely acknowledged “hierarchical relation” be-
tween helper and helpee, which are, once again, at the root of a di-
lemma about helplessness around which much anxiety revolves 
(Dan Coates, Gary J. Renzaglia, and Marlowe C. Embree, “When 
Helping Backfires: Help and Helplessness,” in Jeffrey D. Fisher, 
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Arie Nadler, and Bella M. DePaulo, eds., New Directions in Help-
ing: Recipient Reactions to Aid, Volume 1, 1983, 251). 

Help and the Internal Environment  
 As we know, in the early stages of life, reliable caregivers 
help the child cope with emotions that are too powerful for the 
child to manage.  Such emotions are “contained” by the caregiver 
and returned to the child in detoxified forms, helping the child to 
build a benign internal world.  Individuals must receive help in the 
course of their development in order to internalize the capacity to 
help themselves.  Helping oneself implies that there are things with-
in the self that are stronger than the self.  These are internal helpers 
created in the image of a relatively consistent helping other, such as 
a parent or caregiver.  The result is a helpful—as opposed to a 
harsh or unforgiving—internal environment.  That internal environ-
ment must remain relatively non-threatening if the self will, later, 
be capable of accepting and benefiting from the help offered by 
others without excessive anxiety.    

Failures of Help   
 It is a truism of the evolutionary, developmental, and psy-
chosocial sciences that human beings are creatures for whom help 
is central to development.  Attachment theory has convincingly 
demonstrated that our emotional and intellectual development is 
shaped by our early dependence, which is to say our incapacity to 
help ourselves early in life and our reliance on caregivers to help us 
for a considerable period of time.  Failures of help, as in neglect, 
abuse, or abandonment, have the power to forever alter the child’s 
internal environment and, thereby, the child’s relation to itself.  For 
Donald W. Winnicott, trauma is one such “failure relative to de-
pendence” because it ruins the idealization of the parent.  Winnicott 
calls it a kind of “breaking of faith” in the caretaker/role model/
other (object in the language of psychoanalysis) and its ability to 
provide help (Psychoanalytic Explorations, edited by Donald W. 
Winnicott, Clare Winnicott, Ray Shepard, and Madeleine Davis, 
1989, 145).   

 Failures of help leave the child unable to internalize a be-
nign internal world, instead populating his or her internal environ-
ment with harshness and cruelty.  The breaking of faith to which 
Winnicott refers sponsors breaks within the self’s construction of a 
safe internal world.  Indeed, it is beneficial here to call upon 
Wilfred Bion’s famous work on attacks on linking, in which disrup-
tions in the process of containing, moderating, and returning the 
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child’s intolerable emotions lead to hateful attacks on that which 
joins the internal and external worlds, including communication, 
thought, love, and life itself.  In sum: The infant’s experience of 
helplessness turns into an experience of worthlessness if help is not 
received reliably, in time, and in good enough measure.   

 It hardly needs to be stated that failures of help, while po-
tentially devastating, are both inevitable and necessary parts of de-
velopment.  If help were perfectly and completely given and re-
ceived, children would never grow up.  Nevertheless, in helpless 
moments, the child’s self is unable to obtain what it needs and finds 
its fantasy of primary narcissistic omnipotence disrupted by an un-
welcome, even horrifying, sense of absence, abandonment, and des-
olation.  If such moments are repeated often enough, they threaten 
to become permanent features of the growing child’s psyche.   

 If help is not provided at essential moments in the child’s 
development, then we might say that the child’s discovery of its 
own helplessness comes too early, suddenly, and fully in the form 
of traumatically-infused anxiety.  It is traumatically-tinged because 
it leaves the self defenseless without one’s internal helpers, or, as 
Dori Laub might say, without the external and the internal “other,” 
the “thou” of every dialogic relationship, including, of course, the 
self’s (“Traumatic Shutdown of Narrative and Symbolization: A 
Death Instinct Derivative?”, in M. Gerard Fromm, ed., Lost in 
Transmission: Studies in Trauma across Generations, 2012, 41).  
Perhaps it is also worth noting that help, too, may traumatically im-
pinge upon the recipient’s capacity to succeed or fail on his or her 
own, the result of which may be failure and self-attributions of 
helplessness and worthlessness.   

 In any case, there is a powerful need to defend against such 
experience and a most effective means appears to be a kind of gran-
diose survivalism, be it literal or figurative, about which I have 
written extensively.  Such survivalism, in a circular fashion, makes 
the self even more insecure, as the world becomes a place where 
destruction looms large and survival is always in doubt.  Images 
and depictions of this destroyed world may be readily found in con-
temporary popular and intellectual cultures.  In the threatening and 
depleted world of the survivor, help is offered, if at all, only at the 
rarest moments and at considerable risk.  Help is received with 
comparable paranoia, for receiving help may signify the self’s in-
completeness or inadequacy at procuring its needs.  Here, it be-
comes essential that help derives only from internal helpers and not 
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external ones, for anxiety about one’s sufficiency and adequacy is 
too great. 

 Insecure attachments to caregivers are those in which, to 
one degree or another, the reliability of help is uncertain.  This un-
certainty is, empirically speaking, even more damaging than the 
certain knowledge of the unavailability of help.  Much anxiety may 
be understood as a consequence of a tormented or tantalized orien-
tation to help: a presentiment of and ambivalence about helpless-
ness and all that attends it, including the wish for help, the uncer-
tainty of help, the desire to be free of the need for help, the worry 
that one does not deserve help, the envious attack on the receipt of 
help, and more.   

 Anxiety expresses the torment of helplessness, even if it 
emerges in the face of evidence that external help may be (either 
consistently or inconsistently) available.  Anxiety is infused with 
the dread that the self cannot survive without help but is also filled 
with envy and hate of external help and helpers.  At the same time, 
anxiety expresses guilt for the hatred aimed toward would-be help-
ers.   

 The failed child and the inconsistently helped child develop 
splits in their psyches, schisms between the needs and hurt within 
the self that would benefit from help, and the very same hurt and 
needs abjected as shameful and intolerably bad aspects of the self, 
unworthy of help.  The extraordinary agony of this situation leaves 
the self, using the language of Melanie Klein, in a paranoid-
schizoid dilemma, not unlike the desolate and harsh internal world 
described above, wherein both the failure of help and the receipt of 
help signify the loss of all good in the self and the world.  

The Hatred of Help  
 Although we have all faced, at one time or another to some 
degree, failures of help, a truly helpless world is one in which the 
self can neither find help nor help itself.  If such helplessness is a 
significant feature of growing up, then a result of a lack of help in 
the home or family is that the world becomes organized around 
help’s absence.  In other words, the world becomes a place where 
help and helpers are needed yet vilified, a place where persons and 
groups are marked by their (shameful) need for help or their 
(hateful, enviable) “privilege” in having received help. 

 In such a situation, a state of helplessness is actively main-
tained by attacking help and helpers, owing to envy and resentment, 
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both psychically and interpersonally.  Such attacks are designed to 
ensure that no help will be found and one’s helplessness will be 
shared by others, even as the attacks themselves may be understood 
as cries for help.  In the end, they repeat the experience of needing 
help and failing to find it.   

 While most scholars have understood help as an expression 
of our need for “belongingness” and the aversion to helping as a 
marker of our drive for independence, what may be overlooked is 
the extent to which we may seek to belong to a group whose identi-
ty is closely aligned with helplessness itself.  Such groups, which 
frequently include hate, victim, and survivor groups, take as their 
mission the rejection or destruction of helping agents.  Beneficial 
help becomes a threat to the group’s fundamental fantasy that it in-
habits a cruel and unhelpful world.       

 If the government is understood as a helping agent, individ-
uals and groups may attack the government or its specific policies 
and projects, from affordable healthcare to foreign aid or affirma-
tive action to local, State, or Federal public health measures.  In-
deed, it is a tragedy of political psychology that there are just as 
many opportunities to give or receive help as there are opportuni-
ties to play out the internal drama of helplessness, trauma, and hate 
in the external world by attacking helpful policies as well as institu-
tions and organizations that offer much-needed help.   

 Matthew H. Bowker, PhD, is a professor of political sci-
ence at Medaille College in Buffalo, NY.  His latest books include 
an upcoming new translation of and critical commentary on The 
Little Prince (2021), Misinterest: Essays, Pensées, and Dreams 
(2019), and The Destroyed World and the Guilty Self (2019).  He 
welcomes correspondence at mhb4@caa.columbia.edu.      

Virtual Anxiety 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: The article first traces the traditional psychoanalytic meaning 
of anxiety and its repression.  A new concept, “virtual anxiety,” is expli-
cated and situated onto the current technocultural scenes and global 
themes of anguish.  Anxiety is seen as a continuous background “noise,” 
repeatedly emerging as a conscious distressing feeling, no longer as a 
return of the repressed but as an overwhelming and many-faced virtual 
anxiety within the vertigo of information overload and compulsive con-
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sumption.  Different coping strategies and their possible development into 
a sense of coherence and relational compassion are finally analyzed.   

Keywords: consumption-culture, coping-with-anxiety, information-
overload, repression, Sigmund Freud, survival-mentality, technology, 
trauma, virtual-anxiety, virtual-reality   

 In ancient Greece, agon meant a conflict, struggle, or con-
test between the antagonists who tried to gain a prize in not only the 
sports games but also in the fields of poetry, music, drama, and 
painting.  Later, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard used the 
word angest, and after him, Nietzsche the German word angst to 
depict the existential feelings of anguish and the terrifying appre-
hension of the consequences of one’s freedom of choice.  Freud 
adopted angst as one of the basic terms of psychoanalytic theory 
and proposed three main forms of anxiety, all felt by the ego, which 
is the “actual seat of anxiety [die eigentliche Angststätte]”: real 
anxiety in the ego’s relation to the external world, neurotic anxiety 
in relation to the id, and moral anxiety concerning the super-ego 
(Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, SE, Vol. 20, 1926, 140, 160; 
New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, SE, Vol. 22, 1933, 
81).  His original idea was that anxiety is the cause of repression 
and not the other way around.  The ego resists the uncovering of the 
defenses, especially repression.  Furthermore, the ego resorts to re-
sistance against the loss of the secondary gain from the illness con-
dition and against the disclosure of transference. 

 During our current trials and tribulations, anxiety is lurking 
in many external and internal situations.  It has, however, new oc-
currences that have transformed from the traditional Freudian trau-
matic instances of birth, separation, castration, and loss of love.  
The threats of impending traumas and the experiences of helpless-
ness are still in our midst.  But the scales and dimensions of anxiety 
are ever more global, ranging from the past to the future, demand-
ing various anticipations and coping strategies if the human species 
is to survive.  Current forms of anguish include the following anxi-
eties: climate, pandemic, Trump, media, technology, Zoom, and 
screen. 

 According to several studies, the COVID-19 pandemic in-
creased the prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms 
across demographics (see Nader Salari, Amin Hosseinian-Far, Ros-
tam Jalali, Aliakbar Vaisi-Raygani, Shna Rasoulpoor, Masoud Mo-
hammadi, Shabnam Rasoulpoor, and Behnam Khaledi-Paveh, 
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“Prevalence of Stress, Anxiety, Depression Among the General 
Population During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Systematic Review 
and Meta-Analysis,” Global Health, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2020, 57).  At 
the same time, a global disruption of mental health services has 
been reported (see “The Impact of COVID-19 on Mental, Neuro-
logical and Substance Use Services,” World Health Organization, 
2020).  Science expert recommendations concerning physical dis-
tancing and self-imposed isolation have aroused both individual 
and community-level disbelief and conspiracy theories.  Mean-
while, digitalized, extended, and centralized control and surveil-
lance systems monitor, recognize, record, and analyze the behavior 
and choices of the consumer-citizens.  There is no hiding place.  I 
need to accept the cookies that follow me everywhere.  Everybody 
will be exposed, detected, identified, localized, and encoded for the 
markets and the Government. 

 Are we to lose ourselves in the information overload, the 
algorithms of consumer behavior, and the all-embracing web?  Or 
is there, at the same time, a possibility of new knowledge—and 
even wisdom—consortiums and communal initiatives to enhance 
well-being and empathic co-creation of sustainable environments?  
Systematic, technological oppression for governmentality affects 
and changes the individual desires and their regulation.  Large-
group phenomena may instigate murderous unconscious fantasies 
(see Vamık D. Volkan, Large-Group Psychology: Racism, Societal 
Divisions, Narcissistic Leaders and Who We Are Now, 2020), 
transferred from the realm of video games and reality shows to the 
political scenes.  An example would be the recent Congress turmoil 
with angry, agonized, and trance-led crowds remote-controlled by a 
fantasy leader and covered by the omnipresent media rather than 
handled by the real security guards. 

 Technological dreams may reach the proportions of night-
mares.  When I was writing my latest work, Transformative Words: 
Writing Otherness and Identities (2019), I had an anxiety dream 
(xi) about artificially intelligent organisms (like virtual pets or digi-
tal monsters) with no names, human characters, or fixed bodily 
forms, but supplied with synthetic removable parts and imbued 
with enormous resources and super- or post-human capabilities.  
Such alien and uncanny organisms were able to use high-speed 
global communication via all possible languages, and, if needed, 
they could use their programs to elicit emotions and sound more 
human.  Afterward, I anxiously reflected on where human life 
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would vanish and whether personal meanings would soon be dead 
and gone to virtual reality.  The technological extensions of human 
organisms enact shared group-fantasies and cultural visions while 
disconnecting us from too much grief for the lost ones and simulta-
neously expose us to endless entertainment violence and satisfac-

tion (“Technoculture and Virtual Death,” Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 15, 
No. 3, 2008, 130-132). 

 Such musings led me to rethink anxiety, reconceptualize it 
as “virtual anxiety,” and locate it in the current technocultural 
scenes and global themes of anguish.  I define virtual anxiety as a 
continuous background “noise” that people are usually unaware of, 
but which repeatedly emerges as a conscious distressing feeling, 
demanding assessment and mobilization of suitable coping strate-
gies for avoiding its long-term harmful effects.  However, fragmen-
tary identities within virtual reality, media entertainment seductions 
en masse, and the global Americanization and colonization of the 
unconscious by the stars and brands of narco-capitalism have pro-
duced the Global Dream that makes it difficult to survive in the 
grips of virtual anxiety.  The urge to rush frenziedly from frame to 
frame pushes people toward endless consumption without any lacu-
nae of slowing.  Anxiety that is attached to the media factories and 
screen relations manifests itself as a recurring conscious and 
uncanny feeling of unknown perils, no longer a straight return of 
the repressed but an overwhelming and many-faced or many-
framed virtual anxiety within the vertigo of information overload 
and compulsive consumption. 

 Already in the middle of the 1980s, Christopher Lasch pin-
pointed the “minimal self” and its survival strategies that are di-
rected against the loss of a secure sense of the self: “Selective apa-
thy, emotional disengagement from others, renunciation of the past 
and the future, a determination to live one day at a time”—Lasch 
called them the “techniques of emotional self-management” that 
were not restricted to extreme conditions but had even modified the 
lives of ordinary people (The Minimal Self: Psychic Survival in 
Troubled Times, 1984, 57-58).  Nowadays, ordinary lives are more 
totally crisis-ridden, the global crisis condition being the new nor-
mal (without a clear future) of the survival mentality.  This is a self-
victimization signaling the need for control and punishment.  The 
apocalypse-like threats call for ideologically and politically de-
signed rescue operations and preemptive strikes against the imag-
ined enemies.  Human emotions are locked down, excluded from 
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catastrophic and traumatic events through the supplements provided 
by the media contents that deny moral approvals and disapprovals 
as well as obscure historical and cultural contexts.  Market forces—
including governments, financial actors, speculators, and the influ-
encers of consumer sentiments—efface the agonized subjects to 
clichéd objects who lack the pace of the progress and are equipped 
by poor understanding of the function of the markets.  

 Death anxiety is always topical and present, the basis of all 
anxieties.  It can be partially and momentarily repressed, camou-
flaged, and substituted, but it becomes actual again and again, per-
sonally and culturally, until it finally disappears at the end of hu-
man life.  The proliferation of the images of death in different poses 
continues unabated on the communication channels, focusing on 
the virtual death of the other, distanced from the onlookers’ genuine 
“own death.”  In virtual reality, the participants are immersed in 
simulated experiences in imaginal environments where anxiety and 
satisfaction can co-emerge and co-evolve.  Death anxiety as the vi-
tal core of human life can become softened into global and serial 
net dreams. 

 How then do we assess the crises and stresses, and how do 
we survive?  Richard Lazarus in his classical stress appraisal theory 
referred to the appraisals of stress as harm or loss connected to the 
past, threat in the here and now, and challenge in the future 
(Psychological Stress and the Coping Process, 1966).  He separat-
ed problem-focused coping (trying to solve the stressful situation) 
and emotion-focused coping (trying to reduce anxieties caused by 
the stressful situation, not directly targeting the situation itself).  
The latter copings are like several defense mechanisms.  The cop-
ings can be actively changed and developed during one’s life span; 
they are not automatic adaptations to the stressful environment.  
However, there are limits in the use of copings and they can some-
times be ineffective.  All life stresses cannot be flexibly managed or 
deleted but they can be processed, in one way or another. 

 Later researchers have noticed the limits and failures of the 
problem- and emotion-focused copings, especially in long-term 
stressful situations; Sarah Folkman has maintained that when those 
copings fail, people may use meaning-focused copings in liaison 
with positive as well as negative emotions (“The Case for Positive 
Emotions in the Stress Process,” Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, Vol. 21, 
No. 1, 2008, 3-14).  Personal meanings and positive emotions also 
support problem-solving and emotional balance while enhancing 
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one’s personal experience of available resources, enriching life val-
ues, and serving mutual social relations.  Positive meanings can in-
fuse ordinary life events, new priorities and goals can be set, and 
even in harsh situations positive perspectives and benefits can be 
found if one reflects on and reminds oneself of them. 

 So far, research on coping has mainly concentrated on past 
and present stressful issues, but future-oriented copings (see Susan 
Folkman and Judith Tedlie Moskowitz, “Coping: Pitfalls and Prom-
ise,” Annual Review of Psychology, Vol. 55, 2004, 745-774) have 
recently received more attention.  Furthermore, the means of antici-
pating the challenges and adversities faced by humankind are not 
only individual-centered but require the large-group negotiations of 
life-preserving efforts, the mutual reconciliations of conflicts, and 
constructive planning for future generations.  Growth may follow 
even from extremely stressful situations and the sense of coherence 
may induce a sense of relational compassion.           

Juhani Ihanus’ biography can be found on page 28.   

Coping In Our Anxious World:  
Implementing Mentalization  
to Address Racism 

Karyne E. Messina—Johns Hopkins Medicine 

Abstract: Creating a picture of the extreme anxiety and polarization im-
peding people’s collective mental health due to the current state of the 
world, the author explores how mentalization can help.  She also writes 
about the current state of racism in America and how mentalization, the 
more profound cousin of empathy, can be used to help victims and even 
perpetrators of racist projective identification try to dismantle racist be-
liefs. 

Keywords: anxiety, collective-anxiety, coping, healing, mentalization, 
pandemic, patience, progress, projective-identification, racism 

I think it’s fair to say that at this point in 2021 many of us 
are feeling more than a little anxious.  We’ve endured a pandemic, 
a physical attack on our Capitol, disturbing changes in our environ-
ment, a nationwide racial reckoning, and other moments of unpre-
dictability.  But we need not accept this state of high anxiety as our 
default mental state.  Furthermore, ours is an era of polarization un-
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like anything we’ve seen in our lifetimes, and as Lincoln presaged 
in 1858, “a house divided against itself cannot stand.”  These twin 
situations—extreme anxiety and polarization—are doing nothing 
beneficial for our collective mental health.   

 The oft-tossed universal cure of calling for peace and toler-
ance comes to mind, but the reality of reaching out to those with 
opposing viewpoints is messier in practice.  Even the thought of 
trying to have an honest conversation with someone holding a con-
flicting point of view can increase our levels of anxiety.  Before a 
respectful conversation can begin, we the public (and we, the men-
tal health professionals) need to work toward actively listening to 
each other in a respectful atmosphere.  Finding common ground 
depends on us figuring out how we can recognize and agree upon 
basic facts, especially in the age of social media when facts and 
opinions are interchangeable.   

 Finding others in the physical and digital universes willing 
to engage in curiosity-driven discussions rather than indulge in bul-
lying is rare.  How do we reach each other when there are signifi-
cant barriers to open communication?  What does an exchange such 
as this look like?  One way to reduce anxiety is through a behavior 
technique called mentalization.  This is the process of developing 
an ability to recognize and understand someone else’s thoughts and 
feelings.  In a way, mentalization is the deeper, more profound 
cousin of empathy because it requires someone to recognize their 
own feelings in addition to those of others.  Usually, mentalization 
is learned in childhood.  It is important no matter what form of 
communication is taking place, especially when attempting to un-
derstand the origins of our collective anxiety.   

 When aggressive and anxiety-producing feelings are recog-
nized and modified, there is an opportunity for growth and change.  
Although it is important to recognize thoughts and behavior for 
what they are, recipients of this behavior can benefit from engaging 
in therapies that allow them to, in a sense, “give back” projections 
foisted upon them.  Consider the problem of racism in America.  In 
the spring of 2020, after years of systemic injustice and racial un-
dercutting, nationwide protests on the heels of the death of George 
Floyd, a Black man, at the hands of a White cop, brought rapid cul-
tural and social change with the intention of bringing parity and 
equal opportunity to all who call this country home.  Today, there is 
a greater desire on the part of many Americans to understand the 
continued specter of racism and end it, but there is also considera-
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ble anxiety surrounding just how to approach this topic. 

 Racism is the belief that one race is superior to others.  This 
belief has existed since there have been humans roaming the planet.  
Hatred toward another group based on skin color and birthplace has 
provided much justification for wars and nation-building.  There 
are many ways to manifest racism, from overt acts of violent at-
tacks to subtler acts like calling the cops on groups of young Black 
men.  Racism is borne out of that old devil, projective identifica-
tion.  People with racist ideas project things about themselves that 
they don’t like onto others and then accuse the recipients of their 
projections as having these cast-off traits.    

 In July 2020, the American Psychoanalytic Association 
(APA) issued a statement on racism, stating, in part, that its own 
efforts in formulating an antiracist strategy have been, in its words, 
“inadequate.”  “As psychoanalysts, our values, theories, and clini-
cal practice are based on respect for and deep curiosity about indi-
vidual differences,” the APA writes.  “We seek emotional truth and 
self-awareness, empathy and listening, we strive to understand the 
role of individual and collective trauma, we value diversities, and 
we affirm fundamental human equality.  While these shared values 
are never fully realized, they are always worth striving for, both in 
our work as analysts and in our lives as citizens” (“APsaA State-
ment on Racism,” July 10, 2020).  Psychoanalytic perspectives can 
help uncover a deep understanding of all sorts of trauma, especially 
with racism.  Practitioners are in a unique position to coax out un-
comfortable conversations in their daily work; that same dedication 
to discovering the truth should be unequivocally applied here. 

 Racism is an effective vehicle for projective identification 
because it is at once overt and subtle and can be perpetrated by in-
stitutions, large groups, and single actors.  Racism functions be-
tween two groups of people—the perpetrator and the victim—and 
much of that is formed by mental behaviors, similar to Piaget’s 
mental structures or “schemata.”  Whether subconsciously or overt-
ly, race is often a major factor in societies and communities that are 
structured on personal biases and attitudes.  Projective identifica-
tion is the deep-seated need to dispel internal horrors while also 
permitting the perpetrator to continue to fit in with the dominant 
group.  Feelings of hatred, fear, and envy are externalized onto 
someone else—someone deemed an acceptable vessel for these 
projections.  For racists that means turning one’s hate onto someone 
who looks different.  Someone with a fear of being considered lazy 
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will say things like, “Black people are lazy,” rather than deal with 
the thought that they themselves are lazy. 

 However, there are mental health tools available that can 
facilitate positive change.  But they require sustained effort to over-
come years of projections.  Both the abusers and the victims need to 
recognize where these feelings of hatred are originating from and 
then constructively process them. 

 Racist individuals engage in this sort of psychological de-
fense to manage their thoughts and feelings while also maintaining 
a certain social hierarchy.  Projective identification is this violent 
expulsion of those dark and hateful feelings.  As if this weren’t 
enough to contend with, some racists act the way they do because 
they are envious—perhaps envious of someone else’s good fortune 
that the racist believes is not merited.  Even microaggressions, 
those subtle and seemingly innocuous jabs and put-downs, are born 
of projective identification.  One way to help victims and even per-
petrators of racist projective identification is through mentalization, 
which is especially useful when attempting to dismantle racist be-
liefs. 

 Healing happens through discussions about our differences 
and active listening in an atmosphere of respect.  Mentalization can 
help change the conversation.  But when there is discord in beliefs, 
mentalization becomes especially important because it allows us to 
hold two seemingly conflicting or incompatible ideas—our own 
and the other person’s—in our minds simultaneously.  This doesn’t 
mean that we necessarily share a viewpoint—we can still disa-
gree—but it does mean that we are each free to have and express 
our own opinions without judgment from the other.  Both views are 
permitted.  Being able to incorporate two perspectives or mindsets 
is the crux of mentalization.   

Conversations are as much about listening as they are about 
talking.  Here are some thoughts to keep in mind when conversing.  
Speak truthfully and listen respectfully.  Be willing to listen in a 
spirit of understanding and open-mindedness.  This may be chal-
lenging—even for professionals—but the rewards will yield tre-
mendous insight into how others think and feel.   

Racist projections can be taken back and mentalization is a 
good technique for this.  When aggressive and racist feelings are 
recognized and modified, there is an opportunity for growth and 
change.  Many of us seem to have forgotten how to talk to each oth-
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er, resulting in an overwhelming sense of anxiety and fear.  What 
might once have been pointed, even uncomfortable discussions, 
now often quickly devolve into open rhetorical combat peppered 
with ad hominem attacks and outright mockery.  We can’t go on 
like this, and we don’t have to.   

To achieve the repair and healing that is essential for pro-
gress, we need to actively dislodge the wedge that’s been driven 
between groups and made it incredibly difficult, if not impossible, 
to engage in meaningful dialogue and debate.  This kind of change 
is incremental, so aiming for progress rather than perfection will 
keep anxiety levels down while undertaking this work.   

 Karyne E. Messina, EdD, has been treating patients with 
psychoanalysis for the past 30 years.  She is a psychologist and su-
pervising and training analyst at the Washington Baltimore Center 
for Psychoanalysis and is on the medical staff of Johns Hopkins 
Medicine in Bethesda, Maryland.  She maintains a full-time private 
practice in Chevy Chase, Maryland, and was previously the direc-
tor of the Meyer Treatment Center at the Washington School of 
Psychiatry and the director of Continuing Education for Women at 
George Washington University.  She wrote two books, Misogyny, 
Projective Identification, and Mentalization: Psychoanalytic, Social 
and Institutional Manifestations (2019) and Aftermath: Healing 
from the Trump Presidency (2020), on the topics of misogyny and 
projective identification.  She is now working on a third book that 
examines projective identification as it is manifested by populist 
leaders, which will be published by Routledge Press.  She can be 

contacted at dr.karynemessina@gmail.com.  ❑  

The Illusion 

Howard H. Covitz—Private Psychoanalytic Practice  

The bottle of ink 
Was but half-full. 
Missing 
Were all the words 
That once filled 
The fullness 
Of the empty top half of 
That bottle of ink. 
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Historical Reality: 
The Bottle of ink? 
The one we share? 
The one that chronicles 
All time? 
It was never full 
Nor was it ever empty. 
Freud filled his pen from it. 
So do we. 

 Howard H. Covitz, PhD, ABPP, NCPsyA, has a practice 
limited to psychoanalysis, psychoanalytic psychotherapy, and psy-
choanalytic supervision.  He can be contacted at hhcovitz@ 
aol.com.    

Our Anxieties 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

Abstract: This essay assumes that we cannot do much to alleviate anxiety 
in U.S. society unless we shine a light on the many sources of it.  Its pur-
pose is to begin a conversation about these sources of anxiety.  These 
sources are in part of our own making and in part brought here.  Poor 
childrearing and health care, hunger, overuse of weapons to defend 
against others, political uncertainty, and technology can all be blamed.  
Anti-Semitism is also a source of intense anxiety, which is generally high-
er in eastern rather than Western Europe.  

Keywords: anxietatem, child-abuse, hunger, Jews, medical-care, Poland, 
political-uncertainty, technology, weaponry 

The English word for anxiety originated with the Greek ani-
sychía, but it came to us more directly through the Latin 
anxietatem.  Anxiety is an ancient phenomenon, and before one can 
do anything significant about it, one has to understand its origins.  
Different populations seem to suffer greater or lesser levels of anxi-
ety.  Longin Pastushek, the Polish historian and politician, said that 
in Europe, the most anxious people live(d) east of the Elbe River.  
His definition includes Jews that used to live in this area and who 
have been targets of hatred. 

Pastushek’s point is well taken and supported by Timothy 
Snyder (“Hitler vs. Stalin: Who Killed More,” New York Review of 
Books, March 10, 2011, 1-4).  Jews, like others living in Poland, 
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Ukraine, and Moldova, had every reason to be anxious.  As a 
group, these nations or ethnic groups most recently were the people 
living in the middle, that is, between German speakers and states on 
the west and Russian speakers and states on the east.  But this is not 
a new situation.  Since time immemorial, this area was overrun by 
military forces, starting as far back as the Scythians and suffering 
through Huns, Byzantines, Mongols, Tatars, Turks, Swedes, and 
Russians through to the Nazi and Soviet armies and occupiers.  Al-
so, many farmworkers remained unfree peasants even into the 19th 
century. 

For Jews, one must add another layer of individual and 
group anxiety: according to eastern and western Christian teaching, 
they were responsible for the killing of Christ, thus justifying indi-
vidual, church, and state persecutions.  Being forced to live in ghet-
tos was part of the odd solution, long before the Nazis designed 
their “final solution.”  Living in ghettos induced anxiety for being 
identified as different, thereby excludable, and thus the constant 
fear of not being able to find a decent livelihood and lacking gen-
eral well-being.  The ghetto concentrations in Poland and Ukraine 
also made it easier for mobs and Russian Imperial troops to attack 
Jews at the outset of the 20th century.  Further, the middle-high Ger-
man dialect of Yiddish and their frequent Germanic last names 
identified them as Jewish.  To add insult to injury, when some left 
their ghettos for Western Europe, they were shunned by the 
“established” Jews for looking different and speaking street Ger-
man.  The concentration camps, mostly located in Poland, were the 
ultimate outcome of this isolation and mistreatment.  It is with good 
reason that a Jew, Sigmund Freud, had already discovered psychoa-
nalysis to cope with anxieties in his Austro-Hungarian world of Vi-
enna.  Jews and other survivors of traumatic treatment brought their 
anxiety to the U.S.  The shadow of the past hangs over them as in-
dividuals and as a group.  For years, exclusionary behavior by the 
main ethnic groups only added to this anxiety. 

This country has created its own amazing individual and 
group anxieties, for greater or lesser reasons.  The greatest reason 
for anxiety, fear or angst, originates in part with children who are 
brought up to fear and be anxious.  All too many parents abuse 
them, having been abused themselves (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 Forschungsin-
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stitut Niedersachsen e.V., No. 128, 2015).  Many others experience 
extreme trauma in their neighborhoods, living in dangerous areas in 
which they must fear strangers.  Others grow up in single-parent 
households in which they experience extreme poverty.  Millions 
sink into bed hungry every night in a society in which very few of 
the 657 billionaires care about their plight, spending instead mil-
lions to protect their wealth from the IRS.  What do we do as a so-
ciety to alleviate these fear-inducing travesties?  Prohibiting the 
beating of children in schools and at home in all states should help 
to lessen childhood anxiety.  As the English poet William Words-
worth and Freud wrote, “the child is father of the man.”   

Then there is our flawed health care system, which is highly 
decentralized and seeks profit more than the wellness of human be-
ings.  The botched-up response to COVID-19 in the U.S. stands in 
vivid contrast to the heroic individual care in hospitals and other 
settings, and our failure to tackle the pandemic as a society.  Here 
and abroad most people are scared “to death” of this plague; here 
because too little has so far been done to alleviate it or foster aware-
ness of the sordid corruption of the system.  Again, what can we do 
as a society to bring better health care to all Americans? 

Another fear also thrives in the United States: fear of the 
other.  We arm ourselves to the teeth out of fear that someone will 
attack, rob, or kill us.  As far as anyone can tell, to ward off this 
fear, we own nearly half of the civilian-owned guns on the planet 
(Kara Fox, “How U.S. gun culture compares with the world,” CNN, 
August 6, 2019) and have about 4% of the world’s population.  The 
more guns we buy, the less safe we seem to feel.   

The reality is that most of our neighborhoods and cities are 
safe; it is, for example, just a few blocks in most cities that have 
high crime rates.  But certain organizations, politicians, and media 
have succeeded in telling us that we are not safe anywhere in the 
U.S.  All data indicate the opposite: The crime rate has declined 
significantly over the past few decades (John Gramlich, “What the 
data says (and doesn’t say) about crime in the United States,” Pew 
Research Center, November 20, 2020).  All the same, and this is 
frightening to many, about 40,000 Americans die every year of gun 
violence (John Gramlich, “What the data says about gun deaths in 
the U.S.,” Pew Research Center, August 16, 2019).  How can we 
persuade those who own guns that their ownership of them is the 
issue? 
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Another fear is that of outsiders.  On January 1, 2021, the 
U.S. Capitol passed another massive budget in support of the U.S. 
military.  Not only does the country make and sell more weapons 
than any other, but we also have the most powerful military (Martin 
Armstrong, “The World’s Most Powerful Militaries,” Statista, Jan-
uary 15, 2021).  The hyped wall toward Mexico is an expression of 
the same fear of outsiders, but our support and massive military 
show the full extent of our eagerness to arm ourselves to alleviate 
this set of anxieties.  Indeed, the outside world must be held at bay 
and warded off.  Can we persuade ourselves that more weapons and 
troops may not be the solution to our fears? 

Two more fears traverse our society.  The first is that one 
might fall behind or off the grid altogether.  It stems from a wide-
spread and extreme competitive drive that does not allow or readily 
permit failure.  It thrives especially because of failure connected to 
an arbitrary employment decision made thousands of miles away or 
competition between people in one’s own offices (Howard Stein, 
Nothing Personal, Just Business: A Guided Journey into Organiza-
tional Darkness, 2001).  This fear is now driven further by job inse-
curity that many Americans experience as a consequence of 
COVID-19.  The service sector is in shambles with restaurants and 
neighborhood stores closing while people working in other sectors 
are thriving.  How can one create a society that alleviates fears re-
sulting from a pandemic and an imbalanced economy?  This fear 
seems to be related to political infighting; we have near-civil war 
conditions that resulted in part in the recent violent attack on the 
Capitol.  What can we undertake as a society to lessen the internal 
tension?   

The second fear is related to technology.  We are asked to 
keep up with this or that new device or program practically daily.  
All the passwords we need to create and somehow recall or let an-
other program remember are another source of anxiety.  All the 
while we read about a Russian security breach that may undo all of 
these efforts; some tech-savvy person somewhere may harvest our 
bank accounts.  Is it possible to reduce this fear by creating less 
anxiety-inducing programs and networks? 

 Recent U.S. policymakers have done nothing to mitigate 
individual and group fears originating from abusive childrearing, 
hunger, poor health care, over-arming, falling behind, job losses, 
political infighting, and technology.  If anything, some encouraged 
fear and unease to consolidate and hold power.  What can and 
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should be done on this level to reduce anxieties? 

 Peter W. Petschauer’s biography is on page 16.  ❑  

Our Anxiety Can be Reduced by  
Addressing the World’s Problems 

Pamela Steiner—Harvard School of Public Health 

Keywords: Armenians, Azerbaijan, climate-change, election, politics, 
Trump, Turkey 

 Anxiety, aside from its intrapsychic causes, should be ex-
amined in terms of major societal issues such as the threats of cli-
mate change, nuclear mistakes, and deliberate nuclear war.  When 
my brothers and I were in grade school, we had to hide under our 
desks during a drill in case of an air attack; as a result of her horror 
at our being subjected to this, my mother became an anti-nuclear 
activist and spent decades working for an anti-nuclear proliferation 
treaty.  Until the threat to U.S. democracy from Trump and the is-
sues about racism created our current consequential historical mo-
ment, my own primary concern, overarching all others, was envi-
ronmental destruction (climate change).  My concern began in the 
1950s when construction started on the Interstate Highway System 
and was heightened in 1962 by Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.  
Since then, I have spoken out about environmental deterioration 
with almost everyone I meet, starting with taxi drivers.  Almost uni-
versally I hear anxiety and helplessness.   

However, today I am also anxious about ethnic and race re-
lations in the U.S., although my primary work has been on ethnic 
relations in the Armenian-Turkish-Azerbaijani set of relationships.  
Currently, the relationships are hotly simmering after a very unset-
tled 44-day war at the end of 2020: Azerbaijan backed by Turkey 
invaded Armenian-held lands and Armenia lost badly.  The situa-
tion is complicated, but there is no dispute that an immense power 
imbalance exists between Armenia and Turkish-backed Azerbaijan.  
The resulting political turmoil in Armenia is leading to an election 
at the end of June.  Armenians are scared, sad, and angry.  

Turkey, the successor state to the Ottoman Empire, has not 
disavowed the Empire’s genocidal policy against the Armenian 
people.  The history of Russian protection of Armenia persists, but 
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strings are attached and it is somewhat unreliable.  Armenians must 
adjust to living with the fear of the worst threat, though perhaps not 
the most likely.  

I see these people’s challenge as getting their feet on the 
ground to evaluate the threats and respond productively to the situa-
tion.  Those with psychological knowledge, insight, and the ability 
to use a variety of methods could help with the emotional dysregu-
lation to think and talk through what’s projection and what’s real in 
a jungle of factual manipulation in politics, the media, and social 
media.   

Pamela Steiner, EdD, MEd, is a Senior Fellow with the 
FXB Center for Health and Human Rights at the Harvard School of 
Public Health where she directs the Intercommunal Trust Building 
Project.  She is also a psychotherapist focusing on trauma and au-
thor of Collective Trauma and The Armenian Genocide: Armenian, 
Turkish and Azerbaijani Relations since 1839 (2021).  She wel-
comes help from anyone interested in designing a group format for 
processing the collective trauma among Armenians, Turks, Azer-
baijanis, and others who face anxiety based on recent events.  Dr. 
Steiner may be contacted at psteiner@hsph.harvard.edu.   

Music as a Powerful Reducer of Anxiety  

Julie Jaffee Nagel—Michigan Psychoanalytic Institute 

Abstract: A psychoanalytic and interdisciplinary perspective on exploring 
the relevance of music in mental life, drawing on the author’s experience 
as a classically trained musician, psychologist, and psychoanalyst. 

Keywords: anxiety, coping, COVID-19, mental-life, music, pandemic, 
psychoanalysis 

The pandemic ignited and exacerbated profound—indeed 
primal—anxieties that remain palpable as we cautiously find our-
selves turning a corner toward herd “immunity.”  Trained classical-
ly as a musician and subsequently as a psychologist and psychoana-
lyst, I am particularly curious about the intrapsychic value of music 
and what resonates in our minds when words have limited value.  
During the past year, I have heard patients and colleagues speak 
spontaneously about music’s impact on their moods.  Dr. T. found 
it soothing to listen to a particular composition when he mourned 
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the recent death of his mother.  One colleague and I exchanged e-
mails that contained links to music on YouTube.  I have attended 
professional meetings on Zoom where music was played to con-
clude the sessions.  My patient, Ms. B., was humming as she en-
tered her session, but she was unaware of producing her own music 
until I inquired.  She told me that she had attended a concert pre-
COVID and wished I could have shared in it.  I noted that she was 
sharing it with me and wondered if she had more to say.  Indeed she 
did. 

I have listened to patients burst into songs about celebra-
tions, life cycle events, and losses as music evoked memories.  
Many years ago I worked with a group of children who could not 
speak but could comprehend what was said to them.  Each student 
had individualized computers to express themselves, and I used 
music to communicate with them.  One child told me, through his 
special device, about his parents’ divorce, and he cried.  An adoles-
cent girl shared her excitement about wearing eyeshadow. 

I often remember how the Masque Movement in Leonard 
Bernstein’s Symphony No. 2 The Age of Anxiety (1949) comfort-
ed me following the untimely death of my mother when I was a 
student at Juilliard.  The music spoke to me more than words.  It is 
ironic how during COVID-19 a masque/mask shut out a life-
threatening virus while our emotional lives are metaphorically 
masked from the joys of in-person relationships, activities, friend-
ships, and hugs. 

I propose that music is an integral part of the emotional 
healing of our psychohistorical pain and current trauma.  The for-
mal qualities of Western music (pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo) 
enable us to feel both elevating and disquieting dynamics simulta-
neously.  I listen to the tone of voice and nuance in my patients’ 
associations, the rhythms of their speech, and the timing and length 
of their silences. 

Developmental psychoanalyst Erik Erikson in Childhood 
and Society (1951) maintains that the earliest gurgles, coos, and 
other sounds exchanged between a mother and an infant before the 
development of language are the precursors of emotional security 
until the reality principle bursts the symbiotic bubble of omnipo-
tence.  Psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu suggests these aural experienc-
es create a responsive “sound envelope” (“The Sound Image of the 
Self,” International Review of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 6, 1979, 23-
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26).  

The late psychoanalyst, Stuart Feder, maintained that 
“music is a simulacrum of mental life” (Music as a Simulacrum of 
Mental Life, available at international psychoanalysis.net, un-
published, presented at 2004 meetings of the American Psychoana-
lytic Association), and philosopher Suzanne Langer noted, “music 
sounds like emotions feel” (Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in 
the Symbolism of Reason, Rite, and Art, 1942).  While acknowledg-
ing Freud’s disdain for music, “...with music, I am almost incapable 
of obtaining any pleasure…” (The Moses of Michelangelo, SE, Vol. 
XIII, 1914, 211), I suggested in my book Melodies of the Mind 
(2013) that in addition to Freud’s claim that dreams are the royal 
(oral) road to the unconscious, music also travels a parallel path 
on a royal (aural) road to the same destination.  As such, music can 
evoke powerful effects. 

Abandonments in childhood, loss of a loved one, illness, 
moving, economic inequities, divorces, and breakups of families 
are devastating to people of all ages.  Coping strategies that worked 
in childhood are unlikely to be effective for adults.  Intellect, rea-
son, and productive activities are not able to quell the devastation 
of strong unconscious feelings (i.e., the ghosts from our past per-
sonal histories), which are always lurking as skeletons in the closet 
of the mind.  Stress awakens them to haunt us.  Emotions out of 
sight are not out of mind.  Words often feel inadequate because 
they are.  You can close your eyes and cover your face consciously, 
but you cannot purposefully turn off your hearing and mask the 
melodies in your mind.  But music can help heal your wounds.  

The healing and evocative power of music has roots in mu-
sic history.  Music has been used for years to energize and suppress 
political movements and compositional styles.  Music is played at 
weddings and funerals and is subliminally piped into grocery stores 
and shopping malls to enhance purchasing, as well as at the den-
tist’s office to induce relaxation.  The use of earbuds comes as close 
to having recorded music in your head as you can without music 
being artificially implanted.  Even Mother Nature serenades us with 
bird calls, wind gusts, horn beeps, children playing, babies’ cries, 
and siren screams.  Each of us would hear a personal rendering of a 
composition by John Cage titled 4’33” (said “four minutes and 33 
seconds,” composed in 1952) where no sound is produced by the 
performer and audiences are left with their own reactions about 
sounds that penetrate the silence.  Alex Ross, a music critic for The 
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New Yorker, has alluded to this idea in his 2007 book, The Rest is 
Noise. 

Music has a historical precedent for changing social policy, 
influencing cultural trends, and affecting education reform.  Wolf-
gang Amadeus Mozart belonged to the Illuminati freemasons and 
used musical motives in his compositions to connote symbolically 
the masonic ideals of courage and resilience.  For example, a candi-
date seeking entrance into the freemasons would knock three times 
to gain entrance to the initiation ceremony.  This musical metaphor 
is expressed in the three repeated chords in the overture in his opera 
The Magic Flute (completed in 1791). 

In 1986 Leonard Bernstein delivered a speech at his Har-
vard alma mater during a time of terrorism.  Pan Am Flight 73 had 
been hijacked and bombings erupted in Paris.  Threats had recently 
accompanied Bernstein’s tour with the Israel Philharmonic in Vien-
na after Kurt Waldheim, a former Nazi intelligence officer, was 
elected President of Austria.  Bernstein maintained “...the stronger 
the defense, the greater the threat must be... I suddenly realized that 
this is the way the world lives….  existing in terms of an ene-
my” (Something Called Terrorism speech given at Harvard Univer-
sity in Fall 1986, never before released but reprinted in The Ameri-
can Scholar with an introduction by Carol J. Oja and Mark Eden 
Horowitz, September 1, 2008).  In 1957, Bernstein’s West Side 
Story had made its debut, illustrating racial and psychological ten-
sions between the Caucasian Jets and the Puerto Rican Sharks.  The 
“enemy” speaks to social issues then as well as now about our un-
conscious racism and prejudice. 

Psychologically, the pandemic has ignited a mental health 
crisis.  An emotional post-COVID-19 “syndrome”—a psychologi-
cal version of the physical long-hauler syndrome—will persist long 
after the biological puzzle of this virus is resolved.  I suggest using 
music in expanding a treatment repertoire beyond traditional meth-
ods to address emotional suffering and to enhance physical 
health—both in treatment and in social and educational programs.  
We can use music from all genres as an important instrument for 
emotional healing in restoring the soul of our wounded psyches.   

The pandemic has compelled us to pause at a crossroad to 
look backward to learn from history, outward to imagine society 
hopefully learning from history, inward to reflect upon our own life 
experiences, and forward to establish safe, healthy comfort zones.  



Page 70       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

Musicians can become ambassadors of our historical moment, as 
suggested in President Emeritus of Juilliard Joseph Polisi’s book, 
The Artist as Citizen (2005).  A meaningful opportunity awaits mu-
sicians, mental health professionals, historians, and numerous oth-
ers when the royal oral and aural roads intersect.  Music can offer a 
sonic antibody for our traumatized country and our battered psy-
ches to heal through heard immunity. 

Julie Jaffee Nagel, PhD, is a graduate of the Juilliard 
School (piano), the University of Michigan (psychology and social 
work), and the Michigan Psychoanalytic Institute.  She is the au-
thor of the books Melodies of the Mind: Connections between psy-
choanalysis and music (2012) and Managing Stage Fright: A Guide 
for Musicians and Music Teachers (2017).  She also performed “A 
Conversation Between Freud and Mozart” at Steinway Hall, NYC, 
in 2020.  Dr. Nagel has a private practice in Ann Arbor, Michigan.  
She can be reached at jjnagel@comcast.net and her website is ju-
lienagel.net.   

The Psychology of Teaching: Part II  

Psychoanalytic and  
Psychohistorical Pedagogy 

Judith Harris—Guest Co-Editor 

Abstract: The author introduces articles by psychoanalysts, psychohisto-
rians, and others on pedagogy.  As a literary psychoanalytic scholar, she 
addresses some salient points within the subsequent articles including 
highlighting the importance of empathy, compassion, teaching practice, 
therapeutic imagination, transference, and trauma. 

Keywords: COVID-19, empathy, identity, psychoanalysts, student, teach-
er, teaching, therapeutic-approaches, trauma, virtual-classroom  

Psychoanalysts, literary scholars, historians, and many oth-
ers have long sought to apply psychoanalytic insight to teaching 
and learning.  The classroom offers ongoing opportunities to ex-
plore various elements of human subjectivity at work.  Even if stu-
dents and teachers are not consciously aware of it, navigating the 
dynamic of transference and countertransference is as fundamental 
to teaching as it is to psychotherapy.  Moreover, teaching and psy-
choanalysis both capture conscious and unconscious desire through 



  Psychoanalytic Teaching      Page 71          
 

 

the “talking cure.”  For teachers, that means helping students recog-
nize and take responsibility for their unclaimed desires, thereby 
maximizing their capacity to appropriate and assimilate knowledge 
of themselves and others.  The articles gathered in this issue dedi-
cated to psychoanalytic pedagogy in practice and theory put forth a 
myriad of personal reflections on the relationship between teaching 
and psychoanalysis as well as points where they converge (and di-
verge).  There are unique testimonials of educators who have back-
grounds in the psychology of teaching, which they draw on to con-
template their successes (and perhaps even more provident, their 
failures) in the classroom.    

In wide-ranging articles and narratives, these educators 
bring us into their teaching spaces and heuristics in real-time, dis-
cussing students’ responses to controversial topics like racism and 
intolerance, homophobia and xenophobia, as well as political affili-

ations and belief systems.  In Part I of Clio’s Psyche’s approaches 
to psychological pedagogy, the focus was on practice, offering stu-
dents stories of survival where they can open up about their feelings 
in protected, productive environments. In Part II, we turn our atten-
tion to the theoretical underpinnings of a psychologically informed 
teaching practice.   

Burton Seitler takes the bold step of comparing education 
and psychoanalysis as disciplines whose aims are similar, and yet in 
myriad ways are opposed to one another, given the former’s em-
phasis on maintaining the status quo by relying on group behaviors 
and age gradation.  In contrast, psychoanalysis is concerned with 
individual growth development, agency, and exposing pathologies 
that are not age-dependent.  Claude Barbre, a core faculty member 
of post-doctorate studies and a training supervisor, examines the 
role of primary imagination as a vital core of psychological training 
where teachers’ own edification presents a valuable resource that 
has been overlooked by contemporary behaviorist models that rely 
on short term behavior modification rather than an open dialectic 
within the clinical dyad.  Mark Bracher’s pioneering neurocognitive 
research studies in academia and his interest in neuroscience writes 
on the importance of enabling students to develop a stable identity 
as well as using literary perception as a means of potentiating social 
justice—through reading literary texts and analyzing literary char-
acters.  

Paul Elovitz’ contribution reflects on his psychological ap-
proach to teaching college students by assigning them projects 
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compelling them to be both introspective and socially motivated by 
revealing their own unconscious processes and idealizations; his 
description of his teaching serves as a model for combining peda-
gogy and psychoanalytic insight into unconscious processes.  Last-
ly, Juhani Ihanus historicizes psychoanalytic pedagogy in Europe 
before WWII and then applies that paradigm to contemporary psy-
choanalytic tenets aspiring to an interdisciplinary model of trans-
formative learning.  Collectively, these articles shed light on educa-
tors’ unconscious and conscious processes within the context of 
psychohistory and heuristics.  My own article discusses the collec-
tive works of three educators who have advanced the field of psy-
choanalytically informed pedagogy, influencing others to do the 
same. 

Many of the authors in the prior collection sought to fulfill 
their teaching aspirations directly and personally, sometimes facing 
tasks like teaching virtually and responding to students’ fears in the 
face of the existential threat of the pandemic, exacerbated by ex-
tremist violence and social unrest.  One of the themes that presents 
itself throughout is how students’ may balance self-knowledge and 
the knowledge of others outside of themselves.  As Ihanus points 
out, Freud was less interested in education and teaching than he 
was in individual pathology, and yet his discoveries lend much to 
understanding transference and countertransference in the teacher-
student relationships.  Invariably, a psychoanalytic emphasis on 
discussions about teaching touches on painful aspects of the human 
experience by surfacing unconscious conflicts that are brought forth 
in the classroom.  Traumatic experience of the kind that these au-
thors describe is best mitigated and healed through supportive envi-
ronments that teachers can construct. 

In contemporary education, teachers work with students to 
explore personal topics like trauma by drawing on reader-response 
theories.  On all levels, these teachers would agree that awareness 
and self-esteem can be nurtured in all stages of learning, provided 
teachers are attentive to a student’s whole person, one that is con-
stantly shifting in attitude and beliefs, and for whom change re-
quires a degree of mourning.  A teacher’s empathy is essential to 
student progress. 

John Dewey once said, “Education is not preparation for 
life, but life itself.”  A fact-based approach to education will result 
only in more facts and will resist integration into the psyche.  De-
riving from a conflict-based model, theoretical approaches to teach-
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ing and learning have unique advantages and disadvantages.  Psy-
choanalysts see the psyche as split, divided between conscious and 
unconscious, between order and chaos.  Thus, psychoanalytically 
inclined teachers try to encourage students to see themselves as en-
gaging in a process of conflict resolution and self-development. 
While ethics and values can’t be taught, as Bracher demonstrates, 
they can be inspired by the modes and conducts of literary charac-
ters with whom students can identify and evolve into “more secure, 
multifaceted, resilient, and prosocial identities” (91).  

Psychoanalytically informed teachers who are aware of stu-
dents’ intrapsychic processes can make decisions and allowances 
for student resistance to certain values that may contradict their 
own or may serve self-deceptive goals, such as achieving a good 
grade through a strategy of flattery and artificiality, something illu-
minated by Bob Samuels’ article on teachers’ neutrality.  He argues 
that in a postmodern climate of professors’ exposing their personal 
opinions and views, a theoretical framework of neutrality or thera-
peutic abstinence works to the advantage of both students and 
teachers.  What emerges from the articles on theory is an emphasis 
on social justice and the need for reforms, but even more basic than 
that is to approach teaching as a means of cultivating a student’s 
agency by “teaching them how to teach themselves,” which is also 
as fundamental as it is essential for a patient’s progress in therapy. 

Given more teachers’ emphasis on political identity and so-
cial responsibility, how does a teacher bypass students’ uncon-
scious resistance to examining controversial topics like race, class, 
and gender in classroom discussions?  Perhaps we have to go back 
to the bedrock of Freudian theory, which begins with the instincts 
and deepening unconscious as well as what drives the ego and its 
libido.  Freud resolved that we are not the masters of our own 
minds; we are driven by many warring emotions and beliefs that 
undermine self-development.  Therapeutic approaches such as free 
association were thought to reveal those aspects of the self that may 
have escaped conscious notice, and like analysts, teachers can ena-
ble students’ awareness of their unacknowledged tendencies to im-
pede their own growth, especially in discussion classes where an 
unbiased instructor can lead students to previously unattainable in-
sight about themselves and others. 

Therefore, we can surmise that psychological pedagogy, or 
even the psychology of pedagogy—how the student/teacher dyad 
maintains its promise to be fair and open—views learning as a 
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means of self-development rather than as the result of acquired 
knowledge.  Although many curriculum scholars in this issue of 

Clio’s Psyche have offered psychoanalytic interpretations of their 
practicums and what results, there is relatively little in the educa-
tional literature about what psychoanalysts themselves have had to 
say about teaching and learning.  Addressing this lacuna has been 
one of my goals in editing this special issue.  When patients enter 
psychoanalysis, they do so as a means of self-discovery; arguably, 
when students enter the “therapeutically oriented” classroom, they 
are pursuing a similar goal.  By gaining knowledge that may 
change their self-concept, students may ultimately find the agency 
to effect constructive social and political culture, which is an im-
portant aspiration for higher education.   

Responsible teachers are always modifying their concepts as 
well as their conclusions.  Like psychoanalysts, teachers involved 
with the psychology of teaching are themselves interested in evolv-
ing.  They encourage existential authenticity, engaging teachers and 
students in all their psychodynamic complexities as emotional and 
ethical beings.  From a poststructuralist perspective, our being in 
language precedes our mastery of language.  As a means of enhanc-
ing students’ critical competence, psychoanalytically directed 
teachers rely less on the products of educational curricula and more 
on the subjects themselves as whole people who generate develop-
ing ideas about the self and the social world.  The basic aim of psy-
choanalysis is to assist people in engaging with parts of themselves 
that they may have rejected or repressed and become more open to 
the possibilities of personal and social transformation.   

Yet psychoanalytically influenced pedagogy has not been 
accepted in many academic settings.  Many suspect that psychoa-
nalysis has contributed to an increasingly self-indulgent popular 
culture, which heightens narcissistic and egotistical behaviors, lead-
ing to a variety of distortions.  The educators here have created safe 
places for their students to congregate, learn, and hear one another.  
The qualities they encourage—empathy, compassion, unanimity of 
goodwill, and fairness—will be increasingly important to us all as 
we enter a period of collective grief and mourning due to the pan-
demic.  Given the despair so pervasive in the world today, I con-
tend that student support, therapeutic containment in the classroom, 
and shared compassion are imperative, which President Biden and 
other officials have emphasized in these “dark times.”  Without ex-
ception, these knowledgeable teachers’ presentation of their meth-



  Psychoanalytic Teaching      Page 75          
 

 

ods and practice of teaching will shine a light on the possibilities of 
a better future—one that is more equitable and human-kind.   
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Psychoanalysis and Education:  
A Developmental Proposal 

Burton Norman Seitler—Adelphi University  

Abstract: This paper examines how education and psychoanalysis impact 
society and the individual.  Education carries out the will of society while 
psychoanalysis focuses on freeing up the individual so that s/he can de-
velop and become all that s/he is capable of being.  Both disciplines have 
their virtues as well as shortcomings.  Education transmits and maintains 
the status quo by relying on age gradations, while psychoanalysis ques-
tions and sometimes disrupts the way things stand based on developmen-
tal growth.  Their aims are similar, but their methods often work in oppo-
sition to one another.  Simplistic stereotypes have dismissively maligned 
both. 

Keywords: childhood, developmental-growth, Freud, gender, human-
psychological-growth, stereotypes, teachers 

It should come as no surprise that education has been under 
attack for some time.  It seems as if it is the go-to institution where 
complaints can be leveled, not necessarily because education has 
been more horrible than other institutions (it has not), but more 
likely because we feel it is easier to attack and a safer place to vent 
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our collective spleens.  Psychoanalysis is also no stranger to being 
assailed.  Ironically, although education is one of society’s oldest 
and finest future-shaping instruments and psychoanalysis is one of 
the youngest subversive disruptors of the status quo, they both have 
some things in common. Namely, an interest in helping children 
(and thus future generations) to develop in the best manner possi-
ble.   

Freud suggested that psychoanalytic insights be brought to 
all teachers.  He felt that this would help teachers get in touch with 
and retrieve their own repressed childhood memories, thereby 
achieving a healthier grasp of the influences that shaped their child-
hoods.  He believed that this would foster the kind of understanding 
and educational practices that were neither repressive inculcations 
of force-fed material nor reenactments of the archaic residues of 
earlier anxieties or ill-treatment that they experienced as children.  
Nevertheless, their similarities bifurcate at the crossroads of meth-
odology and aims.  While education and psychoanalysis may be 
comparable in their aims—namely, to enable society to achieve its 
highest potential, and ultimately, to craft a genuinely humane socie-
ty—their methods and goals often differ greatly or may even op-
pose each other.   

For one thing, psychoanalysis has a set of theories on hu-
man psychological growth with special emphasis on understanding 
what contributes to pathological development.  Education privileg-
es children’s age-based curricula over developmental stages.  
Therein lies the dilemma.  Education pays little or no attention to 
the fact that boys and girls develop differently and at different rates.  
For example, girls develop fine eye-hand coordination way ahead 
(sometimes as much as years in advance) of boys.  At the same 
time, boys develop gross motor coordination well before girls do.  
This has specific significant ramifications regarding reading abili-
ties that, not so coincidentally, rely heavily on fine-motor coordina-
tion.  Because of this, we should not be shocked to learn that girls 
correspondingly read much sooner than boys.   

Nonetheless, most educational institutions teach reading and 
writing skills to girls and boys at roughly the same time, almost ex-
clusively based on age rather than child development.  In many in-
stances, this results in significantly increased levels of frustration, 
feelings of being a failure, and acting out in boys—who then are 
often labeled as “being” oppositional or “having” attention deficit 
disorder (with or without hyperactivity).  Imagine, if you will, what 
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you might feel if someone insisted on your learning calculus well 
before you had learned addition or subtraction.  Do feelings of frus-
tration, powerlessness, agitation, or sadness come to mind?  Inter-
estingly enough, those feelings are highly correlated along gender 
lines (boys experiencing the former three, and girls the latter feel-
ing).  I have proposed elsewhere that boys are inhibited by societal 
expectations, which renders them less able to express feelings of 
sadness (an experience not discouraged in girls).  Instead, boys, 
possibly because of their better gross motor coordination, tend to 
express their sadness motorically, behaviorally acting out.   

Siegfried Bernfeld, who started as a teacher and later be-
came a psychoanalyst, was one of the first to recognize that the ed-
ucational establishment promoted the perpetuation of what society 
deemed to be an appropriate learning experience in his book Sisy-
phus, or the Limits of Education (1925).  Psychoanalysis was much 
more subversive, advocating instead for individuals to separate, in-
dividuate, and fight their way free of the arbitrarily imposed con-
strictions of society.  He contended that the educational “system” 
was designed to compel children to conform to the constraints of 
education as a means of “molding” them to coincide with the values 
of the greater society at large.  He distinguished this from psycho-
analytic psychotherapy, which tries to assist individuals in fighting 
against the all-too-frequently repressive impositions and controls of 
society.   

Ali Ahmad Awan forthrightly asserts in Advances in Lan-
guage and Literary Studies (2017) that there is a “tug of war” not 
only between the unconscious drives and conscious self but also 
between a teacher providing love, kindness, and good mothering (or 
fathering) versus what he refers to as using coercive methods of 
subjugation and institutional control, amplified by trying to 
“assess” a child’s progress via standardized tests.  Mainstream soci-
ety strives to maintain the status quo of the individual’s “outer 
world,” while psychoanalysis endeavors to mobilize and free up the 
individual’s “inner world.”  

As Freud famously declared in The Ego and the Id (SE, Vol. 
XIX, 1923), “Where Id was, Ego shall be.”  His overall intent is 
clear, and its relevance to education obvious; the basic goal of edu-
cation ought to be to foster ego functions and thus humanize educa-
tion, and in doing so, enrich each child.  Some have misinterpreted 
this to mean that psychoanalysis supports id-like permissiveness 
and believes that “anything goes.”  This is patently untrue, as Freud 
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himself tried to make clear when he observed that education strug-
gles to negotiate a safe route between the Scylla (of non-
interference) and Charybdis (of frustration).   

However, accepting the fantasized, oversimplified, and pro-
jected distortion that psychoanalysis merely frees up the drives of 
the id undoubtedly has stirred up a great many unconscious anxie-
ties pertaining to loss of control.  This seems to have resulted in a 
strong reaction formation against analytic formulations, and for that 
matter, in-depth approaches to the workings of the mind, favoring 
instead supposedly quick fixes, such as the use of behavioral tech-
niques, which try to bypass “the mind.”  In the latter sense, Jacques 
Lacan observed the tendency to reductively characterize the revolu-
tionary psychoanalytic critique of education to an oversimplified 
binary of negativity by its opponents.  In that regard, in 1979, Cath-
erine Millot (Biblioteque d’Ornicar) questioned whether Freud and 
his prize disciple, Lacan, were “anti-pedagogues.”  

Freud advanced a highly nuanced and thus complex idea 
that education needed to be attuned to a child’s achieved develop-
mental level.  To reiterate, this is firmly based on the belief that ed-
ucation (or psychoanalysis) cannot proceed without taking due ac-
count of where the pupil (or analysand) stands in his or her ego de-
velopment.  In fact, Freud emphasizes educational curricula that 
privilege the reality principle over the pleasure principle.  While 
Bruno Bettelheim agrees with the necessity of promoting ego mas-
tery over id gratification in education, he recognizes in 
“Psychoanalysis and Education” (The School Review, Vol. 77, No. 
2, 1969, 73-86) that neither education nor psychoanalysis can pro-
ceed without seriously considering where a student is situated con-
cerning his level of ego development.   

Accordingly, I wish to offer a radical, and some would say 
extremist, proposal.  It certainly is a far-reaching one, perhaps even 
grandiose.  However, the grandiose becomes less high-flying once 
it is achieved.  Take, for example, the idea of going to the moon, 
once considered to be a pipe dream or even a sign of madness.  I 
wish to suggest that those in charge of education and decision-
making recognize the fact that their whole system is based on a 
misapplication of how children grow.  They need to reconsider al-
ternative ways of thinking about how to better meet children’s 
needs rather than the needs of efficiency—as opposed to effective-
ness.   
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Currently, schools are designed and organized around the 
central principle of age gradation rather than developmental pro-
gression.  This puts the em-PHA-sis on the wrong syl-LA-ble.  It 
almost always unwittingly discriminates against the exceptional.  
While schools are aware of this problem, the responsibility for 
change is assigned to the student rather than the system itself.  Con-
sequently, to “fix” this problem, post-mortem corrections are insti-
tuted.  But these operate much as one might see in statistical 
measures, which introduce after-the-fact arithmetical correctives to 
make the calculations come out right.  This is comparable to adding 
an extra day in February every four years.  Similarly, schools create 
special educational classes.  This segregates a population of stu-
dents and unfortunately—(even if unintentionally)—stigmatizes 
that group.  As one might expect, boys are overrepresented in such 
classes.  This is simply because we expect children to be able to do 
certain things at certain ages.  If they cannot, “they” must be 
“helped” rather than overhauling education.   

I do not begrudge children help, but I am keenly aware that 
such help might not have been necessary had we taken into ac-
count—at the outset—their respective developmental levels and 
been patient with respect to their readiness to perform certain tasks 
(e.g., reading).  A simple modification—based on developmental 
levels—would reduce (and, in some cases, actually eliminate) the 
need for such classes.  Aside from the economic savings (which 
would be sizable), a monumental dent would be made in needing to 
classify, categorize, and segregate students into special educational 
tracks (from which many often do not return).  Beyond that, the 
negative self-images of such students, frequently associated with 
being in such classes, could be avoided.  While helpful, the main-
stream also does not address fundamental developmental issues.  

It is interesting to me that I have never come across a child 
who is ashamed of his or her performance on a video game, even if 
that child is not particularly adept at it.  Why is that?  The answer is 
actually fairly direct.  In practically every instance, video games 
(aside from being interesting and fun) are geared to the child’s ca-
pabilities at any given moment.  The child is never penalized for 
failing.  S/he is never humiliated in front of others.  Moreover, the 
child is often highly motivated to improve his/her scores.  The 
Khan Academy is a remarkable example of teaching children at 
their own levels and moving them on from there.  Complex materi-
al is gradually introduced in accordance with the child’s progres-
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sion, not an arbitrarily invoked age criterion, which originated out 
of and is mainly based on administrative convenience.   

This is neither a far-fetched nor completely original pro-
posal.  Maria Montessori and her adherents fully understood this 
and developed a whole school based on child developmental princi-
ples.  They set up a sensory-rich environment with a structure 
(albeit an invisible one) built around a central understanding that 
children are curious, enjoy exploring, engage in self-directed activi-
ties, and can benefit from self-correcting materials.  This is not ter-
ribly different from video games (except that Montessori materials 
are not particularly glitzy).   

Contemporaneously, this is born out of Sara Irisdotter 
Aldenmyr and Maria Olsen’s work in Sweden, Pedagogy, Culture 
& Society (2016), which provided empirical support for what they 
call “therapeutic teaching,” placing its emphasis on the develop-
ment of emotional growth over mere academic achievement.  This 
is precisely what we try to do in psychoanalysis.  We try to foster 
emotional growth because we believe that intellectual advances will 
follow as a matter of course.  We do not judge the very regressed 
patient.  Instead, we try to join them, even if that means regressing 
with them.   

 Burton N. Seitler, PhD, is a Clinical Psychologist/
Psychoanalyst and the Editor-in-Chief of the Journal for the Ad-
vancement of Scientific Psychoanalytic Empirical Research 
(J.A.S.P.E.R.).  In addition, he is a Research Associate of 
the Psychohistory Forum.  He has presented and published papers 
internationally on psychosis, paranoia, ADHD, autism, resilience, 
humor, soma-psyche, neuroscience, forced hospitalization, the 
DSM, and many other topics.  He can be contacted at binsight-
fl1@gmail.com.    

Psychoanalytic Pedagogy in the Works of 
Bracher, Berman, and Alcorn 

Judith Harris—Literary Scholar and Poet 

Abstract: Analyzing the works of Mark Bracher, Jeff Berman, and Mar-
shall Alcorn, the author specifically focuses on their pedagogy in the col-
lege writing classroom.  She highlights in Bracher’s work how he brings 
history into a present moment and his work on students’ identity for-
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mation.  Regarding Berman, she discusses the importance of empathy in 
his work as well as his studies on how writing pedagogy can lead to stu-
dents’ personal transformation.  Her comments on Alcorn’s work mention 
his research on intrapsychic processes and the labor of mourning.   

Keywords: creative-writing, empathy, identity-formation, intrapsychic 
processes, psychoanalytic-theory, self-disclosing-writing, writing 

 Importing psychoanalytic theory into the writing classroom 
is a complex and challenging task in light of post-structuralist eth-
ics.  Since the 1980s, cultural criticism has questioned the veracity 
of psychoanalytic interpretation, arguing that criticism grounded in 
history and culture can better investigate transformative possibili-
ties, expose hidden ideologies, and free suppressed voices.  Mark 
Bracher, Jeff Berman, and Marshall Alcorn have focused on peda-
gogy in the college writing classroom.  None would identify as psy-
chohistorians, but they link social behavior and states of individual 
consciousness to analyze the intrapsychic processes that inform 
learning, a strategy of specific utility in facing resistant learners.  
Psychohistorians study peoples’ conscious and unconscious mo-
tives, using historical research and clinical insights to generate a 
well-rounded view of historical forces that contribute to social 
problems.  However, as Mark Bracher has pointed out, “identifying 
forms of power in the past does not necessarily tell us anything 
about how oppression and injustice are operating in the present, and 
even if it does tell us something about oppression and injustice in 
the present, that knowledge by itself does not necessarily change 
things for the better” (Lacan, Discourse, and Social Change: A 
Psychoanalytic Cultural Criticism, 1993, 7).   

With this existential claim, Bracher does not seek to do 
away with historical interpretation when considering psychoanaly-
sis and pedagogy.  On the contrary, he brings history into a present 
moment, thereby making social and cultural change possible.  As 
he makes clear, most contemporary cultural criticism has failed in 
the sense that it has not achieved social impact.  Bracher asserted 
that a true understanding of how individuals change could be gener-
alized to encourage social reform.  “It is human subjectivity as 
such,” Bracher said, “and not the various forces that help to con-
struct that subjectivity or to provoke its behavior, that we must in-
vestigate if we are to get to the heart of those behaviors that consti-
tute social problems” (Lacan, Discourse, and Social Change, 2).  
Social transformation is not simply a matter of teaching political 
truths; the nature of personal and political gain is gradual. 
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Knowledge derives from promoting change rather than being a goal 
in itself.  

As his work evolved, Bracher continued to believe that edu-
cation should promote the development of multifaceted, prosocial 
identities, which he views as the task of psychoanalysis.  He writes, 
“The personal and societal importance of helping students develop 
secure, resilient, and viable identities is enormous” (“A Psychoana-
lytic Literary Pedagogy: Practices for Identity Development,” 

Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 28, No. 1, 2021, 91).  Realizing the shortcom-
ings of psychoanalytic pedagogy, he turned to social psychology 
and a literature-based pedagogy wherein students could identify 
with various literary characters and apply compassionate under-
standing.  Students should understand the importance of social jus-
tice as a goal and explore the process of identity formation.  As 
Bracher maintains, the “basic function of education should be to 
promote the development of more secure, multifaceted, resilient, 
and prosocial identities,” which is psychoanalytic at the core (91). 

Conceptualizing human subjectivity fuels many pedagogical 
debates, especially in higher education.  In my work on composi-
tion and creative writing, I focus less on the writing process and 
more on the writing subject.  While the romantic, expressivist mod-
el prizes the consistency of the ego, much composition theory has 
come to assume that knowledge is socially constructed and rhetori-
cal, a set of shifting interpretations based on agreement among 
members of a community.  But such agreement might not even be 
possible if the dominant culture excludes minority voices and their 
realities.   

Challenging the various formulations of the writing subject 
is only one obstacle facing those who subscribe to psychoanalytic 
theory.  Psychoanalysis is always inherently risky for those who are 
not professionally trained as analysts.  Many academicians have 
come to refute Freud for being an individualist, claiming that he 
substitutes private psychological causes and explanations for histor-
ical and social ones.  Continuing concerns raised about the historic-
ity of psychoanalysis have placed it in a precarious position in both 
the sciences and humanities.  The question is whether or not that 
invalidity is justified. 

Bracher’s social message about identity formation and its 
effect on the group sheds even more light on literary theory as he 
extends theories of literacy to social justice and compassion.  In-
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sight is best achieved when the voice of the unconscious is shared 
with another person, whether it be the analyst or the teacher.  Other 
questions arise: Is the self something that can be written into being, 
or is it always contingent on the ideological and political forces 
with which it identifies?  Can the emotional and affective under 
hauntings of our beings surface and be remedied?  How can teach-
ing help to assuage the pain that some individuals feel as a result of 
social indifference?  

Readers of Berman’s works will quickly discern how a writ-
ing pedagogy can lead to students’ personal transformation.  His 
use of psychoanalysis as a tool in composition has been praised by 
traditional and innovative critics alike and has resulted in a series of 
pedagogical books.  His willingness to examine his own life openly 
is a model for his students, such as in Diaries to an English Profes-
sor: Pain and Growth in the Classroom (1994).  This work reveals 
a teacher devoted to empathetic teaching, which is the title of his 
later book, Empathetic Teaching: Education for Life (2004).  That 
book asks English professors to conduct a form of inquiry that 
reads between the lines of student writing as a way of revealing 
heretofore unilluminated parts of the psyche.  Putting that in con-
text, one can see how psychoanalytic pedagogy has changed the 
traditional classroom from issues of rhetoric to engaging the person 
of the student. 

Berman’s approach in the college classroom often brings up 
painful experiences and therefore can’t avoid transference and 
countertransference.  Berman states, “the teacher’s role in the pro-
cess is not passive but active; teachers observe reactions to stu-
dents’ writings and guard against the projection or incorporation of 
inappropriate feelings” (Empathetic Teaching: Education for Life, 
16).  Like analysts, teachers must be aware of their own mecha-
nisms for making countertransferences. 

Berman also encourages students to empathize with one an-
other as a means of understanding themselves.  Empathy can be 
good in itself, but it can also be exploitative if what one perceives 
as weakness in the other is used to take advantage or gain control.  
Berman discusses how teachers, regarded as trusting, supportive, 
and dependable, become attachment figures, influencing students to 
become more aware of themselves and their classmates.  In allow-
ing students to open up and confront difficult knowledge, he advis-
es all teachers to be aware of resources on campus, should students 
need psychological support or guidance. 
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As Berman notes about self-disclosing writing, “this was the 
key safeguard: empathy, the ability to understand another person’s 
feelings and thoughts without judgment or criticism” (Risky Writ-
ing: Self-Disclosure and Self-Transformation in the Classroom, 
2002, 67).  Empathy is not to be taken lightly as protection against 
endangering students who expose painful traumas.  As creative 
writers have long known, all approaches to writing can make use of 
unconscious material and “working through” these as a path to both 
comprehending oneself and the needs of others.  The challenge for 
teachers is how to best contain a safe place for student disclosures.   

 Marshall Alcorn’s Changing the Subject in English Class: 
Discourse and the Constructions of Desire (2002) poses an inter-
esting challenge to teachers who promote social change through 
pedagogy.  He argues that facilitating social change through teach-
ing requires changing the subjectivity of students.  Intrapsychic 
processes such as resistance or “the desire not to know” are funda-
mentally emotional and ungoverned by typical logic.  Therefore, 
students cannot simply find another subject position because it 
“fits” better with the demands of authority.  For students to change, 
they must experience a shift in knowledge.  From this perspective, 
change requires some labor of mourning that works upon the dying 
body of ideology or ideological assumptions that are resistant to 
learning.  To encourage discourse and free speech in the classroom, 
Alcorn does not specify one ideology over another.  He is only say-
ing that the dialectic between acceptance and denial is ongoing and 
that change requires time for the students to mourn the loss of the 
old principles, which can impede the acquisition of new knowledge, 
and teachers should account for that when trying to introduce mate-
rial that might prove controversial. 

For Alcorn, significant change requires mourning and may 
meet resistance on the part of the ego that maintains its perimeters 
defensively by warding off competing ideas that threaten to alter or 
destroy it.  Mourning does not just involve the knowledge of loss 
without possible replacement; it also requires coming to terms with 
painful emotions.  He links Freud’s grief work with the learning 
process and shows that what can be defended can also be mourned.  
In a more recent book, Resistance to Learning: Overcoming the De-
sire Not to Know in Classroom Teaching (2013), Alcorn studies 
how students naturally resist information that challenges their 
world views.  Serving such students successfully requires educating 
educators about resistance, defenses, emotion, and alliances.  They 
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can then assist students in optimally fostering the kind of compas-
sion that Bracher encourages in his pedagogical call for literacy.  

 While many students can grasp emotions, understanding 
them happens on a level that makes writing about emotions diffi-
cult.  Yet if we do not talk about feelings, we risk serious misunder-
standings.  Affects go beyond emotional response to display how 
one is feeling and how those feelings should be interpreted.   

Classroom teachers informed by Bracher’s, Berman’s, or 
Alcorn’s theoretical arguments will understand that teaching is not 
a simple aspect of human potentiality.  It is complexly indicative of 
transferences, projection, and displacement.  Teaching is also a 
schoolhouse for emotions that helps students mine the hollows of 
their unconscious biases to understand this human venture of learn-
ing “to learn,” which is not simply a redundancy but makes real 
sense.  Although not self-consciously psychohistorical, pedagogical 
approaches like Bracher’s, Berman’s, and Alcorn’s that make use 
of intellectual history through the lens of the individual psyche can 
provide a framework for education that transcends the classroom to 
teach students about life itself. 

 Judith Harris’ biography can be found on page 75.  ❑ 

 Teaching Therapeutic Imagination:  
A Neglected Competency in Psychology  

Claude Barbre—The Chicago School of Prof. Psychology 

Abstract: The author explores the role of the imagination as an important 
component of psychology education and training.  Drawing from philoso-
phy, psychology, and the humanities, he underscores the vital place of the 
humanities and the creative imagination in the training of mental health 
clinicians, especially at a time when manualized, formulaic, and short-
term behavioral modification approaches to therapeutic interventions are 
highlighted as the primary treatment perspectives. 

Keywords: art, competency, creativity, Dorpat, Freud, imagination, 
Kaag, poetry, psychology, Rank  

The philosopher John Kaag points out that “The imagina-
tion is not a power that allows us to escape the limits of facticity 
and immanence, but is rather one that creates an opening for us to 
explore and converse with a world that is alive and meaningful—
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creative in its own right” (Thinking Through the Imagination: Aes-
thetics in Human Cognition, 2014, 24).  In comparison, the philoso-
pher John Dewey wrote in Art as Experience, “the imagination is a 
way of seeing and feeling things as they compose an integral 
whole.  It is the large and general blending of interests at the point 
where the mind comes in contact with the world” (John Dewey: 
The Later Works, 1925-1953, Vol. 12, 1934, 277).  These state-
ments have ramifications in terms of teaching psychology and its 
episodic tendencies to separate the humanities and human sciences 
from natural sciences.  By identifying the way that the imagination 
is at play in human artistry and cognition and then asking what sort 
of ontological underpinnings must be secured for this imaginative 
play to take place, we can think about integrating diverse orienta-
tions and psychology curriculums more fully through the nature of 
the imagination.   

The psychoanalyst Theo L. Dorpat notes that from Sigmund 
Freud to our present time—despite the variety of psychotherapy 
theories and changing interventions and methods—psychoanalytic 
treatment “has often been compromised by a set of controlling atti-
tudes and indoctrination methods contrary to its avowed values and 
technical precepts” (Gaslighting, the Double Whammy, Interroga-
tion, and Other Methods of Covert Control in Psychotherapy and 
Analysis, 1997, xiii).  These attitudes and methods, when institu-
tionalized and sanctioned, continue to pose significant dangers to 
the viability of psychoanalytic inquiry.  Since changes in psychoan-
alytic theory and therapy constitute an experience of separation 
from the protection and safety of established beliefs, then the possi-
bilities of transformation and growth into new forms of thinking 
may be curtailed when groups unite against the threat of loss by 
deepening their ideologies into accustomed systems of procedure 
and preferred conceptualizations.  Such entrenchments reveal how 
cultural and historical changes can be experienced by psychoanalyt-
ic groups as potentially threatening, creating gradients of anxieties 
in the training field.   

As Stephen Seligman points out, the list of competencies in 
psychology training may buffer us against our anxieties in the face 
of indeterminacy (e.g., objective markers and data-driven reassur-
ances).  But the problem remains that too often these formulaic 
competencies required by current manualized, algorithmic ap-
proaches to clinical work, attest to an impatience with uncertainty 
in the therapeutic interaction—an inability to tolerate moments of 
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unknowing that closes down the analytic space.  He argues that 
psychoanalysts need space for our anxieties to be reflective rather 
than reactive, noting that “indeterminacy, multiplicity, and unpre-
dictability are all around us.  Tolerating, describing, engaging, and 
even embracing it is at the core of the psychodynamic sensibility, 
aesthetic, and therapeutic models” (Stephen Seligman, “Paying At-
tention and Feeling Puzzled: The Analytic Mindset as an Agent of 
Therapeutic Change,” Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 2014, 6).  As 
Robert M. Galatzer-Levy writes, echoing Seligman, “For a system 
to have rich multiple possibilities involves its being nearly chaotic 
at times and at risk of falling into chaos.  If one of the goals of anal-
ysis is developing a capacity for a richer, more complex way of 
dealing with psychological events, this principle implies that hoped
-for analytic change must risk disorganization” (Nonlinear Psycho-
analysis: Notes from Forty Years of Chaos and Complexity Theory, 
2017, 234).  The double-edged cost of this link between stability 
and disorganization in our clinical interactions can lead to the mo-
bilization of manualized, formulaic defenses against uncertainty, 
which can eclipse the role of the imagination in the therapeutic 
space.   

We can see such systemic defenses in the current neoliberal 
tendencies of psychology training articulated in detail by psychoan-
alyst Farhad Dalal.  In his study, CBT: The Cognitive Behavioral 
Tsunami (2018), Dalal outlines the neoliberal creep into the psy-
chology field of managerialism, hyper-rationality, homo economi-
cus (economic man), and the corruptions of science in service of 
branding and the bureaucratization of the field.  Both Dalal and 
Dorpat’s insights concern the belief that psychoanalytic theories 
and therapies continue to reveal intransigent methods of indoctrina-
tion in the face of changing value systems.  They also have a dra-
matic antecedent in Otto Rank’s 1926 evaluation of Freud’s moral 
and pedagogical perspectives.  A good example of Freud’s re-
sistance to changing ideas is clear in a 1930 meeting where he ob-
jects to Otto Rank’s writing on relativity and creative will as well 
as the art of therapy: “The new discoveries might be bewildering to 
physicists, but psychology has always suffered when the stand-
points of other sciences are applied to it....  Leave psychology final-
ly in peace; leave psychology to the psychologists” (Richard F. 
Sterba, Reminiscences of a Viennese Psychoanalyst, 1982, 116).  
By attacking Rank for introducing “new discoveries” in science that 
question the principles of psychic causality, debunking changing 
theories and further understandings of the nature of life, Freud be-
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trayed at that juncture a refusal to reexamine his own pedagogy and 
suffer the inevitable realities of change—even as he often said his 
discoveries would lead the way to breakthroughs.   

Dorpat might have been quoting Rank when he surmises 
that in early classical positivism in psychoanalytic training, “in 
Freud as with many other analysts following him, there developed a 
vertical split in the ego in which one complex of conscious attitudes 
upholding values of freedom, autonomy, and self-determination 
was separated by the defense of disavowal from a largely uncon-
scious complex of controlling and authoritarian attitudes contradic-
tory to his consciously avowed values” (1997, xix).  Such a split, he 
thinks, often remains unbridged today in psychoanalytic work, and 
continues to polarize the value of interpretative interventions from 
an overarching and underlying tendency toward “stereotyped ap-
proaches” where the analyst manipulates a client into compliance 
with his or her clinical theories, usually in the form of the analyst’s 
initial formulation about the patient (e.g., Emanuel Peterfreund, 
The Process of Psychoanalytic Therapy, 1982).  Approaches such 
as these become covert methods of interpersonal control where the 
client’s self-determination is co-opted and undermined.  Dorpat 
warns of the widening of this split as contemporary practitioners 
“increasingly become engineers of the soul, what with the impres-
sive and powerful array of biological, social, and psychological mo-
dalities they have available for manipulating the minds as well as 
the brains of their patients” (Dorpat, xv, italics added by the au-
thor).  In short, Rank’s earlier criticizing of scientific determinism 
and his challenge to the psychoanalytic moral and ethical 
worldview of his time remains relevant as ever.   

Lawrence Josephs underscores this point by noting that 
many analysts and training analysts even today are indoctrinated 
into what Karen Horney called “the tyranny of the shoulds,” peda-
gogical rules that prescribe the ideal practice of psychoanalysis: 

The preconceptions are often along the lines of such ideas 
as: One should never answer a patient’s question; one 
should answer a question with a question.  One should never 
reveal any personal information about oneself; one should 
never tell the patient what to do.  One should never give 
one’s opinion; one should not talk too much.  One should 
not share feelings.  One should never take things at face val-
ue and always look for deeper meanings.  One should not 
direct or focus a patient’s associations.  One should always 
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be empathic, but should never shy away from difficult is-
sues.  One should call attention to all a patient’s hidden re-
sistances to treatment and to all of the patient’s hidden feel-
ings toward the analyst—and so on (Lawrence Josephs, 
“The Freudian Superego,” Journal of Religion and Health, 
Vol. 33, 1994, 149-150). 

Josephs observes that such preconceptions continue to 
“afflict” current analysts and arise from what he called “the Freudi-
an superego,” an internalized image of open-minded positivism 
that, although often caricatured, nevertheless acts as a persecuting 
and austere ideal.  Such pedagogical remnants, he concludes, must 
be alleviated to give practitioners “the inner freedom to learn from 
experience” (Josephs, 151).  This freedom informs the imperative 
to acknowledge the importance of the therapeutic imagination, a 
neglected area of study in psychological training domains.   

The psychologist Otto Rank remarked that “what restores to 
scientific phenomenon its life, is art” (Psychology and Soul, 1930, 
xv).  Echoing our review of the importance of the imagination in 
psychology training, Jeremy Holmes calls on clinicians to integrate 
into our work and training “the therapeutic imagination”—a crea-
tive capacity that can harness the imagination in specific and sys-
tematic ways (The Therapeutic Imagination, 2014).  He argues that 
there is a vital need to integrate the humanities in clinical training in 
addition to the current climate of competency criteria and standards 
that psychologists are required to meet.  Indeed, we can see the im-
portance of acknowledging the need in psychology training for a 
“therapeutic imagination competency,” if you will—a mindfulness 
about the importance of the imagination that is vital to our work 
among the traditional schemata of scientific knowing, research, eth-
ical standards, professionalism, relationships, and management.  In 
doing so, it is necessary to add to the rich list of professional com-
petencies’ components that are vital to the therapeutic imagination, 
such as reverie, language (as in metaphor and symbolism), action 
meaning, play, and reflection—to name a few important variables 
that comprise a therapeutic imagination.  The implementation of the 
humanities into training standards needs to be introduced and nur-
tured in all psychology teaching. 

In conclusion, some practical approaches to encouraging 
students to stretch the importance of imagination can be implement-
ed in clinical training courses.  Courses can employ poems and lit-
erary narratives to scan and draw associations as models for ways 
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to connect to client language and expressions, helping students 
learn to listen, mentalize, play with ideas, and become attuned to 
the particular speech patterns and metaphors of diverse voices.  
Psychoanalytic writings on the humanities often introduce these 
rich connections.  Films and cinematic narratives can also be highly 
useful in a similar way, helping students explore character depic-
tions in film narratives as case examples and illustrations to under-
score clinical dynamics.  Experiential immersions are beneficial; 
participation in the arts of some kind according to the students’ in-
terests can cultivate and affirm the value of the imagination.  Also, 
encouraging students to explore an artistic advocation or craft is 
helpful.  Anthropologists have pointed out that using the hands in 
work or play frees up speech and language, addressing the intersec-
tionality of communication and embodiment.  The experience with 
expressive art wisdom found in play therapy models of sand trays, 
drawings, and journaling also pertains to adult work with vital crea-
tive affinities and can be integrated into clinical course readings and 
training. 

We can see in these examples how the study of the imagina-
tion brings us into diverse discussions about the standard notion of 
clinical competencies by addressing the subjective experience about 
and objective characteristics of natural processes from which our 
experiences emerge.  When we can see the dangers of binary think-
ing in terms of isolated approaches, we can instead approach the 
question of what is the imagination as clinical phenomenologists, 
even as we acknowledge differences that contain the importance of 
spontaneity, contingency, and creativity—differences that define 
human cognition.  As John Dewey said well, “When old and famil-
iar things are made new in experience there is imagination” (1934, 
277). 
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A Psychoanalytic Literary Pedagogy:  
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developing viable identities.  He discusses how a psychoanalytic literary 
pedagogy can facilitate students’ identity development.  
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I maintain that a basic function of education should be to 
promote the development of more secure, multifaceted, resilient, 
and prosocial identities—which I also take to be the fundamental 
task of psychoanalysis.  The personal and societal importance of 
helping students develop secure, resilient, and viable identities is 
enormous.  The task of developing such an identity is particularly 
pressing for undergraduates, most of whom are still developing 
their identities.  Lacking a stable sense of oneself, students are more 
likely to experience learning difficulties, struggle with anxiety or 
depression, suffer from stress-related physical health problems, 
and/or resort to harmful behaviors.   

Poorly developed insecure, rigid, narrow, or unstable identi-
ties are also at the root of many of our most severe social problems, 
including substance abuse, prejudice, ethnocentrism, crime, and 
violence (Mark Bracher, Social Symptoms of Identity Needs, 
2009).  Empirical studies—for example, those of Terror Manage-
ment Theory and Self-Determination Theory—have found that 
when people’s identities are threatened, their perceptions of others 
become more truncated and distorted, their feelings toward out-
group members turn more negative, and their behavior is more ag-
gressive.  Lacking a secure identity composed of benign contents 
leads to aggressive and anti-social actions such as those of hyper-
individualism, hypermasculinity, and nationalism.  Identities that 
fail to include relationships with others as integral elements of 
one’s sense of self are also more vulnerable and less prosocial.   

Psychoanalysis and education can facilitate identity devel-
opment through the same basic strategy of helping people to en-
counter, understand, own, and assume responsibility for elements of 
themselves—including aspects of the two basic Freudian drives of 
love and aggression—that had previously not been part of their self



Page 92       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

-concept or operational identity.  More specifically, literary study 
can promote the development of more secure, resilient, and viable 
identities through the same basic self-examination processes that 
psychoanalysis engages people in, asking students to note, describe, 
and examine the implications of their feelings of attraction, re-
sistance, and aggression regarding literary texts and characters.    

Early in my teaching career, I incorporated a weekly journal 
writing assignment into my graduate literature courses.  Students 
were encouraged to describe and reflect on their thoughts and feel-
ings concerning both their professional goals as well as practices 
and, to the extent that they wished to do so, their personal ideals, 
values, goals, desires, and conflicts, which their scholarly and pro-
fessional lives were inevitably connected to.  The purpose of this 
pedagogical practice was in line with the basic aim of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis: to capture one’s unconscious and conscious desire 
in language, implicitly if not explicitly, where it could then be ex-
amined, owned, and incorporated into one’s sense of self.  Follow-
ing these initial efforts, I subsequently published The Writing Cure 
(1999) and Radical Pedagogy (2006), which developed this ap-
proach into a more comprehensive psychoanalytic pedagogy.   

This approach, however, was not valuable for all students.  
Some proved to be averse to self-examination, and the single-
semester, once-a-week meeting was less than ideal for engaging in 
such a process.  So now, instead of having students focus directly 
on personal issues by writing about their own history and current 
problems, I focus first on helping them develop a deeper, more 
comprehensive understanding of human nature through exploring 
literary characters.  Then I encourage them to look at themselves 
through that general lens of human nature to examine the particular 
ways in which they personally embody and exhibit basic human 
qualities, including various forms and aspects of love and aggres-
sion, and then reflect on the respective consequences of such an 
identity. 

The self-examination promoted by this literary pedagogy 
differs significantly from that of classical psychoanalysis, and this 
difference has both advantages and disadvantages.  While this ap-
proach lacks the intensity and rigor of psychoanalysis, it does have 
a major advantage: By first focusing on fictional characters and on-
ly then inviting self-examination, it avoids much of the identity 
threat and defensiveness that often results from more directly con-
fronting one’s impulses, desires, and behaviors.  This often enables 



  Psychoanalytic Teaching      Page 93          
 

 

students to dive deeper into troubled waters than a direct approach 
might. 

With this approach, students can maintain a greater level of 
identity security, which is crucial for all learning, as I documented 
in Radical Pedagogy.  The educational setting must function as a 
holding environment, providing students with identity security 
through various forms of recognition, if students are able to risk 
examination and perhaps alteration of their own identities.  Literary 
study can work in various ways to maintain and even enhance stu-
dents’ identity security, while at the same time facilitating process-
es of self-examination that can be quite threatening.  One basic way 
to support identity security is by providing recognition for various 
identities.  Recognition involves some form of acknowledgment 
from the world that one matters.  As numerous teachers and schol-
ars of literature have observed, readers can receive recognition 
from literature in several ways, most notably by encountering posi-
tively represented characters who share an idiosyncratic or margin-
alized identity content that the reader possesses, including margin-
alized gender, sexual, physical, or racial identities.   

Students’ identity security can also be enhanced by literary 
representations of characters embodying thoughts, feelings, desires, 
actions, or demographic categories that the students themselves 
may be harboring secretly or even unconsciously.  In such cases, 
literary representation can increase students’ identity security by 
providing a kind of public recognition of, and reducing the shame 
they may feel for, thoughts, feelings, desires, or actions of theirs 
that they believe to be abnormal or socially stigmatized. 

Supported by such literary recognition, students can then 
begin to incorporate into their identity certain impulses of empathy, 
compassion, or generativity.  These may have been suppressed or 
repressed because the impulses conflicted with other powerful iden-
tities (e.g., dominating masculinity) or were culturally devalued and 
therefore not invested in by the students.  Literary portrayals of per-
sonally and socially beneficial qualities provide opportunities for 
students to recognize these attributes in themselves and invest in 
them as contents of their identity.   

Developing such prosocial identities provides at least three 
benefits.  First, it motivates prosocial behaviors, which benefit both 
the actor and the recipients of the prosocial actions.  Second, oppor-
tunities to enact prosocial identities are readily available, and such 
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contents are thus a ready and reliable source of identity security, in 
contrast to many other contents.  While there are limited opportuni-
ties for being rich, famous, or powerful, one can always find an oc-
casion to be kind, compassionate, or helpful.  Third, providing a 
new source of identity support and security can enable students to 
divest from ethnocentrism, toxic gender ideals, aggressive qualities, 
and so on.  They may have been clinging to these as a form of psy-
chic life support.    

Literary study can also facilitate students’ engagement with 
such prosocial identity through their simulation by reading.  Recent 
neurological studies have found that reading literature engages our 
brains in involuntary, subliminal simulations of the actions, emo-
tions, and attitudes we are reading about.  This effectively involves 
us in trying on alternative identities or scripts.  Teachers can sup-
port the development of new, more benign, and feasible identities 
out of these prosocial impulses by directing students’ attention to 
their actual or simulated enactments of these impulses, helping 
them recognize both the beneficial consequences of these qualities 
and their inherence in human nature.   

Another way that literary study can foster the development 
of such prosocial identities is by representing them as implicit in 
other identities that readers are heavily invested in.  Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin (1852), for instance, emphasizes compassion—which entails 
the abolition of slavery—as the core of Christian identity.  More 
generally, this novel takes success, strength, dominance, and victo-
ry, which are usually defined in terms of physical or material com-
petition, and redefines them as psychological states, which are in 
principle attainable by virtually anyone.  Such redefinitions extri-
cate one from the zero-sum game entailed by many identities in 
which every winner requires one or more losers.   

  Literary study can also further the development of benign 
identities by helping students recognize the positive as well as neg-
ative consequences of less benign identities.  Many of the various 
costs and benefits entailed by identities are invisible in real life—
hidden in the future, the suffering of other people, or simply disso-
ciated from the contents.  Literary study can bring such conse-
quences to light and connect them to the contents that cause them 
by showing us the inner lives of characters and revealing how vari-
ous identities play out over time.  Teachers can enhance students’ 
access to such development by engaging them in exploring the 
costs of and alternatives to their current personally or socially 
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harmful actions, which are motivated by their identities.  

Finally, literary study can enhance the very structure of 
identity.  One way is by fostering the development of “all-
inclusive” identities, the awareness of oneself as constituted by 
one’s connectedness with others.  Literary study can work in sever-
al ways to help students recognize and embrace their own multifari-
ous forms of connectedness and interdependencies with others.  
One way is simply by helping students recognize that their feelings 
of empathy, sympathy, or identification with literary characters in-
dicate that what happens to other people also happens to themselves 
in some way.    

Another beneficial development in identity structure that 
can be fostered by literary study is the development of a supra-
ordinate self-schema integrating one’s many and sometimes diverg-
ing roles, qualities, attributes, thoughts, and feelings into a coherent 
whole.  Literary passages can help students recognize their own in-
ner tensions and contradictions, as well as the existence of problem-
atic or socially unacceptable qualities of themselves, and then work 
to establish a hierarchy of importance and enactment priorities 
among these diverse elements.  Teachers can facilitate the develop-
ment of such supraordinate self-schemas by giving students oppor-
tunities to reflect on and write about their own experiences of con-
tradictory feelings portrayed in literary texts. 

Literary study can also enhance students’ identity coherence 
by providing them with various narrative prototypes for construct-
ing a more robust narrative identity, a coherent story of their life 
that integrates the multifarious events and sometimes contradictory 
actions of their past into a more or less unified sense of self across 
time.  Identity researchers believe that various cultural narratives—
for example, stories of national or ethnic origins—are sometimes 
adopted by individuals as templates to model the trajectory of their 
own lives.  This serves as either a representation of their actual 
lives up to the present or as a roadmap for arriving at a future self 
that they expect to reach.  Such narrative identities motivate people 
to conduct their lives in ways calculated to enact the story.  They 
serve as standards against which people judge their worthiness.  
These narratives are often structured around achieving certain 
benchmarks—such as completing one’s education, getting married, 
having children, achieving professional success, or retiring—by a 
certain age. 
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Literary texts can provide students with a repertoire of alter-
native narrative identities involving trajectories from innocence to 
experience (e.g., Candide, 1759) or wandering, searching, and aim-
lessness to epiphany, meaning, and purpose, in which one achieves 
fulfillment by serving the greater good (e.g., The Jungle, 1906; The 
Grapes of Wrath, 1939).  No matter what elements of success and 
failure are present in one’s life, some literary texts, such as Keats’s 
“To Autumn,” offer a narrative identity that anyone can adopt in 
the form of the universal “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to 
dust” trajectory.  By helping students recognize these portrayals as 
universal narrative identities incorporating both eros and thanatos, 
teachers can make available to them an identity structure that can 
provide profound benefits to them for the rest of the life they share 
with this planet. 

 Mark Bracher, PhD, is Professor of English and Director 
of the Neurocognitive Research Program for the Advancement of 
the Humanities at Kent State University.  He can be contacted at 
mbracher@kent.edu.    

Learning and Helping People Learn  

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College of New Jersey 

Abstract: The author reflects on his half-century experience teaching and 
the learning process at the college and post-doctoral levels.   
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The basis of education is that students learn as teachers 
structure a valuable educational environment in which they focus 
on helping students to overcome obstacles to their learning.  In-
structors at all levels must bear in mind that it is the students who 
do the learning.  Learners come to our college, psychoanalytic insti-
tutes, professional conferences, and university classrooms with all 
sorts of baggage, such as mental blocks, which can interfere with 
their learning.  So many students have felt through much of their 
education that they were imprisoned and that the best parts of 
school were recess, clubs, sports teams, and the friends they made.  
Class was just a means to get to what they found pleasurable and 
rewarding.   

Along the way, many who generally love school develop 
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emotional blocks to particular subjects.  Throughout my years as an 
educator it has been wonderful when, for example, I could coach a 
woman with an otherwise excellent grade point average to pass the 
simplest of math courses so she might meet her final graduation 
requirement rather than fail or drop it to avoid failing.  A middle-
aged, exhausted, and discouraged nurse, who was also a wife and 
the mother of four children, came to a Western Civilization evening 
course reporting that she hates history and had already dropped or 
failed the required course previously.  In a class of 25 I certainly 
could not function as a therapist (nor did I want to), but I could as-
sume the role that I had my entire career prior to becoming an ana-
lyst of helping the student to understand and work on ways to over-
come their blocks to certain subjects.  On some occasions I have 
made bets with students, offering $10 or $20 to their one that they 
would pass the course or get a high grade in the course that the stu-
dent thought they could only pass and not excel in.  I don’t ever re-
call losing such a bet.  (Since there is no way my own ethics or col-
lege policy would allow me to take student money, it was always 
made clear that it would be placed into the end of the semester class 
celebration fund.)  

In class, I try to be a consistent role model of learning, be-
ing open-minded and not defensive, and willing to acknowledge 
that I need to do more research.  Also, I will thank students if they 
correct a factual mistake that I write, provided it is stated appropri-
ately.  Like in analysis, I am looking for what lies beneath the sur-
face, but I seek to use this for future reference, to understand what’s 
going on in the class, or occasionally in a private conversation with 
a student.  The classroom, whether virtual or physical, must be a 
safe place where students can speak their minds freely and work 
through conflicting approaches and uncertainties. 

Interdisciplinarity is central to my approach since I draw on 
history and psychoanalysis—and to a lesser extent, anthropology, 
ethology, literature, political science, and trauma studies.  When 
teachable moments arise, I focus on them, although I have to be 
careful since college students are drawn to very different societal 
events than my generation.  In analytic training, I was taught to al-
ways follow the emotion, which is what I do in class, starting each 
course with the importance of acknowledging the emotions of eve-
ryone we study.  Psychoanalytic principles underpin all of my 
teaching regardless of what the course is labeled.  For a variety of 
reasons, Ramapo College moved away from the type of interdisci-
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plinarity that had allowed me to teach numerous courses under the 
labels of psychohistory and political psychology.   

So what constitutes my idea of psychohistory?  Psychologi-
cal history includes some of the following: childhood and its histo-
ry; dreamwork; the difference between conscious emotion and un-
conscious behavior; group delusions and process; the mechanisms 
of psychic defense (coping mechanisms); political psychology; psy-
chic trauma; and psychobiography.  A crucial element is the ap-
proach, starting with the Socratic method.  Socrates said “know 
thyself” since self-knowledge is the basis of all learning.  It is what 
psychoanalysis is all about, and I like the notion of Socrates as a 
type of proto-analyst, which an ancient historian friend of mine 
wrote a paper on.  Whenever I can make them relevant, I teach and 
attune students to the mechanisms of defense, which in history and 
interdisciplinary courses I refer to as coping mechanisms. 

Psychoanalysis attuned me to the importance of acknowl-
edging and trying to understand the basis of resistances rather than 
trying to crush them in the classroom as a threat to my authority as 
their teacher.  I seek to put myself in the shoes of students, empa-
thizing with them at times when they hold views totally contrary to 
my own.  Transference is a valuable tool, thus I am made aware as 
to what students project onto me as the authority, or how they resist 
what I have to offer.  Probing whether my countertransference—
that is, what feelings I have for individual students and the class 
itself—is induced or my own projection is of considerable concern 
to me.  I am cautious of students who idealize me, always wonder-
ing what lies beneath the glorification.   

Early in my career, I decided to become a small college un-
dergraduate liberal arts professor because of my desire to work 
closely with students.  I was disgusted at my 82 History Depart-
ment colleagues at Temple University, who only seemed to be in-
terested in publishing and moving up the ladder of academic suc-
cess.  However, my interest in broadening my knowledge led to my 
starting postgraduate seminars at the Institute of Psychohistory and 
the Psychohistory Forum.  Colleagues from many different disci-
plines provided work-in-progress papers at these seminars, which 
were then vetted by a committee and read by participants before a 
Saturday seminar devoted to discussing these papers to mutually 
deepen or broaden the knowledge of the scholars/clinicians present.  
Historians typically benefited greatly from the insights of clini-
cians, who are more experienced and psychoanalyzed psychologi-
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cal historians; this included those in other fields and a variety of 
other colleagues.  Similarly, clinicians enriched their projects with 
the suggestions of academics and other associates.   

The halcyon days of these seminars were in the 1980s, 90s, 
and the beginning of the 21st century when large numbers of col-
leagues brought their projects to our seminar and circles, often 
coming from a great distance to New York City.  In my article, 

“Postgraduate Psychohistorical Education” (Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 12, 
No. 3, December 2005, 113, 121-123), 12 principles of this educa-
tion are spelled out.  This was part of the Teaching Psychohistory 
Special Issue—Part I, which included nine articles.  These invalua-
ble seminars are continuing and now involve new opportunities for 
participation in our virtual era.  My reference to the earlier period 
as the heyday is based upon newer colleagues presenting their re-
search projects and enriching their and our knowledge.  The last 
decade has involved more of the same people, such as me as the 
convener/director, rather than newcomers.  After the COVID-19 
quarantine is over, I am looking forward to a mixture of our won-
derful in-person as well as virtual seminars with colleagues around 
the country and the world. 

Psychoanalysts and analysts are learners, too.  Analysts 
learn as they patiently listen to what is said, not said, expressed non
-verbally, and through transference and countertransference.  Anal-
ysands learn by the manner, questions, and example of their ana-
lysts, as well as through the transference when they are ready to 
listen to it.  Regrettably, I don’t recall ever reading an article in 

Clio’s Psyche on this process of psychoanalytic teaching and learn-
ing.  For me, this one-on-one experience is the most important edu-
cation beyond what I learned from my parents as a child.  So much 
of individual and group analysis is reparative: As a small child, the 
formation of my personality involved decisions that I never would 
have made if I had the wisdom of age.  Of course, this is part of the 
human condition.  In my case, and I am sure it is that of so many 
others as well, psychoanalysis released my creativity and enriched 
my life.   

In my own psychoanalysis, I learned that idealization in all 
its manifestations, especially of political figures, is something that I 
overwhelmingly mostly gave up long ago.  When my students, as in 
a recent course on the 2020 presidential election, overwhelmingly 
idealized former President Trump, I wondered what he meant to 
them and encouraged them to express the basis of their feelings.  As 
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in analysis, the safety factor is a crucial element if individuals are 
going to feel free enough to get beyond saying what they think the 
authority (whether professor or analyst) wants to hear.  Conse-
quently, despite my conviction in teaching the 2020 election that 
Trump had proved himself to be a disaster for the country, in teach-
ing a class of overwhelmingly strong 18-year-old male Trump sup-
porters, I initially did not express my presidential preferences.  
About a month into the semester, my analysis of the President 
would reveal my preference as the students read some of the politi-
cal and psychological articles I had assigned.  

As a professor, I remind myself how difficult and time-
consuming it was to give up my idealization of President Kennedy.  
Perhaps Marshall Alcorn is right: We must mourn one ideological 
position before assuming a new one.  In teaching presidential is-
sues, I constantly remind myself of the extent to which Americans 
are living in separate media worlds, which so often are simply echo 
chambers reinforcing their beliefs.  Change is not easy, as I know 
from my own long personal and group psychoanalysis, as well as 
from my earlier appreciation of Thomas Kuhn’s important work on 
paradigm shifts.   

In conclusion, I see myself as a participant observer in the 
process of learning about everything and everyone around me, in-
cluding my students and myself.  This essay is a combination of my 
evolving practice as a teacher and my pedagogical ego ideals.  As 
my students, society, and our technology change, so does my teach-
ing.  We are all learners and teachers.  When we share our ideas 
with others in conversation, professional presentations, articles, and 
books, we are inevitably in the process of teaching.  Throughout my 
lifetime, I have been fascinated by the last words of the famous.  
Winston Churchill’s last words were, “I’m bored with it all.”  I 
hope my last words will be, “It is now time to learn what it’s like to 
die.”  Psychoanalysis has enabled me to live life to the fullest and 
help my students in the processes of their learning. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor of this journal as well as a 
student of American politics and history.  He has taught at Temple, 
Rutgers, and Fairleigh Dickinson universities as well as at Ramapo 
College where he is a founding member.  He may be contacted at 
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.    

 



  Psychoanalytic Teaching      Page 101          
 

 

Education and Learning: Strangers to  
Psychoanalysis? A Historical Overview 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: The article gives an overview of psychoanalytic pedagogy and 
its applications to children’s homes, formal education, and psychoanalyt-
ic training in Europe before WWII.  Psychoanalysis and academic devel-
opmental psychology did not share common ground, the “learning” para-
digm being strange to most psychoanalysts.  Nowadays, psychoanalytic 
insights add to interdisciplinary and transformative learning processes.    

Keywords: Anna Freud, applied-psychoanalysis, educational-reform, 
learning-theory, psychoanalysis-history, psychoanalytic-pedagogy, psy-
choanalytic-training, Siegfried Bernfeld, supervision   

Although Sigmund Freud was not a pedagogically oriented 
personality, there were educational undercurrents in psychoanaly-
sis, in the “education for reality,” that Freud, in the spirit of En-
lightenment, stressed as one of the major tasks of psychoanalysis.  
However, as psychoanalysis developed, the teaching and training of 
psychoanalysis took a long time to get organized, while the pio-
neers of psychoanalysis participated in the more informal theory 
and case discussion meetings and commented on each other’s talks.  
Freud inevitably, and partly grudgingly, held the leading role, and 
was an authoritarian teacher.  He did not like to do supervision 
(called control analysis) and never wrote any theoretical outline of 
supervisory work. 

It was not until the 1920s that psychoanalytic training start-
ed to have more regulated forms and forums, especially in Berlin, 
and later in Vienna and elsewhere.  The efforts of Max Eitingon, 
Karen Horney, and others led to the establishment of the Berlin 
Poliklinik in 1920 and the International Training Committee of the 
International Psychoanalytic Association in 1925.  These institu-
tions formalized psychoanalytic education and laid the foundation 
for the tripartite training model, which is the basic model even to-
day.  The three components of the Eitingon model include seminars 
(didactic grounding in theory and conceptualization), training anal-
ysis (personal experiential level), and supervised practical work.  
Psychoanalytic education is thus grounded on three tasks: know 
your theory, know yourself, and know your practice (through super-
vision).  (On the history of psychoanalytic education and supervi-
sion, see C. Edward Watkins, Jr., “The Beginnings of Psychoana-
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lytic Supervision: The Crucial Role of Max Eitingon,” The Ameri-
can Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 73, No. 3, 2013, 254-270.)    

At the same time, psychology took its early shifts to the 
more empirical research of children’s development in psychoanaly-
sis through child analysis and in academic psychology through Jean 
Piaget’s and others’ research.  The paradigms of psychoanalysis, 
academic developmental, and educational psychology did not have 
much common ground.  Psychoanalysis insisted on having its own 
theoretical “cornerstones” of the dynamic unconscious, infantile 
sexuality and psychosexual development, drives, repression, intra-
psychic conflicts, transference, and resistance, whereas academic 
psychology, from behaviorism via neo-behaviorism to burgeoning 
cognitive research, leaned heavily on the “learning” paradigm. 

The concept of learning was altogether quite strange to most 
psychoanalysts.  There were few exceptions, for example, John 
Dollard and Neal Miller, who tried to develop a strict learning theo-
ry that had psychoanalytic ingredients.  They added drives (what 
the subject wants) to the depiction of learning consisting of cues 
(discriminative stimuli), responses, and rewards, and proposed that 
rewards do not function without drive.  Even in the field of psycho-
analytic pedagogy, which also emerged in the 1920s, the articles 
rarely used learning concepts but referred to the upbringing and ed-
ucation of children and adolescents according to psychoanalytic 
principles.  The adult learning processes were hardly mentioned.  
Initial advice on parental guidance was given by Wilhelm Stekel in 
Erziehung der Eltern (Education of the Parents, 1934).  Transfer-
ence and resistance issues involved in teaching situations were not 
discussed much in psychoanalysis before WWII.  Later, in the 
1970s, when cognitive psychology began to emerge as an academi-
cally leading domain, psychoanalytic writings still omitted the dis-
cussion of new cognitive learning (and memory) theories and stud-
ies.  The readiness of psychoanalysts for interdisciplinary approach-
es was mostly lacking. 

In the field of psychoanalytic pedagogy, the journal 
Zeitschrift für psychoanalytische Pädagogik (Journal for Psycho-
analytic Pedagogy, Heinrich Meng and Ernst Schneider, eds., 1926
-1937) was the first publication for developing psychoanalytically 
oriented educational science and practice.  Several people tried to 
advance educational reforms according to the psychoanalytic lines 
(see also my article, “To Educate or Not to Educate Through Psy-

choanalysis–and in Psychohistory,” Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 22, Nos. 1-



  Psychoanalytic Teaching      Page 103          
 

 

2, 2015, 65-70).  Among the first to develop practical psychoanalyt-
ically oriented educational work was Siegfried Bernfeld with his 
coworkers (Gerhard Fuchs and Wilhelm Hoffer, among others).  As 
a reform pedagogue, Bernfeld was the leader of the Jewish Institute 
for Youth Research and Education. 

In 1919, after the First World War, an American relief or-
ganization (the American Joint Distribution Committee) founded 
the Kinderheim Baumgarten (Baumgarten Children’s Home) in Vi-
enna.  This was solely for Jewish orphans or half-orphans and in-
cluded a kindergarten, a school, and a home under Bernfeld’s lead-
ership.  The number accommodated at first was 240 boys and girls 
from three to 16 years of age.  The Children’s Home aimed to ad-
vance what was formerly philanthropic work to a higher social-
pedagogical level while mixing elements from Maria Montessori’s, 
Otto Rank’s, and Gustav Wyneken’s educational ideas.  In further-
ance of this aim, scientific child and youth research was encour-
aged.  The Baumgarten Children’s Home provided the opportunity 
for research on children’s and adolescent’s organizational activities, 
their play, literary and artistic products, and fantasies.  It was also 
possible to experiment with “modern education” in the setting of 
this institution and to keep the authoritarian effect on children and 
youth to a minimum. 

Anna Freud called Bernfeld’s Baumgarten the “first attempt 
to use psychoanalytic principles in education” (“Willie Hoffer, 
M.D., Ph.D.,” Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, Vol. 23, 1968, 7).  
This educational experiment led by Bernfeld ended abruptly in 
April 1920 because the bourgeois Jewish circles, as financial 
supporters of the Home, had severe doubts about “socialist” (even 
“Bolshevist”) education and decided to stop the experiment in the 
Baumgarten Children’s Home.  Later, this utopian example 
influenced pioneering kibbutzim in Palestine and Israel. 

There were also other kindergartens, schools, and social-
pedagogical settings where psychoanalytic-pedagogical ideas were 
applied before WWII.  For example, Children’s Home-Laboratory 
was founded in Moscow in 1921.  It was mainly meant for a small 
group of children of Party functionaries who left the raising of their 
children (including Stalin’s son) to its staff.  It was run by Vera 
Schmidt, a teacher who had no analytic training but was interested 
in psychoanalysis.  She was influenced by the educational-
therapeutic experiments in the kindergartens and children’s/youth 
homes organized by August Aichhorn (Jugendheim Oberhollabrunn 
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[Youth Home Oberhollabrunn]) and Siegfried Bernfeld 
(Kinderheim Baumgarten) in Vienna. 

The idea followed by Vera Schmidt was that the educators 
would also work on themselves and undergo analysis to remove 
most of the harmful effects of their own irrational impulses and 
conflicts and become empathic toward the children.  This demand 
was not fulfilled.  It was impossible to arrange proper psychoana-
lytic training and supervision and to replace the disorganization, 
lack of long-term research management, storing of unanalyzed data 
(concerning children’s play, their language, artistic activities, and 
expressions of sexuality), and continuous turnover of educators.  
After rumors, surveillance, and commission inspections, the Chil-
dren’s Home-Laboratory and the State Psychoanalytic Institute 
were closed in 1925 (Alexander Etkind, Eros of the Impossible: The 
History of Psychoanalysis in Russia, 1997, 210-212). 

In April 1924, at the Eighth International Psychoanalytic 
Congress in Salzburg, Bernfeld criticized the way psychoanalysis 
had been applied to pedagogy.  The motives of education, the psy-
chic prerequisites for educational forms, the types of pedagogical 
ideologies and rationalizations, not to mention the educators, all 
needed psychoanalytic elucidation in Bernfeld’s view (“Kritik der 
bisherigen Anwendung der Psychoanalyse auf die Pädagog-
ik” [“Criticism of the application, so far, of psychoanalysis to peda-
gogy”], Internationale Zeitschrift für Psychoanalyse [International 
Journal of Psychoanalysis] , Vol. 10, 224).  He was also polemically 
determined to correct the attitudes of educators to certain practical 
issues.  He reminded his audience that psychoanalysis in no way 
supported the conception of childhood as an especially plastic de-
velopmental period.  On the contrary, the younger and more bound 
to heredity and drives the person was, the more shut off he/she was 
from outer influence.  Thus, it was obvious that, for Bernfeld, psy-
choanalysis had reached the boundaries of educational enterprise: It 
could help adult educators to understand better their drives and 
functions, but its educational potential among small children was 
mainly negative.  It provided “pessimistic pedagogy,” which was 
emerging through the psychoanalysis of collective phenomena. 

School pedagogy (not so much curriculum) was one of the 
main areas of interest in psychoanalytic pedagogy.  Intellectual in-
hibitions (e.g., learning disorders, learning difficulties, and difficul-
ties of understanding), as well as shyness, anxiety, and examination 
fears were linked to unconscious processes.  Working with the posi-
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tive transference in the educational context was the primary tool for 
treating learning and relational problems.  Erik Homburger Erikson, 
who had made some cultural comparisons of childrearing, including 
sexual education (e.g., “Psychoanalysis and the Future of Educa-
tion,” The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. 4, No. 1, 1935, 50-68; 
“Observations on Sioux Education,” The Journal of Psychology, 
Vol. 7, No. 1, 1939, 101-156), favored children’s sexual curiosity 
and their sexual research.  Education in schools, with the help of 
psychoanalysis, could support curiosity and create a motivating 
learning process without imposing instruction by force. 

In the early 1920s, “Red Vienna” was favorably inclined to 
advance both Freudian psychoanalytic and Adlerian individual psy-
chological pedagogy, opening many educational counseling cen-
ters.  From the mid-1920s, Anna Freud, Wilhelm Hoffer, August 
Aichhorn, and others arranged courses for pedagogues and insisted 
on the advantages of the “education of the educators” through psy-
choanalytic perspectives.  Under National Socialism, the pioneers 
of psychoanalytic pedagogy in Austria and Germany were expelled 
or, like Bruno Bettelheim and Ernst Federn, imprisoned in concen-
tration camps. 

Anna Freud was much more optimistic than Bernfeld while 
delineating the contributions of psychoanalysis to pedagogy, which 
is clear in The Writings of Anna Freud: Vol. I, 1922–1935. Intro-
duction to Psychoanalysis: Lectures for Child Analysts and Teach-
ers (1974).  She welcomed psychoanalysis as a critique of estab-
lished educational forms.  She saw psychoanalysis as expanding the 
human knowledge of the educators and clarifying their understand-
ing of the complex relationships between the educators and the 
children.  Finally, child analysis was in the position to alleviate the 
harm done to a child during childrearing and schooling. 

Currently, psychoanalytic training needs to move on from 
mechanical and hierarchical teaching and learning of the theories 
and cornerstones to the creative, critical, dialogical, and self- and co
-reflective teaching and learning processes.  This calls forth not on-
ly cognitive learning, but also reflective, transformative, and flexi-
ble lifelong learning that embraces both semantic and emotionally 
tinged autobiographical memories.  Psychoanalytic insights can be 
shared in interdisciplinary endeavors that consider the recent devel-
opments in various domains of research.  Learning is an open field, 
and psychoanalysis is also about learning (and memory), although 
many psychoanalysts have defended themselves against this in-
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sight. 

Crucial questions remain: Will psychoanalysts and teachers, 
both representatives of the “impossible profession,” search what is 
implied in the emotional situation of education and teaching?  Will 
they be curious about the uncertainties, ambivalences, disparities, 
impressions, and “difficult knowledge” (compare Deborah P. Britz-
man, “Between Psychoanalysis and Pedagogy: Scenes of Rap-
prochement and Alienation,” Curriculum Inquiry, Vol. 43, No. 1, 
2013, 95-117)?  Is transformative learning and interdisciplinary ed-
ucation still something alien, strange to psychoanalysis?  What is 
the changing reciprocal relation between psychoanalysis and peda-
gogy today?   

Juhani Ihanus’ biography is on page 28.   

Danielle Knafo: The Psychology of  
Creativity and Perversion 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

Keywords: art, creativity, perversion, psychology, psychosis, technology, 
trauma, unconscious-fantasies 

 Danielle Knafo is a prolific author and public speaker who 
was born to Jewish parents as the second of three girls and one boy 
in Safi, French Morocco, where her father was a schoolteacher and 
owned a large store.  When Daniella was a young child, her family 
moved to Pennsylvania, and at 17 she moved to Israel, where she 
lived for 12 years, taking her undergraduate degree in literature 
and psychology and her master’s in clinical psychology.  After 
teaching and working in mental health, she returned to the United 
States and obtained a doctoral degree in clinical psychology at the 
City University of New York prior to training at the New York Uni-
versity’s Postdoctoral Program in Psychoanalysis and Psychother-
apy.  Dr. Knafo taught at Adelphi University, Brooklyn College, the 
City University of New York, the New School for Social Research, 
and Tel Aviv and Bar-Ilan universities.  Her primary position is as 
a professor at Long Island University’s Post Campus’s Clinical 
Psychology doctoral program.  She also maintains a private prac-
tice and is a member of five psychoanalytic institutes (three in the 
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U.S. and two in Israel).   

The psychology of creativity and its relationship to mental 
health is a sustained interest of Danielle’s, resulting in her writing 
various books including Dancing with the Unconscious: The Art of 
Psychoanalysis and the Psychoanalysis of Arts (2012—a Gradiva 
Prize nominee); Egon Schiele: A Self in Creation: A Psychoanalytic 
Study of the Artist’s Self-Portraits (1991); and In Her Own Image: 
Women’s Self-Representation in Twentieth-Century Art (1993—
recipient of the Krasnoff Award).  She has also written about un-
conscious fantasies and the effects of trauma in Unconscious Fan-
tasies and the Relational World (2014) and Living with Terror, 
Working with Trauma: A Clinician’s Handbook (2004). Other 
works include Sex, Drugs and Creativity: Searching for Magic in a 
Disenchanted World (2018) and Becoming a Clinical Psychologist: 
Personal Stories of Doctoral Training (2015). 

In 2016, Danielle Knafo published The Age of Perversion: 
Desire and Technology in Psychoanalysis and Culture (awarded 
the 2018 ABAPsa Book Prize), which explores the sea of changes 
occurring in sexual and social life.  These changes were made pos-
sible by the ongoing technological revolution and demonstrate how 
psychoanalysts can understand and work with manifestations of 
perversion in clinical settings.  In 2020, she published The New 
Sexual Landscape and Contemporary Psychoanalysis (another 
Gradiva nominee). 

She has also published dozens of articles in academic jour-
nals such as Psychoanalytic Psychology, International Journal of 
Psychoanalysis, The Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Asso-
ciation, Psychoanalytic Review, and Studies in Gender and Sexuali-
ty. 

 Dr. Knafo was interviewed virtually by the editor (PHE) 
and Peter W. Petschauer (PWP). 

PHE: How do you define psychohistory?  

DK: Psychohistory uses psychology and psychoanalytic theory 
to comprehend historical events.  It also refers to the study of indi-
viduals in light of their childhood and family histories and cultural 
influences (psychobiographies).  It is interdisciplinary, combining 
psychology, psychoanalysis, history, anthropology, political sci-
ence, and ethnology.   

PHE: What is your  psychoanalytic/psychotherapeutic exper i-



Page 108       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

ence and what is its influence on you as a psychohistorian?  How 
has it changed your vision of the world?   

DK: I am a strong believer  in the power  of psychoanalysis to 
effect change.  Unfortunately, my own personal experiences were 
not very positive.  I learned more about what not to do than what to 
do. 

PHE: What brought you to psychoanalysis, psychohistory, and 
the study of art and artists? 

DK: I have always been interested in the human mind, the hu-
man condition, and human relations––in art, psychology, and cul-
ture.  In the same manner that I have straddled countries and lan-
guages, I have also been drawn to interdisciplinary studies.  I sup-
pose I feel most comfortable in the in-between spaces.   

PHE: What is your  pr imary affiliation?  Is it psychology, psy-
choanalysis, psychohistory?   

DK: I don’t like to choose.  I like them all, and I enjoy combining 
them and creating a dialogue between them. 

PWP: How and where did you develop your strong interest in art 
and artists?  Especially of the famous Schiele and his clientele in 
Austria.  In turn, how does your understanding of art influence your 
understanding of your patients and the artists you study?   

DK: I call myself an artiste manquée.  I had to decide between 
becoming an artist or a psychologist.  I chose psychology but re-
tained my strong interest in art, so I decided to keep a foot in both 
worlds and specialize in the psychology of art and creativity.  More 
recently, I have written about creativity in psychoanalysis.  I think 
every profession has its creative side.  In therapy, I try to remain 
flexible and move with my patients, sometimes leading, sometimes 
following.  I have described this back-and-forth movement as a cre-
ative dance, a process that offers freedom for personal expression 
and intuitive, personal invention.  Helping patients become more 
flexible, take chances, and discover their own hidden creative sides 
is one of the pleasures of the work. 

PHE: Which of your  works are you the proudest of?  

DK: I am most proud of my book with Rocco Lo Bosco, The 
Age of Perversion: Desire and Technology in Psychoanalysis and 
Culture.  We examine the structure of sexual and social perversion 
in relationship to trauma and the desire for transcendence, locating 
perversity as a site of danger as well as innovation.  While tradi-
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tionally perversion has referred to the sexual dimension of human 
experience, we show how the perverse structure is found in a wide 
variety of social circumstances.  Of particular interest to us is its 
relationship to both mortality and technology, the former inevitabil-
ity being one of the driving forces of the latter’s capacity.   

Sex and technology have a long history of partnering for 
pleasure, novelty, and limit breaking.  Charles Seife has said that 
“behind every technology is someone trying to have sex with it.”  
We argue that both technology and perversion originate in human 
dissatisfaction and restlessness as well as the desire to transcend 
limits, boundaries, and constrain frameworks.  Both technology and 
perversion engage in the opposition to the natural course.  Both can 
be creative or destructive.  Both risk hidden dangers in the quest for 
greater benefits.  Both are aggressive, invasive, and potentially ad-
dictive.  The sea change that has taken place in our world due to 
advanced technology has created a sexual landscape that demands a 
new way of looking at perversion.  The internet and associated 
technologies have digitized polymorphous perversity, creating an 
alternative adult world.  Sex dolls and sex robots, sex toys, cyber-
sex, teledildonics, sexting, catfishing, internet porn, and digisexual-
ity reflect some of the changes that proliferate in our erotically 
technologized world.  If one of the primary features in perversion is 
the dehumanization of humans, then the increasingly dehumanized 
world we live in due to technology has created an age of perver-
sion.  

PHE: What are you working on now?  What is its impor tance, 
and when do you expect to have it published? 

DK: I am on sabbatical now and my project is to wr ite a book 
on the psychoanalytic treatment of psychosis.  I have worked with 
psychosis for my entire career.  I have chaired a concentration on 
serious mental illness at Long Island University for the past 20 
years.  Both psychosis and art involve the creation of alternate real-
ities.  I understand psychosis as a creative response to an unbeara-
ble situation, and it holds the key to its own creative resolution.  I 
am also drawn to the extremes of human experience.  When work-
ing with psychosis, one often needs to put theory aside and respond 
with the fullness of one’s creativity. 

 I recently wrote a chapter on the history of the psychoana-
lytic treatment of psychosis.  It was fascinating for me to read what 
the major players in the field have contributed.  Unfortunately, in 
the United States, many have handed over the treatment of psycho-
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sis to psychiatry and psychopharmacology.  This has not been the 
case in England or France.  I am hoping the United States will re-
turn to being at the forefront in the treatment of psychosis. 

PHE: Have you published, or  do you plan to publish, an autobi-
ography or any autobiographical writings?   

DK: Many people ask me this question.  I happen to be a very 
private person, so the thought of writing a memoir or autobiography 
is not very appealing to me.  Answering these questions, some of 
which are rather personal, is on the edge of what I feel comfortable 
doing.  But who knows what the future will bring?  I have definite-
ly disclosed more about myself in my writing as I age. 

PWP: Regarding your  childhood, adolescence, and young 
adulthood in different societies, how have these influenced your 
understanding of history?   

DK: Having been born in Morocco and having lived in Israel 
and the United States has given me a broader viewpoint and multi-
ple perspectives on history.  I lived in Morocco when it was a 
French protectorate.  Later, I lived in Israel when it occupied Gaza 
and the West Bank.  Experiencing both sides of occupation made it 
easier for me to understand how very different narratives emerge 
from a single situation.  Humans are storytellers, writes historian 
and author of Sapiens (2011), Yuval Noah Harrar.  Everyone has a 
story to tell.  The danger is when we believe that one story tells it 
all.   

PHE: What is the impor tance of childhood to psychohistory?  

DK: Childhood is exceptionally impor tant because that is when 
the foundation of human identity is formed, and it is the most criti-
cal passage in shaping a person’s psychological and relational pat-
terns throughout their lifetime.  However, we should always go be-
yond childhood.  We need to ask about and explore three genera-
tions of our patients or the people we are studying to reach the trau-
mas and influences that have impacted them.  French psychoana-
lysts Francoise Davoine and Jean-Max Gaudilliere write of the in-
tergenerational transmission of trauma that is usually not recounted 
or processed.  Consequently, it is passed along through generations 
and experienced as embodied catastrophe and emptiness, especially 
in the case where one’s ancestors have suffered and witnessed ex-
treme social persecution and violence.  Many who are the unknow-
ing recipients of such traumas develop psychosis as a way to ex-
press and deal with them.     



       Featured Scholar       Page 111 
 

 

PHE: In your  exper ience and life, do high achievers identify 
more with their fathers?   

DK: I think that has been the exper ience of many, but that’s 
because fathers have traditionally been more successful in society’s 
eyes.  As women have entered the workforce and shattered glass 
ceilings, they have become role models as well.  In her famous arti-
cle, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” (ARTnews, 
1971), feminist art historian Linda Nochlin argued that women art-
ists tend to identify with their fathers.  Artemisia Gentileschi is a 
good example.  But Nochlin stressed that rather than dig for un-
known and unrecognized women artists, some of whom have even 
been misattributed as male artists, we should study biases that lie 
behind the question in her title: patriarchal biases in art institutions, 
art production, and art history.   

PHE: Following up on an issue raised by Freud, what is the im-
pact of parental loss on your level of achievement and those of sub-
jects you have studied? 

DK: Parental loss has had an enormous impact on several of 
the artists I’ve studied and written about.  To give two examples 
among many: Austrian expressionist artist Egon Schiele lost his 
father at a young age.  For the last three years of his father’s life, 
Schiele watched as his father’s physical and mental health deterio-
rated from syphilis.  The consequences of this loss were far-
reaching.  His longing for his father never disappeared and his hun-
ger for object replacement took the form of an unending series of 
father surrogates, including Gustav Klimt.  Schiele’s relentless self-
searching (and searching for the father in himself) is evident in his 
art—whose major motifs are sexuality, insanity, and death.  Femi-
nist artist Hannah Wilke took thousands of photographs of her 
mother after she took ill with cancer and a stroke.  It was as if she 
was hoping these photos would keep her alive after the recurrence 
of breast cancer.   

PWP: It would be good to know as a psychohistor ian all about 
your national, ethnic, and religious affiliations.  What loyalties have 
you taken from Morocco to Israel to the U.S. and how have they 
shaped your understanding of psychohistory?  How does a complex 
background impact adjustment to society?   

DK: I am a Sephardic Jew.  My family was forced out of Spain 
during the Spanish Inquisition.  Like many others, we moved to 
nearby North African countries.  My family lived for centuries in 
Morocco, which is a diverse country. 



Page 112       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

 Although I am happy to have lived in a relatively benevo-
lent Arab country where King Mohammed V saved the Jews from 
being sent to be murdered during WWII, I have always known that 
Jews were treated as second-class citizens.  The Jewish community 
in Morocco numbered 300,000 and is now less than 1,000.  Five 
years ago, my son asked me to take him on a “Roots Trip” to Mo-
rocco.  I took him, but most of what remains of our roots are Jewish 
cemeteries and abandoned synagogues.   

 What happens when a peoples’ history is erased?  The Se-
phardic Jews’ history was not taught in Israel until very recently, 
even though Sephardim make up half of the country’s population.  
Having this experience has sensitized me to every person’s person-
al, familial, and cultural history.  Psychoanalysts have correctly 
placed enormous importance on the influence of these factors.  On-
ly more recently have they begun including cultural and ancestral 
history.  Erik Erikson is an exception. 

PHE: Who was impor tant to your  development as a student of 
psychosocial phenomena?  Did Erik Erikson have an impact on 
you?  

DK: I was very drawn to Er ik Er ikson’s work.  I loved reading 
about famous people who made a difference in the world and find-
ing out more about their personal histories: Lincoln, Churchill, 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini.   

I tried to do this with the artists I wrote about by studying 
their art, learning about their lives, studying the periods they lived 
in and the art that was popular at that time.  Putting all this together 
was exciting and creative.  It deepened my appreciation of the art-
work and also helped me educate others about the contributions 
women artists have made.  I’ve always found it frustrating to read 
biographies that gloss over their subject’s childhood and move 
quickly to a person’s career trajectory as if childhood is unim-
portant. 

PHE: What special tr aining was most helpful in your  doing 
psychohistorical work? 

DK: My psychoanalytic training was helpful, though it did not 
always take into account historical and cultural influences.  Avidly 
reading biographies and autobiographies also helped me understand 
how people become who they are and the ways historical and cul-
tural events impact a person.  Reading psychohistorical accounts of 
wars, political figures, and various social events has always en-
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larged my perspective.  Traveling around the world and interacting 
with people in their home countries have also helped me gain a 
close-up rather than distant perspective of peoples’ experiences. 

PHE: What training should a person enter ing psychohistory 
today pursue? 

DK: To become a psychohistor ian, one should read biog-
raphies, autobiographies, history books, and books by psychohisto-
rians.  Some recommendations are Erik Erikson’s Y oung Man Lu-
ther (1958) and Gandhi’s Truth (1969); Peter Gay’s Freud: A Life 
for Our Time (1988); Lloyd deMause’s History of Childhood 
(1975); Philip Cushman’s Constructing the Self, Constructing 
America: A Cultural History of Psychotherapy (1995); Gail A. 
Hornstein’s To Redeem One Person is to Redeem the World: The 
Life of Frieda Fromm-Reichmann (2000); and Robert J. Lifton’s 
History and Human Survival: Essays on the Young and Old, Survi-
vors and the Dead, Peace and War, and on Contemporary Psycho-
history (1970).  These are only a few to get someone started.   

One should also conduct their own psychohistorical re-
search, interviewing family members.  I have my students begin by 
taking oral histories of their parents and grandparents.  They are 
always surprised by what they discover that was unknown to them.  
When one understands their own lineage, traumas, influences, and 
behavioral patterns that have been passed down through genera-
tions, then one looks at oneself and others in a more contextualized 
and nuanced fashion.   

PHE: How do you see psychohistory developing in the next dec-
ade? 

DK: The answer  to this question really depends on future poli-
tics.  If there is a swing toward authoritarianism, then historical nar-
ratives will tend to become limited, singular, and extremely self-
serving.  We see this in many cases, for instance, in the denial of 
the Armenian genocide in Turkey and even of Black history in the 
United States.   

PHE: What do we as psychohistor ians need to do to strengthen 
our work? 

DK: Psychohistor ians need to fight for  the inclusion of alterna-
tive histories; they need to encourage histories told by marginalized 
people.   

PHE: How do you explain the growth and psychology of funda-
mentalism? 
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DK: Actually, fundamentalism has always been here.  However , 
when the Right began to lose the cultural war, it rearmed.  It be-
came very clear at one point that fundamentalism had lost its power 
to motivate.  Abortion then became a rallying cry that mobilized the 
Right.  We have become more aware of Christian and Islamic fun-
damentalism over recent years and the threats they pose to our so-
cial fabric.  Fundamentalism in great part has been caused by glob-
alization, modernization, loss of identity, uncertainty, and the frag-
mentation of traditional orders.  Many feel their identities are 
threatened by these changes and, they therefore idealize and wish to 
return to the past, usually viewing holy texts as literal agents of 
power.  Diversity, pluralism, secular and liberal thought are all seen 
as enemies to tradition.  Fundamentalism is essentially a reaction to 
insecurity.  It demands strict adherence to certain principles and 
dogmas that rule out any difference of opinion or even dialogue.  
Differences are resolved by denial of reality, force, and violence, 
thus preventing growth.  Such belief systems embrace one belief 
system and one only.  There can be no competition, no doubts.  
Thus, science and facts are antithetical to fundamentalism.   

Melanie Klein’s developmental theory can help us under-
stand fundamentalist belief systems since they resemble what takes 
place in the paranoid-schizoid position.  Paranoid-schizoid thinking 
is black and white thinking: The world is divided into good and 
bad, truth and lies, self and other.  One idealizes their own position 
while projecting onto the other unacceptable aspects of the self, as-
pects that are difficult to contain within oneself.  It is a way of us-
ing primitive defenses to deal with primitive anxieties. 

PHE: What are your  thoughts on the psychology and psychody-
namics of violence in our world? 

DK: To be violent, one must dehumanize the other .  One often 
dehumanizes others if one was once dehumanized by others.  Trau-
ma begets trauma; hence, the importance of learning about history.  
When we say history repeats itself, we mean it.  We are a violent 
species, yet Steven Pinker claims that we are living in the least vio-
lent time in our history.  It seems true that we have become less tol-
erant of violence, although we react to some countries’ and per-
sons’ violence more than to others—e.g., Israel as opposed to Chi-
na, Saudi Arabia, and Zimbabwe; Blacks as opposed to Whites.  At 
the same time, the threat of (nuclear) violence still looms large.   

PHE: How do you understand the psychology of ter ror ism?  

DK: I like Boaz Ganor ’s definition of terrorism as “the intentional 
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use of, or threat to use, violence against civilians or against civilian 
targets, in order to attain political aims” (“Defining Terrorism - Is 
One Man’s Terrorist Another Man’s Freedom Fighter?,” Interna-
tional Institute for Counter-Terrorism, 2010).  In war, soldiers go 
into combat knowing who the enemy is and what they need to do to 
protect themselves.  Knowing one’s opponent permits the possibil-
ity of developing defenses, facing the aggressor, fearing them, re-
jecting them, or defeating them.  This is akin to Freud’s second the-
ory of anxiety as a signal of anticipating danger.   

 However, terrorism is masked, hidden, and nonspecific.  
One is taken by surprise and, therefore, one feels trapped and un-
protected.  One doesn’t know where the threat comes from and thus 
cannot rely on their own judgment or perception.  Most of all, it is 
impossible to feel one has a choice in behavior or in ways to defend 
oneself.  Terrorism, unlike combat situations in war, has created a 
world in which the enemy can be anywhere and might attack at any 
time.  As a result, our lives are pervaded by feelings of fear and 
helplessness.  This is akin to Freud’s first theory of anxiety in 
which one is overwhelmed by stimulation that bypasses the psyche 
and is therefore beyond understanding.   

Terrorist acts burst into our lives violently, instantaneously, 
and unpredictably.  They establish a state of permanent and gener-
alized terror and trauma in which people feel that although nothing 
awful might be happening at any given moment, something awful 
might happen in the very next.  Although human beings indeed pos-
sess the ability to adapt to even the most extreme conditions—as 
we witnessed with the Holocaust—terrorist attacks are periodic but 
unpredictable so as to awaken a sense of threat and perpetuate a 
state of fear and confusion.   

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

DK: Scholars and academics need to reach beyond the  
university and academic journals.  In today’s world of advanced 
technology, they need to post on social media sites, create blogs 
and podcasts.   

PHE: What is the impact of psychohistory on your  area of ex-
pertise? 

DK: I have several areas of exper tise, and psychohistory affects 
them all.  I am always interested in going deeper into my subjects’ 
unconscious, into their pasts, and into their social histories. 
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PHE: How can we recruit new people to the field? 

DK: This is an excellent question.  We need to show younger 
generations the relevance of psychohistory.  We need to speak to 
them in their language, get onto their social media platforms, and 
choose topics that are of personal interest to them. 

PHE: What books were impor tant to your  development?  

DK: These are a few of the books that I car ry within me: Sig-
mund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) along with eve-
rything else he wrote; Ernest Becker’s The Denial of Death (1973); 
T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets (1943); Bruno Schulz’ The Street of 
Crocodiles (1934); Robert Stoller’s Perversion: The Erotic Form of 
Hatred (1975); Anton Ehrenzweig’s The Hidden Order of Art: A 
Study in the Psychology of Artistic Imagination (1971); Carson 
McCullers’s The Ballad of a Sad Café (1951); Charlotte Salomon’s 
Life? or Theater?: A Song-play (1941-1943 paintings and script); 
and D. W. Winnicott’s Playing and Reality (1971). 

PHE: Are there any mentors who come to mind?  

DK: Fred Pine was an ear ly supervisor  I had and he taught me 
not to adhere rigidly to any one theory and to follow where the pa-
tient takes me.  Donald Kaplan was my psychoanalytic mentor and 
one of my first teachers at the New York University Postdoctoral 
Program for Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis.  I was surprised 
and thrilled by the way he taught Freud with a delightful mix of er-
udition and humor.  I was always drawn to Freud’s genius and until 
this day do not understand analysts who facilely dismiss or criticize 
Freud.  Being in Donald’s class solidified my love of Freud, and it 
has not wavered since that time.  I have taught Freud in a number of 
institutions—academic and psychoanalytic—as well as private 
seminars.  Like Donald, I never tire of teaching Freud, especially 
since it gets me to reread Freud and discover new ideas that I 
missed in prior readings.  I especially love watching students and 
candidates beginning to realize that their lives and selves are rooted 
in the vast unconscious.  It is as if they are developing new eyes to 
see into another dimension.   

Also, I was in a reading group for five years with five other 
women psychoanalysts, including Annie Bergmann.  We read biog-
raphies and autobiographies of women psychoanalysts: Anna 
Freud, Melanie Klein, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Karen Horney, 
Lou Andreas-Salome, Helena Deutsch, and Marie Bonaparte.  We 
read about their lives and works.  We wanted to fill in what had 
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been left out of our training.  It was wonderful.  We mentored each 
other, and we ran out of reading material and moved to biographies 
of male psychoanalysts.  The group disbanded after we read Peter 
Gay’s biography of Freud.   

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

DK: My favor ites are Sigmund Freud, Rober t J . Lifton, Er ik 
Erikson, Vamık Volkan, and Philip Cushman. 

PHE: Thanks for  your  informative and exciting interview. 

 Paul H. Elovitz’ biography may be found on page 46 

and  Peter W. Petschauer's on page 16.  ❑ 

Our Virtual Psychohistory Forum  
Meeting on Paranoid Politics 

Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College 

 Republican Joe McCarthy’s anti-communist paranoia 
prompted the brilliant historian (and former communist) Richard 
Hofstadter to coin the phrase “the paranoid style” in American poli-
tics in his 1964 essay in Harper’s Magazine and then published his 
book, The Paranoid Style in American Politics and Other Essays 
(1964).  Our May 1st presenter, Ken Fuchsman, likes to point out 
that by early 2021, the paranoid style had 24,900,000 hits on 
Google.  This is in contrast to Freud’s 63,100,000 and psychohisto-
ry’s 421,000.  The U.S. is currently in one of these periods of mas-
sive paranoia in politics.   

 Former President Trump’s disregard of the truth has re-
newed interest in what Hofstadter called politics of the “wildest 
fancies… the most paranoid suspicions” and “the most bizarre 
apocalyptic fantasies” (Radical Right, 2008, 99-100).  Hofstadter 
and Fuchsman are not speaking of paranoia in the clinical sense but 
rather politically.  The fact that so many millions of Republicans 
appear to believe that the recent election was stolen (67% according 
to Jonathan Easley, “Majority of Republicans say 2020 election 
was invalid: poll,” The Hill, February 25, 2021) is an indication of 
the deterioration of belief in trust and truth.   

Ken Fuchsman did an excellent job of presenting and then 
handling the lengthy series of questions that followed, while Inna 
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Rozentsvit did a fine job as the moderator.  It is important to com-
ment on the backgrounds of the 31 participants in the meeting.  
They came from Europe (Belarus, France 3, and Switzerland), India 
(2), Israel, Canada, and throughout the entire U.S.  More U.S. par-
ticipants were outside the Metropolitan New York area than within 
it, including people from Alaska and California.  By occupation, 
therapists made up the largest number (I suspect most are psycho-
analysts), and there were at least four historians.  Clearly, the bene-
fits of a virtual meeting are that we can involve so many more col-
leagues from around the world.  The downside was a technical 
glitch delaying the meeting.  Other general downsides are that we 
are not sitting close to each other, introducing ourselves, and ver-
bally stating our questions based on the presentation paper that the 
presenter would eventually respond to (instead of having to work 
partly through the moderator middleman).  It is also impossible to 
break up into separate lively one-on-one discussions before going 
to lunch together or our separate ways.    

Some interesting points raised included that much of the 
radical right may not believe in democracy or even the republican 
form of government.  Connecticut Senator Chris Murphy’s declara-
tion that most Republicans in the House of Representatives seem to 
believe a Democrat victory in an election is automatically illegiti-
mate was equally striking and a reflection of paranoid thinking.  
The loss of a sense of safety and trust in the democratic system was 
emphasized by a Midwestern psychoanalyst.  An Ohio professor 
pointed out that there are many varied examples of conspiracy theo-
ries on the left and indicated that he would send these to the pre-
senter.   

Participants are looking forward to future virtual and in-
person meetings. 

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is the director/convener of the Psy-
chohistory Forum, which he started in 1982 and may be contacted 
at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.   
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers  
 

We welcome symposia or individual papers with a 
psychoanalytic/psychological approach on:  
 

- Our emotional connections to art, books, graphic art, media,  
 music, objects, podcasts, TV, and so forth 

- TV as a form of object relations 

- Childrearing and childhood and their lifelong impact 

- The psychobiography of important and historical people:        
 Darwin, Edison, Lenin, Lincoln, Merkel, Putin, et al. 

- The interface of technology and human emotions  

- Creativity and its relationship to dreams  

- The transgenerational impact of trauma  

- Music and musicians 

- Psychobiographies of major psychoanalysts & psychohistorians  

- Presidential candidates and elections 

- The after effects of war 

- The paranoid style in the American revolutionary movement 

- Comparing the Weimar Republic with contemporary America 

- Case studies of peace and reconciliation efforts 

- Successful political conciliators 

- Applying the methodology of Vamık Volkan 

- A few poems relevant to special issue topics 

- Reviews of major scholarly books on the subject of symposia 

 

We seek articles from 500 to 2,000 words—including a 25-word 
abstract, 7-10 keywords, and a brief biography ending with an 
email address.  One or two 2,500-3,500 word essays are also  

welcome provided they are outstanding scholarship, well written, 
and can be used as symposium papers.  We do not publish  

bibliographies and have citations only for direct quotes.  Articles 
deemed appropriate by the editors will be ultimately submitted to 
our five referees.  Articles, abstracts, and queries should be sent 

to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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The Journey of History to Psychohistory 

Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University 

Leopold von Ranke, the well-known 19th century historian,  
refined history as a field. 
He said it must be written as it was –  
accurate and based on sources; 
he meant the great leaders of Prussia and the emergence  
of their state. 
He remained unaware that these men were reflections of his own,  
male success. 

Soon enough other writers studied other nations, like England, 
France, Germany, and Russia and  
endeavored to unlock secrets of their success.  
Left the myths about their rise –  
instead of tackling them,  
spread them further with abandon. 

The field picked up the ancients –  
Caesar, Augustus, and Constantine shone again  
and causes of the later fall of the splendid edifice called Rome. 
Mostly based on external forces,  
these analyses overlooked the “inner workings” of men and state. 

Beyond the narrow confines of Europe – 
some others discovered the brilliant rulers and dynasties  
in India, China, and Japan – 
Ashoka became known again as did the Tang and Ming,  
so did Kyoto. 
Now textbooks included these “others” – 
glad to offer a glimpse here and there.  

Other ways to analyze the past emerged soon as well, 
economic history jumped to the fore – 
authors not realizing that decisions could best be understood  
with a sprinkling of psychology. 

Then, not so long ago, 
historians found ordinary people in their habitat and  
later still women’s roles in these very worlds: 
Hatshepsut, Nefertiti, and Catherine the Great  
come to mind. 
By now, women had entered the field. 
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And a few of them highlighted women in literature, art, and music. 

The most comprehensive approach emerged  
mere decades ago: 
Children came out of the shadows and the misery they endured –  
with a nod to the recency of their better treatment. 

More recently still, pioneers combined history and psychology to  
discern motives of leaders and ordinary men, women, and children. 
Male and female heroes plowed this field: 
Aries, Rutschke, deMause, and many more. 

Conferences enlightened and spread the word, 
yet the adherents to this articulation of the craft did not find  
acceptance beyond their flock, 
too deeply anchored in their field,  
traditional historians found the new approach too distant  
from their concerns. 

Even in the minuscule world of these experts, 
the usefulness of combining childhood with politics and economics 
remained unexplored till a few decades ago. 

Most recently, some men and women launched fully  
into psychology and pushed history to the side. 
Historians sat with analysts forever – 
should psychoanalysts now sit with historians  
and learn more about the field? 
The two words of psychohistory are, after all, 
and remain: 
History and Psychology. 

 Peter W. Petschauer’s biography is on page 16.  ❑  

Book Review  

The Armenian Genocide:  
Can Conciliation Replace Denial? 

Harold Takooshian—Fordham University 

 Review of Pamela Steiner’s Collective Trauma and the Ar-
menian Genocide: Armenian, Turkish, and Azerbaijani Relations 
Since 1839 (Oxford: Hart Publishing, 2021, Human Rights Law in 
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Perspective series), ISBN 978-1-50993-483-6, pages 334, hardcov-
er, £81.00 

Keywords: Armenia, Azerbaijan, conciliation, denial, genocide, trauma, 
Turkey 

Even within the long and tortuous literature on the genocide 
of Armenians in 1915, this is a timely new volume that stands out 
in at least three important ways.  First, it is decidedly even-handed, 
aiming to understand and reconcile the differing views of Turks, 
Azeris, and Armenians.  Second, it is strikingly multidisciplinary, 
drawing on concepts from many fields.  Third, author Pamela  
Steiner has a long and distinguished track record in past media-
tions since the 1980s, including German-Jewish and Israeli-
Palestinian mediations before her “Armenian-Turkish relationship 
work” (xxi).  

Steiner is a Harvard-based mediator, clinical psychologist, 
psychohistorian, and (not least) the great-granddaughter of es-
teemed U.S. Ambassador to Turkey Henry Morgenthau (who did 
so much to try to reconcile Armenians with the Turkish govern-
ment in 1915).  An expert on trauma, Steiner “decided to write this 
book when I believed I had a fresh and useful perspective to 
share” (xvi).  She starts with this question posed by noted Turkish 
historian Halil Berktay in 2005: “How can we liberate the present 
from being captive, in bondage, to the ghosts of 1915?”  She adds: 
“My book as a whole seeks to address this problem” (xv).  

Summary 
The 18 chapters appear in four parts.  First, after a lengthy 

introduction detailing the long gestation of this volume, chapters 
one through three take the reader on a deep dive into the psychiat-
ric nature of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), its causes, and 
the consequences.  Steiner depicts the many psychiatric afteref-
fects of both individual and collective trauma, including despair, 
withdrawal, denial, guilt, anger, helplessness, as well as desires for 
revenge, justice, or scapegoating.  Steiner offers four very similar 
examples of collective trauma in four diverse regions: Africa 
(Rwanda), Europe (Hungary), the Middle East (Israel/Palestine), 
and East Asia (Indonesia).  

It should be noted here that once the Ottoman Turks toppled 
Constantinople in 1453, the Turkish “millet” system was “Jim 
Crow on steroids” for five centuries.  Non-Muslim minorities be-
came “dhimmis” (“protected peoples”) with limited rights who 
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owed special taxes to the Sultan.  On YouTube today, one can eas-
ily find five-minute clips of Elia Kazan’s powerful 1963 film 
America! America! with stark images of this millet system in which 
non-Muslim minorities carefully heeded their Turkish overlords. 

Two, chapters four through nine explore 200 years of Otto-
man history, mentioning the tangled roots of Turkish society and 
the changing role of non-Muslims.  Though Armenians had occu-
pied Anatolia for thousands of years, they were now subject to the 
Ottoman Turks who saw Anatolia as their own homeland.  Steiner 
masterfully recounts the decline of the Sultan, the rising clash of 
Turkish and Armenian nationalists, and the “emotional roller 
coaster” with dramatic stories across these 200 years.  One chapter 
focuses on a psychobiography on the five “Young Turk” leaders 
who (around 1912) secretly concocted a murderous solution to 
their growing “Armenian Question.”  Despite the noble efforts of 
Turkey’s heroic U.S. Ambassador Henry Morgenthau, the geno-
cide swiftly and savagely unfolded, starting on April 24, 1915.  

Three, chapters ten through 15 shift from Turkey to the 
Transcaucasus after 1900 and the more local relations between 
Azeris and Armenians after the sudden fall of Tsar Nicholas in 
1917.  Under a faltering Russian hegemony, the three fledgling 
Transcaucasian republics—Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan—
endured further trauma as they barely survived the onslaught of the 
Ottoman armies.   

Finally, chapters 16 through 18 focus on the psychological 
importance of meaning-making, and how this is impaired by col-
lective trauma among both Armenians and Turks.  Steiner de-
scribes her experiences with ill-fated efforts like the U.S. State De-
partment’s Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation Commission in 2001.  
Her concluding chapter suggests a way forward for Azeris and Ar-
menians in the current struggle over the disputed border region of 
Artsakh.  She writes: “Together we can find the strength to grieve, 
and the awareness and will to change course” (309).  

Critique 
Would Ambassador Morgenthau be proud to see this book by 

his great-granddaughter?  No doubt.  Like him, Steiner combines 
great abilities with a determination to replace conflict with peace.  
Also, like he did in 1915, she is eager to do the impossible by bro-
kering peace between Turks and Armenians in 2020.  For over a 
decade, Steiner personally worked with key Turkish and Armenian 
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leaders in this effort, who encouraged Steiner’s volume.  Its bibli-
ography of over 300 sources is impressively diverse in several 
ways: It includes historical archives; primary and secondary 
sources in at least three languages; and draws from many distinct 
specialties—psychohistorians like Vamık Volkan, psychiatrists 
like Bessel van der Kolk, historians like Richard Hovhannisian, 
mediators like Herbert Kelman, and psychologists like Ani 
Kalayjian.  Not least of all, it fully blends three perspectives: Turk-
ish, Azeri, and Armenian.   

Steiner’s psychohistorical approach is especially valuable in 
explaining why genocide occurred in 1915, why hatred still festers, 
and what needs to be done now to end it.  To achieve harmony 
among Armenians, Turks, and Azeris, four related issues should be 
confronted. 

The first issue is ghosts.  When Berktay refers to the “ghosts” 
of 1915, how disrespectful is this?  All of us, Turk and Armenian, 
naturally cherish the memory of our dear ancestors, including 
those children and families who suffered violence and death.  In 
my own family, we all loved our dear Uncle Vahram Sofian (1899-
1969) who, “on the road” at age 15, had to bury his own mother 
Berjuhi as he marched on.  Is dear Berjuhi one of 1.5 million un-
wanted ghosts who we must now exorcise to achieve harmony?  

The second issue is “good Turks.”  More than most nations, 
there has always been a huge rift between the Turkish people and 
their government, which Steiner’s book confirms.  Detailed ac-
counts of the genocide are replete with “good Turks” who did not 
support their government’s murderous policies and were largely 
responsible for those Armenians who survived.  In my own family, 
my displaced grandmother Surpuhi and her two daughters were 
personally protected from harm for three years by a poor but godly 
village Imam, who bewailed his government’s misbehavior.  Later, 
when my mother Dorothy left Istanbul in 1934, she deeply missed 
her warm and caring Muslim neighbors.  Today, while Recep Tay-
yip Erdoğan’s government remains steadfast in its denial, we see 
many if not most Turks increasingly and openly sympathetic to 
accept the genocide for what it was—an acceptance that bodes 
well for future conciliation.  

The third issue is DNA.  During the chaos of 1915-1923, 
countless Armenian children were abducted and raised by Turkish 
families, some unaware of their Armenian ancestry—much like the 
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Hamshin (Islamicized Armenians).  As new DNA testing becomes 
popular, thousands of Turks are now discovering their Armenian 
ancestry.  Can this trend have any other impact, except to narrow 
the gap between Armenians and Turks?   

The fourth issue is forgiveness.  Armenians are surely proud 
to be part of the world’s first Christian nation, and forgiveness is 
certainly a foundational tenet of Christianity.  But how can one 
forgive someone who denies any wrongdoing?  Clearly, the current 
waning of denial makes forgiveness possible.  

Today 
Since Steiner’s volume appeared in the past year, two mo-

mentous events give it great new importance.  First, on the down-
side, Recep Erdoğan zealously supported “Operation Iron Fist,” 
the massive Azeri invasion into Nagorno-Karabagh on September 
27, 2020.  Many fear that Erdoğan hopes to finish the job the 
Young Turks began in 1915 and finally unite these two Turkic na-
tions by eliminating that small land area of Armenia that currently 
divides them.  Second, on the upside, many applauded Joseph R. 
Biden for finally, on April 24, 2021, uttering the “G” word, mak-
ing history as the first U.S. President since 1915 to use the forbid-
den word “genocide,” despite immense pressure from Ankara.   

The stakes are suddenly higher than ever.  Just as denial is 
visibly declining among the Turkish citizenry, the government of 
Armenia is now reeling at the prospect of annihilation, as leaders 
in Ankara and Baku revive their pan-Turan ambitions.  What can 
be done to replace conflict with peace in this turbulent region?  
There is no better guide than Steiner’s powerful new book, which 
is now a must-read for those involved in this centuries-old drama.  

 Harold Takooshian, PhD, has been on the faculty of Ford-
ham University since 1975, where he is Professor of Psychology, 
Urban Studies, and Organizational Leadership.  He has done oral 
histories with dozens of Armenian migrants who came to the U.S. 
before and after the 1915 genocide in Anatolia.  He can be contact-

ed at takoosh@aol.com.  ❑  

Go to the Clio’s Psyche website to learn more 
about the journal, psychohistory, and to view 

back issues from 1994-2019: https://
cliospsyche.org/ 
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Memorial 

Remembering Richard L. Rubenstein    

Howard F. Stein—University of Oklahoma  

 Before and after the field of psychohistory began, numerous 
scholars have contributed to understanding “the why of history” 
through the prism of psychodynamic interpretation and explanation, 
but they have not identified with or professionally labeled them-
selves as psychohistorians or as “doing psychohistory.”  They 
might not even have been “claimed” by many psychohistorians.  
One such person is the late Richard L. Rubenstein (1924-2021), 
who died on May 16, 2021, at age 97.  Once, in 1978, he attended 
the International Psychohistorical Association conference. 

 Richard Rubenstein, a prodigious scholar and prolific writ-
er, used psychoanalytic perspectives in virtually all of his writing.  
His pioneering first book, After Auschwitz (1966), explored the 
meaning of Jewish life and the impossibility of an omnipotent, cov-
enantal God, of divine election (chosenness), and theodicy after 
Auschwitz.  Rubenstein was a rabbi, university professor, theologi-
an, philosopher, frequent guest lecturer, college president 
(University of Bridgeport), and in my undergraduate years at the 
University of Pittsburgh (1963-1967), a mentor.  A brilliant and 
formidable lecturer in university courses, he directed the university 
Hillel and was a regular guest rabbi at the synagogue I attended in 
Pittsburgh.    

I will never forget a spellbinding talk Rubenstein gave on 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1807).  
He stood before the class, eyes tightly shut, and delivered an hour 
or so long lecture that was at once profound and virtuosic replete 
with long, exact quotations, delivered in a reverberating baritone (if 
I remember correctly) voice.  His intense focus and concentration 
were inspiring, and his incisive critique was as exhaustive as his 
explication. 

Rubenstein’s legacy includes such books as After Ausch-
witz, The Cunning of History: Mass Death and the American Fu-
ture (1975), My Brother Paul (1972), Power Struggle (1974), The 
Age of Triage: Fear and Hope in an Overcrowded World (1983), 
and Jihad and Genocide (2011).  As an implicit psychohistorian, 
Richard Rubenstein deserves to be widely read as psychohistory.  
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His life and work are a blessing to us all. 

 Howard F. Stein’s biography may be found on page 23.  ❑  

BULLETIN BOARD 

CONFERENCES: The Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress Seminar’s vir tual meeting on May 1, 2021, featured 
Ken Fuchsman (University of Connecticut and past Interna-
tional Psychohistorical Association [IPA] president) on “The 
Paranoid Tradition in American History and Politics.”  Inna Ro-
zentsvit handled the technical aspects of the meeting.  
“Accomplishments and the Next Assignments of Psychohistory: 
The Impact of COVID-19 and the Need for Research on Childrear-
ing, Psychobiography, and the Breakdown of Trust” is the tentative 
title of the seminar being scheduled for September online.  Jim An-
derson is now confident that he can present in person his pan-
demic delayed talk, “Heinz Kohut’s Vulnerable Self,” in the early 
spring.  Additional meetings will be scheduled when proposal pa-
pers are received and a committee has reviewed them.  The Interna-
tional Psychohistorical Association’s 44th Annual conference held 
virtually on May 19-21, 2021, included presentations by our mem-
bers, Peter Loewenberg (keynote speaker), Theresa Aiello, Marc-
André Cotton, Paul H. Elovitz, Ken Fuchsman, Hannah Hahn, 
Susan Kavaler-Adler, Doris Leicher, Ruth Lijtmaer, Karyne E. 
Messina, Denis O’Keefe, Peter W. Petschauer, Ken Rasmussen, 
Howard F. Stein, and Duke Wagner.  The International Society 
for Political Psychology’s (ISPP) virtual meeting will be on July 11
-13, 2021; and the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for 
Psychoanalytic Education (IFPE) conference will be held in Fall 
2021.  APPRECIATION: We wish to thank Judith Harris for 

several years of service as Associate Editor of Clio's Psyche as she 
now turns her attention to writing The Poetry of Loss: Romantic 
and Contemporary Elegies for Routledge.  CONGRATULA-
TIONS: To David R. Beisel and Irene Javors on the publication 
of Genres of the Imagination (2021); Tomasz Pawelec on History 
and the Unconscious: The Theoretical Assumptions and Research 
Practices of Psychohistory (this 2004 book is now translated into 
English from Polish); Paul Salstrom on his upcoming book Appala-
chia’s Alternative to Mainstream America: A Personal Education 
(University of Tennessee Press, December 2021 release); Vamık D. 
Volkan on the publication of Sexual Addiction: Psychoanalytic 



Page 128       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

Concepts and the Art of Supervision; and Bob Samuels on the pub-
lication of  Generation X  and the Rise of the Entertainment Subject, 
part of the Generation X: Studies in Culture, Demographics, and 
Media Representation series (2021).  Congratulations to the staff of 
the IPA who have upgraded their online newsletter into a valuable 
psychohistorical source, which may be found at: https://
www.psychohistory.us/archive.php.  DEATHS: Our  condolences 
to Margery Quackenbush on the death of her husband Robert: artist, 
children’s book author, psychoanalyst, and past member of the Psy-
chohistory Forum who died at age 91 of leukemia.  WORK IN 
PROGRESS: To Larry Fr iedman on the near  completion of A 
World Without Nations: Pragmatic Visionaries and the Quest for 
Global Peace that he has worked on for many years.  WELCOME 
NEW MEMBERS: Karyne E. Messina, Bob Samuels, Pamela 
Steiner, and Benjamin Wegner.  THANKS: To Benefactors 
Fred C. Alford, Peter Barglow, Herbert Barry, David Beisel, Eva 
Fogelman, Peter Loewenberg, David Lotto, Jamshid Marvasti, Can-
dace Orcutt, Peter W. Petschauer, Billie Pivnick, and Jacques 
Szaluta; Patrons Theresa Aiello, Ken Fuchsman, and Joyce Rosen-
berg; Sustaining Members Arnold Richards and Talia Shafir; and 
Supporting Members James W. Anderson, Sue Erikson Bloland, 
Barbara Bloom, James R. Booth, Michael Britton, Marilyn Charles, 
Lawrence J. Friedman, Karyne E. Messina, Susan Nimmanhe-
minda, Joseph G. Ponterotto, and Jack Schwartz.  Our special 
thanks for thought-provoking materials to Kenneth Alan Adams, 
Tom Artin, Claude Barbre, Gerhard Bliersbach, Matthew H. Bowk-
er, Mark Bracher, Howard H. Covitz, Paul H. Elovitz, Ken 
Fuchsman, Judith Harris, Juhani Ihanus, Irene Javors, Karyne E. 
Messina, Julie Jaffee Nagel, Peter W. Petschauer, Martin Quitt, 
Burton Norman Seitler, Olga Shutova, Howard F. Stein, Pamela 
Steiner, and Harold Takooshian.  To Nicole D’Andria for editing, 
proofing, and Publisher 2016 software application and Professor 
Paul Salstrom for proofing.  Our special thanks to our authors, edi-
tors, and numerous overworked referees who must remain anony-

mous.  ❑  

We Wish to Thank Our Talented Authors, Diligent, 

Hard-working, and Prompt Editors, and Our Loyal 

Referees Who Must Remain Anonymous.  
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on  

Personal Space in our  
Modern & Virtual World  

The Winter 2022 Special Issue 
(Papers due 10/01/2022) 

 

Some possible psychological/psychoanalytic approaches include: 
 

- Case studies of severe anxiety and depression brought on or  
intensified by social distancing and fear of the pandemic 

- Familial spatial rearrangements during the pandemic and the  
impact on relationships  

- The invasion of women’s space including by bosses and politicians 
- Online space and its meaning to the young who can be bullied on it 
- Personal vs. public space: What are the safe spaces of your life?  
- Cultural comparisons of the use of space and their implications 
- The space of our homes, imposing exterior- mansions 
- How the space we create in our homes reflects our psychic reality 
- Space for public display or personal enjoyment 
- Owning, controlling space as an expression of one’s power 
- The sacred space of the nation state worth fighting and dying for 
- The invasion of workspace into the home sanctuary 
- Royal space and the space of the rich and powerful vs. others 
- Space for quiet and reflection in a noisy, intrusive world 
- Religious spaces, including comparisons of religious usage of space 
- Conflicts over holy space, case studies, such as in Jerusalem 
- Imagined space: heaven, hell, utopias, and dystopias 
- The medical invasion of the body: X-rays, MRI, mammograms  
- Digital business, government, and personal computer space,  

invaded by hackers    
- Fantasies & realities of outer space, space in the wild, etc. 
- Technology and space 
- Reviews of relevant books, broadcasts, games, movies, music,  

or plays 
 

We seek articles from 1,000-2,000 words—including a 25-word 
abstract, 7-10 keywords, and your brief biography ending in your 
e-mail address—by 10/01/2021.  One or two 3,000-3,500 word 
symposium submissions must be submitted by 08/15/21.  Send 
articles as attached Microsoft Word documents (*.docx) or rich 

text format (*.rtf) files to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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