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On Healing America
Thoughts on Healing America
Paul H. Elovitz and Colleagues
In light of the sharp division apparent both before and after
the November 3rd election, we invited colleagues on November 7th
to write “How Do We Heal America” for our Winter issue of Clio’s
Psyche. The specific questions we asked were:
How do we bring the country together?
What can President-Elect Biden do to heal the country?
How can Biden get almost everyone, including the followers
of the 45th president, to wear masks, work effectively to end
the pandemic, and accept defeat?
We asked for two things: one, 50-100 words in response to
these questions by November 13th; and two, articles 1,500 to a maximum of no more than 2,000 words in the file including the title,
author with affiliation, a 25-word abstract, seven keywords, and a
brief biography for the Spring issue on “The Psychology of Healing
Divided America” by January 24th. The responses for the Winter
2021 issue are below.

Coming Together
Joe Biden may be the perfect person to bring the country
together. What he may lack in dash or brilliance, he makes up for
in a deep humanism that likely we are all direly in need of. That
sincere care and respect for all humans invites healings of the splits
between us, and his attention to the problems that face us invites us
to move past the rhetoric to the problems at hand. Beginning to
work at the problem of the pandemic means taking a stand for the
reality of human suffering that is happening more and more as we
close our eyes to it. We need to face reality now; failing to do so is
killing us. His choice of a powerful woman as the vice president
who can speak for minorities, women, and all of our children adds
to the potential for healing these deep and painful splits that liberals
have fed as much as conservatives.
Marilyn Charles, PhD, is a psychologist on staff at the Austen Riggs Center, Co-Chair for the Association for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society (APCS), affiliated with Harvard Univer-
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sity, and a member of the editorial board of this journal. ❑

How to Heal America After Four Years of Trump?
Healing from Trump? Were we identifying with his “supermasculinity” pose? Did he tap into and express our collective forbidden fantasies, permitting us to vicariously achieve them? If so,
how do we get rid of those “bad introjects”? I believe the nation
can be healed by looking inward and admitting that there were aspects of “The Donald” in which we secretly delighted. Upon facing
and accepting that possibility, we can work through our fantasies
without enacting them.
Burton Norman Seitler, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in
private practice, editor of JASPER, and current Chair of the Training Board of the New Jersey Institute for Psychoanalysis in
Teaneck, NJ. ❑

Setting a More Humane Agenda while Listening
to Trump Supporters
While working to achieve a more caring, just, and rational
society in the new administration, we should listen carefully to
Trump voters, putting aside any frustration and our anger at them,
and work to understand their disappointment and fears as I do with
my numerous Trump-supporting students. It will take patience and
time to heal after such a disruptive and unpresidential presidency
and transition. America and Biden need to move forward despite
the obstructionism of Trump and his allies, taking steps to heal the
coronavirus, our economy, and our political factionalism. They
need to retake our place as an international leader advocating for
freedom and progress.
Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor of this journal and a presidential psychobiographer who wrote The Making of Psychohistory:
Origins, Controversies, and Pioneering Contributors (2018). ❑

The Process of Healing America
Healing is a process. After experiencing rather severe
health crises these last few years, I have come to appreciate healing
as a process more than I could ever imagine. Healing takes time,
patience, humility, creativity, tolerance of dark periods, sometimes
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taking painful incremental steps, listening to good advice, asserting
ideas even if they are met with resistance (like advocating for yourself in the medical world), and a sense of resolve that things can get
better. Perhaps what I learned most about healing is the profound
value of having people there for you to offer kindness, support, and
love. If we think on a larger scale, maybe we could remember this
process for an idea called America.
Jack Schwartz, PhD, is a certified psychoanalyst, faculty
member, lecturer, and control analyst who practices psychotherapy
in Northern New Jersey. ❑

America as a Safe Space and Encouraging
Trump to Act Responsibly
Create a safe space for everyone; this country is the safe
space, as Biden and Harris have implied. Don’t be enemies; we are
all in this together. Explain how the election system works, that is,
with both parties always counting ballots together. The voices of
all who vote are heard and safe.
Find a close friend or relative of Donald Trump who can
persuade the unrestrained child to exit gracefully. If he does not, he
will lose access to power and prestige. That in turn will mean the
Internal Revenue Service, New York City enemies, and loan holders will move successfully against him. They can also explain that
investigations of rental abuses, money laundering, and billing the
government for unrelated expenses will mushroom. Finally, Jared
Kushner’s and other family members’ chances at public office will
diminish substantially.
Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, author, historian, and poet, can
be contacted at peterpetschauer.com. ❑

There Will Be No Healing
Both Trump and Biden are merely the expressions of a polarized national mindset confused by fake news. Television’s use
of psychological persuasion techniques is child’s play compared to
the artificial intelligence used by the major social media outlets
who implement surveillance capitalism to mine human attention for
profit. This process is employed by Google and Facebook, two corporations that are now the most profitable companies in human his-
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tory. The algorithms used by their artificial intelligence computers
have successfully monetized human attention with incredibly addictive tools based on vast data analytics targeting each user with
skewed messages that they want to hear. The result is a nation that
is now plagued with fake news, polarization, paranoia, despair,
loneliness, and rage. We are a nation of the walking dead, mesmerized and deadened, confused by and in the grip of this electronic
revolution. I seriously doubt that any president will be a match
against the power of this artificial intelligence and the human crisis
it has created.
Tom Ferraro, PhD, is a psychoanalyst, sports psychologist,
and columnist who often writes about cultural trends. ❑

Bringing This County Together
The only way to bring this country together is to reinforce
and develop our shared identity as American citizens and a common purpose to improve our country. This requires retreating from
divisive identity politics and building on the values that made this
country great.
Americans have found meaning in the rights promised by
the Declaration of Independence: life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness. The founders viewed happiness as resulting from living
a productive and virtuous life. They knew that governments can’t
provide happiness, but they recognized that the pursuit required
basic education provided by the government. That was for a simpler society, and those rights were only applied to White men. To
pursue happiness today, all Americans need to be equipped for a
much more demanding workplace and complex society. Bringing
the country together will not be easy, but by focusing our furthering
human development and the pursuit of happiness all Americans can
share a common purpose.
Michael Maccoby, PhD, is a psychoanalyst and anthropologist who is a globally recognized expert on leadership. ❑

Thoughts on Healing
Could we imagine anything before Donald Trump but a
peaceful presidential transition of power? Yet here we are. A consequence, it may seem, of the increasing focus on difference as op-
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posed to commonalities. But we need not be defined by our differences. Arguably, we have more in common than not. Much is
needed for healing. Those who deliberately seek to heighten division and conflict for their political and economic advantage need to
be publicly identified. The mediums used to spread division (i.e.,
social media), need meaningful regulation. Observable truth, as
opposed to ideologically driven unreality, needs to be rewarded. This is a start.

Denis O’Keefe, PhD, is a social worker in the private practice of psychotherapy who teaches graduate students at New York
University. ❑

Bringing Democrats and Progressives
Together to Heal America
The simplest ways Democrats and Progressives can create a
broader coalition are: one, to move away from their preoccupation
with identity politics; two, to reframe (à la George Lakoff) their
values in universal terms, such as “progress,” “individual freedom,”
and “justice,” where justice is construed as fairness rather than as
“dueness” (i.e., what is owed to whom); and three, to be wary about
relying on concepts such as help and care, owing to the ambivalences about autonomy they engender.
Matthew H. Bowker, PhD, is a professor of political science at Medaille College. His most recent book is The Destroyed
World and the Guilty Self (2019). ❑

An Anti-Trump Conservative’s Thoughts
Biden as president can consistently wear masks and ensure
that his administration does so. He should highlight Trumpsupporting converts to the mask policy, like Chris Christie. He
should make a show of working with governors. He should sympathize with people’s exhaustion. He should criticize celebrations of
his own victory or political protests when they violate whatever social distancing policy he adopts. He has a sense of humor and finds
ways to use it.
Richard Brookhiser is a historian, biographer, and senior
editor of National Review. ❑
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Tolerance Can Heal and Intolerance Can Destroy
Our Democracy
Democrats killed Socrates, soldier and philosopher, for his
liberal ways and supposed rightist beliefs. Such divisions are now
common in contemporary American democracy. Liberal, Progressive, Conservative: values worth advocacy and struggle, but to the
point of wrecking the community? The goose and the golden egg
offer a cautionary tale.
Lawrence A. Tritle, PhD, is Daum Professor Emeritus of
History, Loyola Marymount University, a U.S. Vietnam Army veteran, and author/editor of 13 books. Presently, he is writing The
Beast War: The Story of Us Humans. ❑

Dialoguing with the “Political Other”
When elected, Trump used projective identification to further split an already divided country: he projected disliked aspects
of himself onto others, such as calling East Coast liberals “liars”
and “crooks.”
Political and religious leaders can help individuals on opposing political sides mentalize and thus take back projections,
which is necessary for the healing process. In this process, people
can “take responsibility for their behavior” and “discuss differences
between and among others in an atmosphere of respect” (Karyne
Messina, Aftermath: Healing from the Trump Presidency, 2020,
248). Through this process, remembering, repairing, and reconciliation can occur.
Hannah Hahn, PhD, is a psychologist and author of a
2020 psychoanalytic study of Jewish immigration focusing on trauma, loss, and memory, titled, They Left It All Behind. ❑

Call for Papers
Clio’s Psyche welcomes articles of 1,500-2,000 words for
the Spring issue on “The Psychology of Healing Divided
America” by January 24, 2021. The no more than 2,000word file should include a title, author with affiliation, a 25word abstract, seven keywords, and a brief biography.
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Healing Our Fractured Nation
Healing our fractured nation will require not bromides, but a
serious attempt to do two seemingly contradictory things: push the
left with a practical progressive agenda, and also begin the arduous
psychohistorical task of dialoguing with and listening (especially
for unmet emotional needs) to those who have been drawn to the
siren song of the contemporary right.
In addition to practicing decency and empathy, a concerted
effort to curtail extremism and fanaticism on both ends of the political spectrum is also needed. In this, practitioners of applied psychology and psychoanalysis should be able to play a key role individually, in the community, on social media, and in the public arena.
Kenneth Rasmussen, PsyD, PhD, is an historian, psychohistorian, and psychotherapist with a private practice in Santa
Monica, CA. ❑

The Psychology of Caregiving
When My World Fell Apart
Marc-André Cotton—Int. Psychohistorical Association
Abstract: This personal testimony is of my dramatic life circumstances
following the diagnosis, illness, and death of my beloved wife. This tragedy raised doubts about the meaning of existence. Some sense of coherence was restored by staying in tune with the emotional turmoil that overwhelms my inner world as I made connections with unresolved issues
emerging from my childhood.
Keywords: caregiving, childhood, dependence, grieving, helplessness,
illness, introspection, loneliness

Last spring, my wife was diagnosed with a malignant brain
tumor and underwent surgery. She bore severe neurological impairment thereafter and became dependent on me for an almost permanent basis. I experienced this personal tragedy as profoundly
unfair before realizing what it could mean for me. I would like to
share some of my insights because they allowed me to face this fate
more peacefully, with a growing awareness of my grieving process.
A Terrible Sense of Helplessness

Page 156

Clio’s Psyche

For weeks, I felt as if I were in a nightmare, and my hopes
to wake up were in vain. Even before my wife’s operation, I was
extremely distressed seeing her refusing to eat, losing her motor
skills, and growing weak to the point of not being able to leave her
bed. Doctors could not come up with a diagnosis until medical imaging showed a lump under her cerebellum. I was overwhelmed
with a terrible sense of helplessness exacerbated by the perplexity
of consulting physicians. During her convalescence and as a result
of cumulative fatigue, I deemed myself a victim of circumstances.
“You are in denial,” she told me rather abruptly on a visit to the
clinic. A difficult point to accept considering what I had been doing for her in the last months. A clear “yes” to what we were going
through implied acknowledgment of what this tragedy spoke about
on a deeper level, of how my own unresolved background was concerned—and therefore the meaning it held for me.
Save My Sister
In my self-awareness process, I try to be responsive to the
emotional upheavals that tend to reconnect past and present to
break free from their adverse influence and restore peaceful enjoyment of the moment. What was at stake for me in this case? Of
what did such dreadful circumstances “speak” to me? Through
family members, I knew that my younger sister almost died of
bronchopneumonia—I was three or four years old at the time—but
had no memory of this traumatic event. Did our painful situation
rekindle a possible trauma? At first a reasonable assumption, this
intuition proved profitable.
My sense of helplessness is where I begin. A child witnessing affliction with close relatives pervades the anxieties that family
members repress. Alone, he or she cannot put such distress into
words and tends to feel accountable for the unresolved grief of others. Our mother, for instance, felt all the more helpless that she had
not provided us with a secure emotional bond—a shortcoming her
daughter’s illness undoubtedly expressed on a psychosomatic level.
With young fervor, I thus internalized the urge to “save my sister”!

Experiencing Deep Emotions
Over the following weeks, I had numerous opportunities to
feel the emotional imprint of this resolution concerning my ailing
partner. My frantic search for remedies that would cure her included our family doctor’s struggle to find the one antibiotic that eventually saved my sister. My insistence that she absorb a reasonable
number of calories brought me back to the unbearable dread of wit-
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nessing my young sibling’s enfeeblement. Once these links were
made, I was always surprised to experience deep emotions surfacing from childhood—a way of measuring my distress at the time.
The value of this growing awareness for my wife’s peace of
mind came up gradually. “If you only pick my worst times,” she
used to say angrily, “you are building a distorted picture of what
I’m going through. You’re always projecting your sister onto me!”
I held her as an emotional hostage of peculiar sufferings, making
her play a bad part to revive the sentiments that haunted my traumatic memory. Most certainly, my obsessions brought me back to
my ill sibling: her empty gaze, her loss of weight, her possible
death...
Too Much of a Task for a Young Child
As a source of anxiety, I also saw the imprint of a parental
injunction. My Christian mother certainly asked me to pray for my
little sister and somehow entrusted me with her fate through
thoughtless suggestions: “Take good care of her! You are a big boy
now and she is so fragile!” At present, by transference onto my
ailing companion, I was reliving the ordeal of being charged, as a
young child, of too much of a task for me—and feared not to meet
the challenge. Evidently, such unconscious comprehension had
remained active throughout my whole life.
Thanks to my painful self-analysis, the anxiety over “save
my sister” slowly released its grip, allowing me to be more effective in my role as a caregiver. Yet another torment arose: the deep
aloneness I felt in the relationship with my young mother. Much to
my dismay, I had to think of myself as capable of achieving extraordinary feats—being a “savior” for instance. The way I related
to others was still marked by this anxious attachment and, in the
current circumstances, the fragile bond I nurtured with my loved
one was too.
A Burdensome Dependence
Nevertheless, my wife’s situation of dependence began to
weigh on my shoulders, and again, I asked myself what it reminded
me of. “I have the impression that by necessity, my whole world
revolves around you,” I told her one day angrily. “It’s becoming
painful!” For weeks, I had taken care of her as if she were “a baby,” and the connection became obvious. How did my mother feel
about me when I was a toddler? She had left a rewarding job to
take care of her first child—but her heart was not there. Meeting a
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growing infant’s needs weighed on her: it was not a clear “yes”!
Regarding caring for my wife, I found myself experiencing such
ambivalent feelings—a sense of sacrifice covering up repressed anger. I had become vindictive and certainly unfair. At that point, it
seemed appropriate to “return” to my mother the belief that she had
been a captive of her baby’s necessities. My demonstration of impatience over my wife’s progress had proven counterproductive as
she deemed my haste a form of harassment.

A Stressful Hastiness
I still find it difficult to accept that, as a young child, life
was entirely centered on my mother’s priorities; her demands
usurped my whole vital space. Maybe she was concerned that her
children might steal the best years of her life? Consequently, everything had to “go fast”—a stressful hastiness I now displaced on
my partner. “How long should I have to take care of you?” I told
her anxiously. “All this is taking so much time!”
While confronting such emotional upheavals daily, I learned
that regularly the worst part is not in front of me, but way behind—
in my childhood, that is. I knew that my unconscious interprets one
given situation in resonance with past traumatic experiences, thus
giving hints of possible insights. Taking advantage of a car drive to
the supermarket, I spoke to my mother and burst into tears: “You
made me feel responsible for my sister’s well-being, but that was
too much of a concern! You were the one who had to be in
charge!” Hoping to receive in return some consideration, I had
opened my heartfelt feelings to no avail. In the present, I still could
feel the weight of this excessive drain—a heavy task indeed.
Neurotic Dynamic
Yet another anxiety attack allowed me to loosen the awareness of the knot that tightened my chest. The torment of not meeting my mother’s demands generated a sense of desperation: “I’ll
never make it!” Unable to avoid her violent reenactments, I had
repressed distress by a constant agitation aimed at fulfilling her
will. What I felt now was a lifelong sense of exhaustion and the
terror of succumbing to fatigue!
The strain of maternal demands, my anxieties, and subsequent exhaustion appeared to me as three wheelworks of a neurotic
dynamic I could eventually escape from. I had to question these
injunctions internalized in my early childhood instead of submitting
to them. By doing so, my anxiety attacks, terror, and fatigue dwin-
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dled. “I feel you are different,” my wife told me. “You don’t rush
around anymore as you used to!”
But as months went by, given the course of her disease, the
possibility that she might not survive slowly worked its way
through my mind. To keep at bay the huge void I was to acquiesce
to, I had filled up my days with frenetic activity. By now, I had to
consider the prospect of being left alone. As another hospital stay
kept my wife away for a few weeks, I gazed at the objects crowding
our small apartment: a healthcare bed, infusion pole, or simple
night clothes—all spoke about what we had shared and the emotions I had invested them with. How would I take back the energy
that had proved futile?
Emotional Catharsis
Opening the drawer where numerous nutritional supplements piled up, I felt the emotion rising: “All this has been useless!
My sweetheart will never recover!” This drawer epitomized all I
had done, as a small boy, to set my mother free of her obliviousness—alas, with no success! My present anxiety was linked to this
unacknowledged distress and beyond, to the emotional loneliness I
suffered as a child. As catharsis of my despair, a torrent of tears
reassured me.

My wife’s ordeal was recently brought to an end with her
passing away, after a 14-month struggle against illness. “I’m not
dead as long as I’m alive!” she used to say as an invitation to be
grateful for each moment we shared. Now that she left this world,
memories of rare intensity remain. An intimacy that bloomed even
without her words to share, a presence to one another undisturbed
by disability, a letting go that eventually gained a foothold over
despair. Self-awareness and emotional expression still help me
cope with these difficult times—as a therapist, my life partner
showed me the way. Thank you so much for all we’ve shared, my
dear Sylvie!
Marc-André Cotton, MA, the International Vice President
of the International Psychohistorical Association and an International Member of the Psychohistory Forum, is a teacher and independent scholar. For 20 years, he co-directed with late therapist
Sylvie Vermeulen the French website Regard conscient
(www.regardconscient.net), dedicated to exploring the unconscious
motivations of human behavior. He may be contacted at marcandre.cotton@netcourrier.com. ❑
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Autumn
E. Ethelbert Miller—Poet
My sister cannot remember
how many leaves have fallen.
I make up a number
to give her memories.

E. Ethelbert Miller’s bio can be found on page 164. ❑

The Last Thing My Mother Saw:
Reflections on Caregiving
Judith Harris—Clio’s Psyche Associate Editor
Abstract: The author gives a personal account of her caregiving for her
mother, who was suffering from Parkinson’s disease. She shares her
mother’s experience with the disease and the family’s response as caregivers in the situation, specifically the author’s emotions in the situation,
how her relationship with her mother in a way improved, and how her
father experienced caregiver burnout.

Keywords: autism-spectrum, burnout, caregiver-burnout, caregiving, dementia, Hebrew Nursing Home, Parkinson’s-disease

In the last years of my mother’s life, as Parkinson’s ravaged
her mind as well as her body, she appeared as helpless as a child
who couldn’t dress herself, with one argyle sock not matching the
other, her polyester pants lewdly hitched over her diaper, her head
permanently cocked to one side, and seismic tremors shaking one
leg or foot. Her facial expressions all gave way to one disinterested
look as if she’d been suddenly stunned. Then came her shuffling
steps as she walked, at first imperceptible, but becoming increasingly pronounced. Sometimes she would freeze altogether as if she
were a statue, and we’d have to guide her back to her favorite chair,
where she could sit for the day, twitching and staring into space,
waiting for the clock to say she could take another rescue dose of
the Sinemet (which always sounded to me like “cinnamon”), the
yellow pills that seemed to relieve some of her shaking and agitation, carrying her through the rest of the afternoon. The only solace
we had was thinking that she was not in any physical pain.
No doubt it would have horrified her to see herself like that,
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given her propensity for managerial neatness and order. Like so
many afflicted with Parkinson’s, my mother suffered from sinister
dementia that brought on hallucinations of wolves at night, keeping
her awake, so my father installed a nursery gate to keep her from
wandering the rest of the apartment and possibly falling. As her
caregivers, my sister and I often felt frustrated by my mother’s repetitive questions and by her indomitable insistence that my father
be constantly in view (when he was out of sight, she panicked,
sending her blood pressure up). This last symptom made her transition to the assisted living facility almost unbearable for my father,
who was excessively loyal and susceptible to guilt. When my
mother insisted on taking her medication before the prescribed
time, we began to give in against our better judgment, even knowing that the side effects could be harmful, possibly fatal.
As my mother became more debilitated, her doctors advised
us not to insist that she see reality. If she continually mistook me
for my sister, Barbara, for example, I should just let it go and not
correct her. If she thought that the woman who lived next door was
planning to run off with my father, we appeased her by playing
along. We learned to speak plainly and directly to her in simple
sentences that she might understand, and we learned not to become
impatient with her as we waited for her to complete a basic task.
We called some days “good days,” and some days were undeniably
bad; our expectations were continually lowered.
Oddly, as she declined, my mother’s demeanor toward me
changed not for the worse but for the better; she became sweet and
endearing, calling me “darling,” a word that had never crossed her
lips before. My caregiving seemed to make up for lost time. Even
as a child, I often faked being sick to stay home from school by
rubbing the thermometer with my tongue so that friction might
cause the mercury to rise. Because she was the only mother I knew
to work outside the home, I began to associate illness with having
my mother exclusively to myself. She was by temperament icy—
her European born mother was openly hostile toward her because
she favored her sons, two brothers who excelled in school and went
to college while my mother stopped after high school to work as a
cashier at Penny’s department store.
Thinking back now on my mother’s lack of sociability and
emotionlessness, I realize it may have been true, as one of her
brothers claimed, that she was on the autism spectrum, especially
given her obsession with baseball statistics, her dulled, monotone
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speech, and her failure to laugh or react naturally. She was a timid
but affable woman who dressed only behind locked doors, coveting
her privacy, especially after her double mastectomy, and when she
decided to go through breast reconstruction, she convalesced for
weeks, allowing me and my sister to play candy stripers, rolling the
jiggling teacart into her bedroom with a breakfast bowl of cereal
and milk. It was only later when I accidentally saw her naked that I
realized she never had the plastic surgeon attach the artificial nipples, and that the breasts themselves were fashioned from sacks of
silicone gelatin that reminded me of jellyfish.
During the course of her disease, I watched my mother’s
body succumb to a destiny already foretold. I saw scans of her dopamine deprived brain light up like tipsy cratered moons, swimming in the reversed light and darkness of the neurologist’s X-ray.
One of the hardest things for me to accept was the way her tongue
wagged out of her mouth and stayed there as if she were the village
idiot, her vocabulary reduced to only a few repeating words. Being
a caregiver to my mother gave me a kind of vertigo, as if I had upturned the natural order of things, and was left motherless.
As she continued to decline, my father, suffering from caregiver burnout, could no longer keep up with her demands, and he
moved her to the large complex of the Hebrew Nursing Home,
where she was constantly monitored by cameras and strange men
on her unit often wandered into her room after losing their bearings,
only to be escorted out by the no-nonsense, buxom head nurse. My
role as a caregiver became more like a prison guard, but I still visited every weekend, toting a canister of her favorite cashew nuts.
The last time I saw my mother alive was at the Hebrew
Home on an icy day in January, only a week before her 80th birthday. One of the congenial male nurses led her out to the lobby. I
greeted her, but she remained expressionless, her still blonde cob of
hair slightly covering a bald spot, her turquoise eyes, no less mesmerizing, focusing on the floor between her feet. I remember having to remind myself that this was my mother, even in the face of
her not recognizing me. Then out of the blue, she seemed to have a
lucid thought and said, “I saw Barbara and she had a cold” (neither
was true), then she paused and said something surprising and even
potentially conspiratorial, “I told her not to breathe on you.”
Who was this woman, so much shorter than the mother I
remembered? She was the same mother who floated through the

Psychology of Caregiving

Page 163

dark house in her blue chiffon nightgown, stood over the frying pan
making Brownie stew, had a fair complexion susceptible to sunburn, watched me catch luminous fireflies in a jam jar only to open
the lid and let them go, and spent hours at the kitchen table adding
up dusty bills from a cigar box. If I missed that mother, she was
already gone.
That final day, the winter trees had winnowed to only a few
tattered leaves. It was frigidly cold but bright, and light splintered
through the windows as families surrounded residents, some in
wheelchairs. She allowed the nurse to usher the two of us into the
empty music room, where we sat watching a pair of lovebirds, yellow and green parrots, flirting in a wicker cage. They flapped their
wings and hopped on the wood shavings at the bottom. For over an
hour, we sat together holding hands, and when I left, she was still
there, listening to the high, happy chirps in duet. Those parrots
were the last things my mother saw. She died in her sleep in the
music room after suffering an aneurism. I like to think that when
she closed her eyes, when everything went dark, it was like someone draping a black cloth over the cage to trick her into thinking
that it was night.
Judith Harris, PhD, was a professor of English at George
Washington University and American University and is now on the
faculty of The Writer’s Center where she teaches poetry writing to
adults. She is the author of four poetry collections and a critical
book on psychoanalysis and literature, Signifying Pain: Constructing and Healing the Self Through Writing (2003). Her poetry has
appeared in The Atlantic, The Nation, The New Republic, Slate,
and the New York Times blog among others. Her critical articles
have been published by The Canadian Journal of Psychoanalysis,
The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, Division Review: A
Quarterly Psychoanalytic Forum, and Psychoanalysis Culture and
Society, and she is currently writing the book, Poetry and Grief in
Romantic and Contemporary Elegies, for Routledge. She is an associate editor of Clio's Psyche who can be contacted at
jlha@gwmail.gwu.edu. ❑
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Passover
E. Ethelbert Miller—Poet
You open the door and find your sister
sitting on her bed. The darkness of the room
resting on her shoulders darker than the past.
When you call her name there is no ear of memory
for her to hear, only a blank blackness of a blackboard,
a whiteness of chalk erased words—gone.
Vanished as if they had never appeared.
This is how the mind collapses, how it falls down
and stabs itself in the back. This is how the brain
stumbles, turns a corner and falls against the emptiness
of wind. The scream, holler, shout of love cannot repair
what is lost. God—you mumble to yourself.
What kind of God would create such cruelty?
Your sister, your blood, sitting on a bed of nowhere.
What becomes of family after a flood of what you remember
breaks the levees of who you are? How do you embrace
your sister’s exodus? Where is she going without you?
E. Ethelbert Miller is a writer and literary activist who has
taught at various universities. He is the author of 12 books of poetry and two memoirs, as well as the editor of three poetic anthologies. He hosts a weekly morning radio show and hosts and produces a TV show. Among his many honors include induction into the
2015 Washington DC Hall of Fame, the 2016 AWP George Garrett
Award for Outstanding Community Service in Literature, and the
2016 DC Mayor’s Arts Award for Literature. In 2018, he was appointed as an ambassador for the Authors Guild. Miller’s most recent book, If God Invented Baseball (2018), was awarded the 2019
Literary Award for poetry by the Black Caucus of the American Library Association.
He can be contacted at emiller698@aol.com. ❑

The Dark Psychology of Caregiving
Jeffrey Berman—University at Albany
Abstract: Nearly all of us will be caregivers or care-receivers, but despite
the proliferation of novels, films, and memoirs on the subject, to date
there have been no scholarly books on caregiving in the arts. The author
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discusses the reasons for this scholarly silence and writes about his own
experience as a caregiver.
Keywords: bereavement, care-receiver, caregiver, continuing-bonds, endof-life-care, euthanasia, homicide, love-and-loss, martyrdom-fantasies,
mourning, suicide

It’s always interesting to know why authors write on certain
topics, but it’s even more intriguing to know why they don’t write
on other topics. The question becomes more fascinating when a
certain topic is of enormous significance to most people—indeed,
nearly everyone, sooner or later—yet remains largely ignored by
scholars. That topic is caregiving. Not that there is total silence.
One can’t pick up an issue of AARP Bulletin, AARP The Magazine,
Parade, or Reader’s Digest, not to mention more specialized print
and online publications such as Today’s Caregiver, Caregiver Solutions, or Provider, without reading about the latest novel, film, or
memoir about caregiving. Best-selling movies like Away from Her
(2006), starring a ravishing Julie Christie, and Still Alice (2014),
starring a radiant Julianne Moore, depict the caregiver’s struggle
with a spouse suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. How-to books
on caregiving have become a growth industry. Professional journals regularly publish articles on caregiving, offering clinical advice to physicians, nurses, and mental health professionals. Yet
when I decided to write a scholarly book on the art of caregiving in
fiction, film, and memoir and began researching the subject, I discovered, to my astonishment, that my book would be the first. Why
the scholarly silence?
To understand this question, one must uncover the hidden
motives and agendas behind the scholarship. As with nearly all of
my books, the reasons for writing a book on caregiving were deeply
personal. I was the main caregiver for my wife Barbara for the
nearly 20 months she struggled valiantly with pancreatic cancer.
She died at home on April 5, 2004, at age 57. Although I hadn’t
thought about penning a book about Barbara while she was still
alive, immediately after her death I started to write about our 35year marriage. Dying to Teach: A Memoir of Love, Loss, and
Learning was published by SUNY Press in 2007. It will always be
my most important book. I wanted to honor Barbara’s beautiful
memory and bring her back to life in the only way a writer can:
through words. Writing became a sacred death ritual for me, a paradox in that I do not believe in God or an afterlife. After I completed the book, I wrote others about related subjects: Death in the
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Classroom: Writing about Love and Loss (2009), Companionship
in Grief (2010), Death Education in the Writing Classroom (2012),
Dying in Character: Memoirs on the End of Life (2012), and Writing Widowhood: The Landscapes of Bereavement (2015). These
books were admittedly on rending topics, but they were not depressing to write nor, I hope, depressing to read. Writing helped
me concentrate all of my energy on a single activity, staving off
depression.

Agreeing with the old adage, “write on what you know
best,” I then decided to write a literary and cultural study of caregiving in the arts. The fictional stories include classics such as Leo
Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886) and Edith Wharton’s
Ethan Frome (1911). Caregiving appears in Ingmar Bergman’s
spectral masterpiece, Persona (1966), and in Michael Haneke’s
heart-wrenching film Amour (2012). Most personal accounts of
caregiving appear in memoirs. The British literary critic John Bayley wrote three memoirs about caring for his wife, the distinguished
novelist Iris Murdoch, who suffered from Alzheimer’s disease: Elegy for Iris (1998), Iris and Her Friends: A Memoir of Memory and
Desire (1999), and Widower’s House: A Study in Bereavement, or
How Margot and Mella Forced Me to Flee My Home (2001). Other caregiving memoirs include Mary Gordon’s Circling My Mother
(2007) and Margaret Morganroth Gullette’s Ending Ageism, or
How Not to Shoot Old People (2017)—a title that suggests the potential for violence in caregiving. My book—The Art of Caregiving
in Fiction, Film, and Memoir—released in October 2020, published
by Bloomsbury Academic.
There are many reasons for the scholarly silence. To begin
with, most caregivers are too exhausted, physically and mentally, to
write about their experiences while they are actively caring for another person. Fatigue, stress, and isolation inevitably accompany
caregiving. Most people do not wish to return to these experiences
after caregiving ends, often with the care-receiver’s death. In a
chapter aptly titled “Relentless Self-Care,” Irene Renzenbrink likens the caregiver to a “wounded healer,” a term coined by the Catholic priest Henri Nouwen. Renzenbrink quotes a comment expressed in 1987 by Robert Fulton, the founder of the Center for
Death Education and Counseling at the University of Minnesota.
“The time might not be too distant when signs are posted over the
entrance to terminal care wards that read, The Surgeon General of
the United States has determined that the care of the terminally ill

Psychology of Caregiving

Page 167

may be detrimental to your health” (Living with Dying, edited by
Berzoff and Silverman, 2004, 848). Many clinical studies confirm
that caregiving is dangerous, sometimes deadly. Caregivers are
much more likely to suffer from depression than non-caregivers,
more likely to have chronic health problems, and more likely to
have damaged chromosomes predictive of shortened lives. Elderly
spousal caregivers have much higher morbidity risks than noncaregivers.

Another reason for scholarly silence is resistance. Caregiving evokes many of the unruly emotions surrounding aging, illness,
and death—partly because care-receivers are often close to death
and partly because the caregivers themselves are frequently elderly,
confronting the same end-of-life conflicts as those for whom they
care. Two closely related phenomena, burn-out (the loss of ability
to empathize as a result of caregiving) and compassion fatigue (the
feeling of being overwhelmed by caring), are common, as is survivor guilt following the death of a loved one.
Self-help books offer practical advice about the many challenges of caregiving, but even when they tell us about the reality of
caregiving, they never show us this reality. By contrast, stories,
films, and memoirs evoke the netherworld of caregiving, the hidden
reality, the living and sometimes dying experience of caregivers and
care-receivers alike. Prolonged caregiving involves, more often
than not, the caregivers’ hostile and sometimes murderous thoughts
and fantasies directed toward both care-receivers and themselves.
This phenomenon is not easily understood unless one has been a
caregiver.
Caring for Barbara was both the best of times and the worst
of times. I remember during the early months of her illness a colleague telling me that I would be “tested,” and throughout her ordeal the word reverberated within me. I have always hated failing
tests, and I certainly didn’t want to fail this one, the most profound
test of my life. Our love and devotion were never more intense, our
sorrow never deeper. I couldn’t imagine, at the beginning of Barbara’s illness, that our children and I would wish for her death, but
during the last weeks, when she lay in bed in a coma, completely
wasted away from the ravages of the disease, unable to eat or drink,
we wished for her suffering to end. And our own.
My worst moment occurred near the end when Barbara
asked me, in a barely audible voice, whether I could give her all of
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her morphine. The question spooked me, reminding me of the
time, 36 years earlier, when my closest friend and mentor, Len Port,
in whose freshman English class Barbara and I first met, telephoned
me with the news that he was in the process of killing himself. Barbara’s “suicide” question, if that’s what it was—I’ll never know for
sure because she was delusional most of the time—haunted me for
years. But it is not an uncommon question, as I learned when I read
Anna Quindlen’s harrowing novel One True Thing (1998), a fictionalized account of caring for her mother who died of ovarian
cancer.
Quindlen’s fictional counterpart, Ellen, does not kill her suffering mother, though she wants to, but we see an aged husband,
Georges Laurent (Jean Louis-Trintignant), violently and graphically
smother his wife, Anne (Emmanuelle Riva), to death in Amour. No
caregiving film is more disturbing to watch, no title more fraught
with ambiguity. I suspect that the older we are, the more closely
we identify with the two octogenarians. They have had a long and
fulfilling marriage, yet they find themselves unprepared to confront
caregiving and death. Our interpretation of the film’s ending depends largely on whether we are sympathetic or unsympathetic to
an act that reflects either the supreme act of devotion, euthanasia, or
its opposite, cold-hearted murder. After engaging in what appears
to be a purification ceremony, ritualistically cutting flowers that
will be strewn on Anne’s body in a funeral service, Georges mysteriously disappears, in what may or may not be a suicide following
the homicide.
Boundaries between caregiver and care-receiver often blur
and disappear entirely, as we see in Persona, when the nurse Alma
(Bibi Andersson) begins caring for the actress Elisabet Vogler (Liv
Ullmann), who abruptly stops speaking and remains mute during a
performance of Electra. Caregiver and care-receiver, their phantasmal faces conjoined on the screen, exchange roles, each woman
taking on the worst aspects of the other. Narcissistic conflicts render the caregiving experience into a nightmare. Persona remains a
cautionary tale about the ease with which compassionate care turns
into humiliation and rage for caregiver and care-receiver alike.
Psychoanalysis helps us to understand our unconscious
thoughts and feelings, including the ubiquity of homicidal and suicidal impulses as well as martyrdom fantasies, something that we
see in caregiving stories, films, and memoirs, but not in self-help
books or magazine articles. Psychoanalysis teaches us that we are
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responsible only for our actions, not our thoughts or fantasies, a
truth that Ellen learns in therapy in One True Thing. Psychoanalysis enables us to recognize primitive defenses, such as splitting, displacement, and denial, as well as more advanced defenses, such as
sublimation. Psychoanalysis emboldens us to speak about the unspeakable, including our worst feelings about ourselves and our
deepest shames. I recall giving a talk in 2009 at the 26th International Conference on Psychology and the Arts in Viterbo, Italy—
my title was “On Not Talking and Writing about Barbara.” During
the question-and-answer period, I mentioned that when I first met
Barbara in 1963, I fell in love with her face and then came to love
the person. Afterward, someone told me that she thought my statement was disturbing. So be it: it was the truth. What was also true,
and which I have not publicly observed until now, was that I found
myself looking at women differently after Barbara’s terminal diagnosis. I hated having these thoughts, which seemed at the time an
unforgivable betrayal. How could I think about a future relationship with a woman when, without hesitation, I would have sacrificed my life for Barbara’s if I could keep her alive? In short, I hated feeling human, all too human. The preceding sentence is, as
some of you may grasp, a Nietzschean allusion. To cite Nietzsche
again, we have art lest we perish from the truth.
Psychoanalysis can help us understand and manage caregiving conflicts, but there is much that psychoanalysts can learn from
clinical psychologists and literary writers. Until recently, Freud’s
influential statement on loss and bereavement in “Mourning and
Melancholia” (1917) remained unchallenged. “Reality-testing has
shown that the loved object no longer exists, and it proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its attachments to that
object. This demand arouses understandable opposition—it is a
matter of general observation that people never willingly abandon a
libidinal position, not even, indeed, when a substitute is already
beckoning to them” (SE, Vol. 14, 244).
Reality-testing is more complicated than Freud and his followers believe, but not necessarily because of resistance to the
truth. Dennis Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman, and Steven L. Nickman
argue in their 1996 book Continuing Bonds: New Understandings
of Grief that, contrary to Freud, the bereaved can maintain a relational bond with the deceased while at the same time moving forward in life by creating new bonds. That has been true of me. Five
years after Barbara’s death I began dating again, and Julie and I
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married in 2011. Thanks to Julie, joy has reentered my life. No
one would have been happier than Barbara. Indeed, she told me
twice near the end of her life that she hoped I would find a companion so that I wouldn’t be lonely without her—the dying carereceiver’s gift to the bereft caregiver.
For psychoanalysis to survive if not flourish, it must be willing to revise its theory in light of new clinical and empirical truths.
That has not yet happened with respect to loss and bereavement.
PEP-Web (Psychoanalytic Electronic Publishing Web), a database
of 72 psychoanalytic journals, lists only one reference to continuing
bonds, and even that is insufficient: “We maintain our ties to the
dead” (Karol Marshall, “Treating Mourning, Knowing Loss,” Contemporary Psychoanalysis, 2008, 229). Freud’s limited understanding of the complexity of grief and bereavement may be explained by his failure to appreciate the enormity of his own childhood losses, as Madelon Sprengnether contends in Mourning Freud
(2018). The first four years of his life were filled with losses, including the death of his younger brother Julius, the abrupt firing
and departure of his first nanny, and the family’s move twice in two
years following his father’s business failures. Sprengnether conjectures plausibly that these losses may have been intensified by his
mother’s likely depression over the death of her brother, also
named Julius.
Caregiving has lifelong psychobiographical implications,
particularly when a child or adolescent is forced into the role of
caregiver. The 12-year-old Mary Gordon was traumatized when
she was required to change the colostomy bag of her grandmother,
who was dying of colon cancer. Gordon imagined being her father’s caregiver in her first novel, Final Payments (1978), and she
was a reluctant caregiver when her mother developed dementia decades later. Caregiving is associated with martyrdom in Gordon’s
world.
Anna Quindlen divides her life into two periods, before and
after her mother’s death in 1972, at age 40. “Before” was
Quindlen’s freshman year of college, when the 19-year-old student
enjoyed life away from home, free to do whatever she wished.
“After” was the beginning of her sophomore year when she begrudgingly left Barnard College to return home, cook for her family, and administer morphine to her dying mother. The dividing
line, she admits ruefully in A Short Guide to a Happy Life (2000),
was “seeing the world in black and white, and in Technicolor. The
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lights came on, for the darkest possible reason” (34). In many of
Quindlen’s later stories, it’s not unusual for characters to put their
lives on hold to become caregivers, as she did.
Caregiving can be a beautiful story, but not in the way
Nicholas Sparks portrays it in his sugarcoated novel The Notebook
(1996), made into an even more sentimental film with the same title
in 2004. Caregiving means for Sparks never feeling distressed,
saddened, isolated, or burdened by a care-receiver who has lost her
memory. The story is an example of what Lauren Berlant calls in
her 2011 book “cruel optimism,” which she defines as a “relation of
attachment to compromised conditions of possibility whose realization is discovered either to be impossible, sheer fantasy, or too possible, and toxic” (Cruel Optimism, 24). Unlike Sparks’s firstperson narrator, who proclaims that he is telling us a beautiful story, the authors in my book allow us to see the unvarnished truth of
caregiving. I believe that all of the stories, films, and memoirs discussed in my study convey the experience of caregiving and carereceiving, including sorrow, frustration, conflict, loneliness, suffering, and, yes, beauty.
Caregiving is a subject whose scholarly time has come. My
caregiving experience will inevitably be similar to and different
from others’ experiences. We have much to teach and learn from
each other. Stories, films, and memoirs contribute to our understanding of this subject. To see the stars, it has been said, one must
be in darkness—an experience that characterizes caregiving, our
dark muse.
Jeffrey Berman, PhD, is Distinguished Teaching Professor
at the University at Albany, where he has been teaching and being
taught by his students since 1973. The author of 20 books on literature, psychoanalysis, pedagogy, and death education, he wrote
with Paul W. Mosher Confidentiality and Its Discontents: Dilemmas of Privacy in Psychotherapy (2015), which received the American Psychoanalytic Association’s Book Award in 2017. He is an
Honorary Member of the American Psychoanalytic Association and
was selected by the Princeton Review as one of the country’s top
300 professors. He can be contacted at jberman@albany.edu. ❑
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Legal and Psychological Aspects of
Christian Caregiving: Hospices in
Medieval German Cities
Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University
Abstract: This essay portrays the beginnings of hospices in Germanspeaking areas of Europe during the early 13th century. The facilities
began in part as a response to the need for the active caregiving of the
aging, poor, ill, and travelers in cities. At least 50 such institutions were
erected by donations and urban administrative support. Most of them
still exist in altered forms today.
Keywords: 13th century, afterlife, caritas, donations, Europe, Germanspeaking, hospices, Justinian’s Code, Middle Ages

Introduction
The Christian perception of caritas (active caregiving) originates with the New Testament: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31). The Apostle Paul elaborated this concept in his
Second Letter to the Corinthians: “Each one must do as he has
made up his mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God
loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). Emperor Constantine
(306-337 AD) first legitimized this central commandment and two
centuries later Emperor Justinian (527-565 AD) sponsored it in the
Corpus Juris Civilis (“Justinian Code”). This was an important
step, as William Byrnes put it: “Christianity, an underdog religion
that arguably had its biggest supporters among the underclass of
Rome - the poor, the plebes and enslaved, had made an extraordinary impact upon the most powerful organism in Rome - the
law” (William H. Byrnes IV, “Ancient Roman Munificence: The
Development of the Practice and Law of Charity,” 57, 3, Rutgers
Law Review, 1,043, 2004).
Caregiving was of course not new. Human beings have
helped one another since time immemorial, but the Christian concept of active caregiving or conscious giving was newer. Earlier
groups may have helped members in need, but the conscious act,
often with the purpose of creating a positive afterlife, was newer.
General Considerations
This understanding of active neighborly giving stands in
contrast to the previous Roman Republican and Imperial practice of
munificence to enhance the donor’s standing in society rather than
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to help the poorest of the poor. Thus, donors had temples, buildings, baths, aqueducts, sewer systems, and roads built “to look
good,” just as they hosted lavish parties to achieve the same goal
(Byrnes; Andreas Thiel, The Romans in Germany [in German], 15th
ed., 2016; Karl-Wilhelm Weeber, Luxury in Ancient Rome [in German], 2003, esp. 89ff). They were interested in their standing and
advancement in this life and not the one after it. Until the emperors
took on the exclusive role of major donors, well-placed Romans
gave back to advance their careers.
Justinian’s law recognized two types of donation: the donation realized during the life of the giver and the donation given upon death of the donor by will (Byrnes, “Munificence,” 1,098). The
main concern for many was the salvation of their souls, which
might be hurried along toward heaven via the impetus of charity in
their last official act upon the earth. As the Church matured into
the Middle Ages, such provisions were thought to be the essential
purpose of the last will and were termed that which makes provision for the soul (Byrnes, “Munificence,” 1,104).
Christian charity elevated the active engagement for the
well-being of neighbors and prayer as a way to gain a place in the
afterlife with the angels surrounding God’s throne. This in various
interpretations entered different parts of Europe in the post-Roman
world. This legal contest underpinned more than 50 charitable institutions that emerged in the German-speaking cities in the 13th
century. (Some of the late Roman laws also guide charitable giving
to this day.)
It should not astonish that hospices originated during some
of the worst hunger events in Germany’s history and while several
Crusades were underway. Monasteries already functioned as refuges of the poor and ill where brothers, not priests, aided them. As
cities grew again, they too became places of refuge. People were
starving in the countryside and often lost everything. Abandoned
by their families during illness, there were men, women, and children without support and/or simply unable to provide for themselves. Whole flocks of starving and sick people moved or were
chased from one village to another; sketches of the “undesirables”
being evicted are still displayed in European museums. Sometimes
they wandered into cities that offered potential hope. They lingered
in front of churches and the homes of the wealthy, asking for donations and employment. Such persons were not the only ones taken
in; in Hamburg, for example, pilgrims on their way to a holy site
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were also accepted.
Cities were dirty and unsafe, with chickens and pigs running
about freely, canalization being nonexistent. Human waste intermixed with the animals’ waste. In 1986, my tour group to Central
Asia overnighted three times in Samarkand. The odor of the open
sewers woke us every morning around three; it was the most profound stench imaginable. In the Middle Ages, people probably did
not even notice, but constantly choked and, if they could afford
them, bought wooden elevators to attach to their shoes when in the
streets.
Given these circumstances, how did they notice the poor, ill,
and elderly? German cities of the first half of the 13th century were
relatively small; on average, they ranged from less than 2,000 to
about 10,000. Cologne and Mainz were the exceptions, with the
first at 50,000 and the second with 25,000 inhabitants. (Berlin,
1,200, 2,400; Lübeck, 1,200, 6,000; Nuremberg, 1,200, 10,000;
Augsburg, 1,200, 12,000; Mainz, 1,200, 25,000; Cologne, 1,200,
50,000; Hamburg, 1,400, 8,000). Many residents recognized each
other, even if they did not know one another, especially in their
neighborhoods. An outsider would have stood out by facial features, attire, and unfamiliarity with usual urban behavior and areas
to avoid.
Because this was the time of the crusades and not everyone
could embark to the Middle East, the church argued that those who
were left behind could fulfill their Christian obligation by engaging
in charitable activity. Did the church ask well-off citizens “to notice” the destitute, sick, and old, or did they do so on their own?
The story was often told that a wealthy donor, say a merchant or
bishop, gave money and/or property to sponsor the erection of a
facility for the poor, ill, or older persons (see G.W. Dittwer, The
Holy Ghost Hospital and St. Clemens in Kaland [in German],
1838). The psychological context was straightforward: to fund an
institution to help others was an act of doing good and at the same
time created a reward in heaven.
In some cases, wealthy families gave their holdings and
worked in the facility in order to later in their lives take their place
there as residents. In some other cases, they joined immediately
and were given a small chamber and could thus sleep away from
the rest of the residents who inhabited the common area. In this
case, we would today tend to speak of privacy, but in the percep-
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tions of the time, the chambers indicated privilege. Yet another situation is the one in the Heilig-Geist-Hospital am Roten Tor in
Augsburg, “well-situated investors who promised their holdings to
the foundation after their deaths received their own chamber, while
inhabitants who paid smaller amounts were placed in rooms with
multiple occupancy” (Peter Lengle, Hospitals, Foundations and
Brotherhoods: History of the City of Augsburg from Roman Times
until Now [in German], 1985, 202-08). A similar example comes
from the city of Montabaur. This matches the wealthier eating better food than the rest of the residents and sitting at the front of the
long tables in the “assembly area.” Other reports even indicate that
some of the wealthiest donors resided in private rooms with a cooking facility and their servants in attendance.
This elevation from the group had at least one other advantage. The institutions were run like monasteries or nunneries
and being away from the routines once again meant privilege, but
also some freedom for self-expression. Yet everyone, at least in
Augsburg, beginning in the 1600s, received a warm bath eight
times a year.
Uniformly, hospices were dedicated to the Holy Ghost and
sometimes supervised and worked by brothers of religious orders,
like Cistercians and Augustinians. Others who worked in these institutions were poor members who worked in the bakery, prostitutes
in rehabilitation, etc., and others, mostly women, who felt the calling to work there. We have a specific example of community
members working in a hospice from the Heiligen-Geist-Hospital in
Rostock. It had working farms like other such institutions, two in
this case, and small cubicles for the staff who worked in them.
However a person worked in the institution, they were engaged in caritas. Caritas meant not charity, as it might today, but
active love of neighbor. The idea, too, was to help residents with
their meaningful transition to the next life while making their lives
easier in this one. It also meant that staff received no payment, except the belief that the elderly, poor, and ill needed their help as
neighbors and that the reward would come in the afterlife.
Specific images of that afterlife could readily be called upon, like angels surrounding the throne of God, the father, and his
son, with the Holy Ghost fluttering above. Images were also available in churches of purgatory, the cleansing by fire of lesser sins
before entering heaven, and there are the images of devils in hell,
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tormenting evildoers falling from above onto their forks and other
instruments of torture, fires burning everywhere. The Seven Deadly sins were a constant reminder of what awaited if one slid into
one or more. The first part of Dante’s 14th century epic poem, Inferno, and Bosch’s interpretation of hell, were far removed in time
and this context, but the imagery was available long before then on
the local level. (One of the best representations of popular imaginations stems from the Kreuzgang in Brixen/Bressanone of the 14th
century, then in a German-speaking area.)
Chapels and churches in or near Hospizes offered a point of
reflection on the afterlife. One never knew, although indications
were thought to have existed, when death would take them (Alicia
Strobel, Dealing with Death and Dying in Medieval Monasteries
[in German], 2017). Preparations for this inevitability were therefore necessary; prayer, confessions, fasting, good deeds, and tolerating the burdens of aging were part of it. It may appear almost
cruel that, in a time of frequent food shortages and famines, residents of hospices fasted. Yet, if the few details of food intake in
hospices, like the one in Basel that received 37,000 eggs a year, are
any indication, then fasting was a distinct possibility. A difference
today is also the lack of genuine help for the ailments of the elderly;
neither hip replacements nor ibuprofen were available back then.
Offering the burdens of aging for the greater glory of God, in imitation of Christ’s suffering, was thus for many a part of the preparatory activities. Although “cripples” were often shunned in public, in
hospices, they could wander about safely.
No doubt, hospices provided a better situation for those accepted than hopelessly wandering the streets or not being cared for
in advancing years, whether wealthy or poor. On average, hospices
had 100-150 inhabitants, thus accommodating a respectable proportion of the population. (Augsburg’s facility by 1370 hosted 270
residents.) This is an especially meaningful number when one considers the residents’ high turnover rate. With a life expectancy of
about 30-40 years, somewhat higher or lower depending on social
placement, one could expect a resident to “move on” faster than is
experienced today when life expectancy is much higher, about 81 in
2018 in Germany.
Having spent seven years in different monasteries and observing several facilities for elders here in Germany, I noticed the
intense rivalries that disturb the peace in institutions like them and
facilities for elders. The conflicts become visible in the placement
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at tables and the quality of food enhancing them every day. In the
hospices, the residents ate at long tables, placed according to class.
The wealthier inhabitants, those who had promised their fortune to
the institution after their deaths, sat at the head of the tables and
received three courses, including meat, bread, light beer, and dessert. Those who had promised less, the older and the poor, sat at
the lower ends of the tables and generally received, like in Augsburg, soup meat or meat soup, oatmeal, bread, and light beer.
Wealthy persons may well have washed the feet of a poor inhabitant, but quietly and openly be accused of exhibiting no more than a
holier-than-thou attitude: “Just look at where they sit at the table!”
It’s important to add, although international trade in foodstuffs, like
beef from Hungary, was already flourishing, most meals originated
with locally grown and produced items (Franz Schubert, Eating and
Drinking, 109ff). This included bread, meat, eggs, some vegetables, and beer.
Food was sufficient and regular inside, especially in comparison to what the residents most likely would have eaten outside.
Nevertheless, the outside world intruded. Schubert told of the
emergence of table manners to inhibit some issues at tables
(Schubert, Eating and Drinking, 80ff). He argued that they started
in response to unique problems during various communal feasts and
gradually spread from these to other eating situations. One oddity
that had become less appealing was the passing of a wooden drinking vessel, as was the habit of less-well-placed persons reaching for
bread that everyone needed to sop up soup and for better slices of
meat or eggs from those better-placed at tables. As in monasteries,
one of the residents, or brothers of the religious order, probably
read from the Old or New Testament while the rest of the group ate.
Conclusion
Today we would most likely speak of the ill, poor, and older residents as having been traumatized before they entered a Hospiz and that they need or needed some form of counseling. But neither those who cared for them nor the residents saw the situation
this way. They faced life stoically, and in the case of the older inhabitants, most likely looking forward to the next stage of their
lives; that is, at best heaven, at worst purgatory. One is tempted to
argue that the greater the travail while they lived in this phase, the
greater the opportunities to show dignified acceptance to themselves and maybe others. Those who assisted the ill, poor, and older in the hospitals offered the love of the neighbor, not with the in-
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tent of being paid, but rewarded with the knowledge they were
helping others, and seemed to ensure in the future that they would
sit with the angels near the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.
It is noteworthy that most of these hospices are still in existence
today.
Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Drhc, is Professor Emeritus at
Appalachian State University, an author, and a poet. For his latest
books, see peterpetschauer.com. He can be contacted at petschauerpw@appstate.edu. ❑

Psychoanalytic Implications of Caretaking
Neil Wilson—Psychoanalyst in Private Practice
Abstract: The author talks about the psychoanalytic implication for why
some people become caretakers. Specifically, the focus of the article is
on early development and early memories, citing examples from Sigmund
Freud and Alfred Adler. The author explains the terms caregiver and
caretaker, going further to explain the Adler understanding of early memories to the caretaker issue with an anecdotal example of a patient.
Keywords: Adler, caregiving, caretaker, early-development, earlymemories, Freud, nursing, psychoanalysis, screen-memories

This paper will attempt to address the topic of caretaking
from perhaps one main issue. The question of how and why some
of us go in that direction has a psychoanalytic implication. I will
propose that our early development and our early memories can
lead to an understanding of this issue.
Sigmund Freud early on wrote his masterful paper on screen
memories and what they disguised or screened out. Alfred Adler
added to an understanding of early memories by attempting to comprehend the solution as perhaps a conflict within the
memory. Freud sought what it disguised while Adler saw ego’s
attempt at a solution and how the ego therefore developed.

The terms caregiver and caretaker start with care. I would
expect the caretaker to reflect the person being taken care of, but
this is not always the case. One wonders why these terms are commonly used, but the person cared for is not so clearly signified. Perhaps being cared for is somewhat embarrassing.
There are numerous issues that can or will lead to a style of
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life. Obviously, nothing is simple. Caregivers clearly have numerous backgrounds and it is interesting to examine them all. Since I
am a provider of mental health services I started wondering what
led me to this field. After returning from combat in Korea I kept
hearing that someone good in mathematical skills should study engineering. I received a degree in electrical engineering but found it
boring. I was in group therapy where two members were psychologists. They mentioned reading about people, emotions, and anxiety. I was reading articles with mostly numbers and formulas. I
switched to the more interesting field. As a kid, I had a loving
mother, hard-working father, and an older brother who generally
took good care of me. I was surrounded by providers and in turning from engineering to psychoanalysis finally allowed myself to
identify with them.
What follows is an attempt at applying an Adlerian understanding of early memories to the caretaker issue. A patient devotedly cares for an ailing husband. He is extremely limited in movement, almost bedridden, and generally quite helpless. Rather than
hiring a helper, his wife takes on the whole burden. Several times
she had to wipe him after he defecated. An early memory then was
realized; she remembered that several times after she defecated,
neither parent was there willing to help her. In part, she saw herself
in her husband’s helpless situation and lovingly attended to him.
Nurses are caregivers by profession. I have treated many
nurses over the years. As Adler would expect, many of them had a
similar early history. Amazingly, they had either a mother or father
quite ill when the patient was a child. Some lost their parent. What
they remembered was doctors coming to the house, the healthy parent terribly upset, the gloomy atmosphere, and the hopelessness. Sometimes the parent improved and returned to normal. Yet
the child sometimes identified with the doctor or caregiver and later
in life felt an obligation to do the same.
In summary, the caregiver, either professionally or by necessity, so very often has a background where giving was noticed,
received, or absent, leading to, in some cases, a caregiving style of
life.
Neil Wilson, PhD, is a psychoanalyst and psychologist who
cofounded the New Jersey Institute for Psychoanalysis in Teaneck
and directed its low-cost clinic for decades. Currently, he is in private practice in Teaneck where he may be contacted at neilwil-
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son6776@gmail.com. ❑

Tell Me It’s Autumn
E. Ethelbert Miller—Poet
My sister shrugs her shoulders
and looks at me. We often did this when
we were kids, when we didn’t understand
our school work or when we broke
something in our house by accident.
Her shrugs now becoming blank stares.
We are brother and sister losing memories.
My sister not remembering and me struggling
not to forget. She tells everyone she’s
“the big sister” as I hold her hand and guide
her to a table. Her hand trembling
inside mine, her mind’s way of slipping
on black ice. I shrug. I could not see this coming.
My sister’s last sparks of life bursting into small
chips of light, now trapped inside our hands,
now becoming fists beating against invisible walls.
E. Ethelbert Miller’s bio can be found on page 164. ❑

Taking and Giving Care:
For Whom and to What End(s)?
Marilyn Charles—Austen Riggs
Abstract: In an era in which trust has broken down and integrity cannot
be counted on, we are left with questions as to what care and caregiving
even mean. In this article, I suggest that true care requires respect for
the autonomy and the integrity of the individual being cared for.
Keywords: caregiving, caretaking, developmental-challenges, mentalillness, object-usage, young-adults

In this current age, basic trust has broken down and rules
and regulations increasingly take the place of what might otherwise
be motivated by responsibility and integrity. Even in the United
States, we no longer trust our government, our media, or even one
another to have in mind a common good that includes alternative
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points of view. So, what is the place of care and caregiving in this
world? How do we even define these terms, and toward what ends?
Investigating these questions may help us move beyond a superficial vision of care that eases one’s conscience at the other’s expense, and move toward a more cogent conversation that takes diverse interests, needs, feelings, and desires into account.
To take on these questions, we must first consider what care
actually means. Care presumes a particular kind of relationship in
which, as defined by Merriam-Webster, there is concern, anxiety,
or solicitude. Whereas caring is defined in terms of feeling or
showing concern or kindness (presuming a possible parity in the
relationship), to care for is defined in terms of doing things that are
needed to help and protect another, presuming disparity in the relationship. Caregiving follows this latter track to presume responsibility for the object of one’s concern. Help and protection, however, can be variously construed. I would contend that care can only
be defined in terms of a relationship in which there is respect for
each person’s needs and feelings, even in relationships where there
is some disparity of role and obligation. Any purported care that
falls short in that dimension is in danger of becoming a type of
pseudo-care, in which one might indulge in narcissistic selfindulgence at the other’s expense. It matters very much whether
we can reflect upon our actions and motivations sufficiently enough
to discover to what extent we are engaged in a mindless offering in
deference to a supposed authority rather than a mindful offering to
another being that is conditioned legitimately by the other’s response.
If we think in terms of D.W. Winnicott’s object usage—his
emphasis on the importance of recognition of differences between
the self and other as a precondition of care—then we have a useful
marker to guide our exploration. His idea is that a true relationship
depends on the recognition of two individual beings with different
needs, desires, and perspectives (Playing and Reality, 1971). To
move beyond a simplistic, narcissistic immersion in self-interest,
one has to be able to recognize the legitimacy of the interests of the
other-as-other and to recognize differences in values as markers of
alternative perspectives that need to be taken into account and
thought through.
I would also contend that one cannot be caring without the
capacity—and the determination—to reflect on these questions.
Reflection requires some distance from which to afford the perspec-
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tive to think about the ideas under scrutiny. Again, we need the
thirdness afforded by the recognition that people legitimately see
things differently, and that all human knowledge is limited and
based upon personal experience. It is in difference that we find
learning opportunities. If, however, we look for “right answers”
rather than being respectful of whatever gaps the questions point to,
then we are moving into an age of machines (which can be fixed,
monitored, and managed) as opposed to people (who are capable of
learning when treated respectfully). For those of us in sociallysanctioned positions of “care”—as one patient puts it, the designated knowers—there is an obligation to be responsible in some ways
for others. In such instances, respect for others means guiding
those in our care towards better recognizing and facing developmental challenges, while ourselves being open and authentic regarding our goals.
Ostensible caregivers are already ensconced in a divisive,
mechanistic era. For example, as someone who consults college
counseling centers, I have been interested in the current rhetoric
that speaks of an alarming rise in “acute and chronic mental illness”
on campuses today. Pushing back on this rhetoric in my own mind,
I wonder about the social contexts in which this trend has arisen.
Toward that end, I have been thinking about the implications of the
current press toward finding solutions to the problems. That press,
in the mental health systems, has resulted in a narrowing of definitions around human suffering that move toward simplistic assumptions and decision-making regarding how symptoms should lead to
diagnoses and treatment. That pressure invites concerned parents
to seek professional assistance for their children who are suffering
from problems in living, and also invites the children to view their
problems as outside their own dominion of control. By the time
those children enter college, they are firmly ensconced in an identity that presumes deficits, which must be managed by others rather
than seeing challenges as problems in living that can be faced,
worked at, and worked through. What might have afforded experiences of mastery, as problems are more directly faced and worked
through, instead results in experiences of self-as-problem to be
solved and managed by experts and medications.
At what point did parenting turn away from ideas about developmental challenges and difficulties, and toward ideas about
problems that require labels, diagnoses, management, and
pills? Our children come to college often better armed with more
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reasons why they should not be expected to meet challenges than
with methods learned, by experience, for meeting, mastering, or
accommodating to life’s demands. Unfortunately, that creates a
further array of problems for the young adult, who has learned to
turn to the experts for the answers, whether that be in the realm of
academics, politics, or problems in living. It is difficult, in such an
era, for experts to stand firmly in their own positions, as human beings who have particular expertise that must be reflected upon to
make decisions about how best to apply such knowledge. One
could argue that this is the proper province of higher education: to
help our young people learn how to face challenges with reflective
engagement that further sharpens their ability to discern crucial aspects of problems and think through potential solutions. Similarly,
I would argue that this is also the proper province of mental health
services: to help individuals further their own reflective capacity to
bear on living problems. Each domain is about learning as an active process that fuels itself.
From the alternative position of an aging adult, I listen with
horror to commercials that invite my adult children to take on a
caretaking role that I would never assign to them, as advertisers invite middle-aged adults to take over the executive functions of their
ostensibly incompetent parents. As background, we have the debates that volley back and forth as to whether one might be afforded choices related to the quality and duration of one’s own
life. Are there universally “right” answers when it comes to quality
of life? Is the choice to die inevitably a sign of a diseased or disabled mind? When did our ideas about caregiving, giving care, turn
into ideas about caretaking, tending to people as though they were
estates or machines? In this instance, it is not just the professionals
who are asked to make decisions about reflective capacity and the
right to make one’s own decisions. Adults are also being enjoined
to make decisions about their aging parents. What is perhaps most
insidious about the latter is that the invitation comes from interested
parties, people in a position to make a profit from the decisions being solicited. We are being invited, not to care for others, but rather
to care about the standards being offered that seduce us into roles
and behaviors that may do more to line someone’s pockets than to
provide care for loved ones.
This brings us to an issue that has become quite salient in
recent times: the mass marketing of the American mind. It is increasingly clear that opinions are being carefully formed and for-
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mulated through marketing techniques that often masquerade as
news. We have seen that when the message is repeated often
enough, the lack of reason can become irrelevant. Even blatant
falsehood can be widely taken as truth. Capitalism rests on the
ability to persuade people that they need more and other than whatever they have. Advertising and marketing have become so sophisticated that we are not only being sold new products, we are also
being sold positions, values, and systems that we come to believe
we need or want, whatever their actual value. It is often only at the
back end that we see that a system created to solve one problem has
instead made more and worse problems. But usually, that system
has by then become so entrenched that we can’t get out from under
it and end up creating more and more debris, making it difficult to
sort through our actual responsibilities to those we love.
In such an era, it matters very much who gets put in charge
of what or whom in the name of caretaking. For example, as a psychologist, I have watched my professional guild develop more and
more bureaucratic structures and guidelines that obstruct good care
rather than further it. The same thing is happening in the area of
clinical training. It is as though, if there is sufficient bureaucracy
and red tape, we are ensuring the public good, whereas from my
perspective we are merely further and further obstructing it. The
systems are becoming increasingly time-consuming and difficult to
manage, increasing the time spent in administrative tasks that perpetuate those systems but do very little to further the quality of
whatever services are being provided.
Perhaps, most notably, what’s needed is some way to define
what it means to give and take care, to reflectively consider the balance between responsibility for others and responsibility to others.
At what point does our presumption about the needs of others become an imposition of our values over and beyond their own? At
the extreme, we have parents who decide to give life to their children and then legitimately bear responsibility for that life, to the
extent that the child cannot be responsible for that life or speak to
his or her own desires. But there is also the burden of care for that
other on whose behalf one acts. As the child begins to show particular needs, feelings, and desires, it is the parent’s responsibility to
try to recognize those messages as they evolve and integrate them
into the decision-making. That model may be a useful one in other
venues as well. The politician who is not interested in the experienced needs and feelings of constituents fails in a fundamental task
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of their role, much as the mental health professional who fails to
take seriously the thoughts, feelings, and lived experience of those
who seek assistance fails in the caregiving role. As we consider the
meanings of giving and taking care, it is paramount to have our eye
on who is being taken care of, and at whose expense, lest we obscure the needs of those who legitimately depend upon others for
respectful, reflective, mindful care.
Marilyn Charles, PhD, ABPP, is a psychologist and psychoanalyst at the Austen Riggs Center, who is also affiliated with
the Chicago Center for Psychoanalysis, Universidad de Monterrey
(UDEM), and Harvard University. As Co-Chair of the Association
for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society (APCS) and contributing editor of Psychoanalysis, Culture, and Society, she is actively
engaged in mentoring, promoting community involvement and socially relevant research. Her interests include creativity, psychosis,
reflective function, and the intergenerational transmission of trauma. Marilyn is an artist, a poet, and a writer, publishing over 100
articles and book chapters and five books, including Working with
Trauma (2011) and Psychoanalysis and Literature (2015); and five
edited volumes, including: Introduction to Contemporary Psychoanalysis and The Importance of Play in Early Childhood Education
(with
Jill
Bellinson).
She
may
be
contacted
at
mcharlesphd@gmail.com. ❑

Inna Rozentsvit
Caregiving Symposium
The Meaning of Life Among Caregivers
Inna Rozentsvit—Psychohistory Forum Research Assoc.
Abstract: The author focuses on caregiving becoming the “new norm” in
America and interviews caregivers to learn more about why people become caregivers and what motivates them. She shares the information
she obtained from interviewing 27 caregivers. Also, she examines the
neurobiology of caregiving, references the substantial literature focused
on the negative effects of caregiving, and highlights the smaller literature
on the positive impact. Lastly, she explores her relationship with caregiving as it relates to her family and herself.
Keywords: applied-neurobiology, capacity-for-concern, caregiving, D.W.
Winnicott, empathic-care, empathic-distress, empathy, higher-order-
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Rosalyn Carter, former First Lady and the advocate for
quality of life for all, able and disabled, said once that “There are
only four kinds of people in the world. Those who have been caregivers. Those who are currently caregivers. Those who will be
caregivers, and those who will need a caregiver” (Testimony before
Congress, May 26, 2011, retrieved from the Carter Center). She
was right: when we are born, our mothers, fathers, grandparents,
siblings, and even extended family become caregivers, maybe not
realizing their new caregiving status yet. But still, if someone in
the family is diagnosed with a developmental or degenerative condition, like Autism or Alzheimer’s, or a chronic debilitating illness,
like Multiple Sclerosis or Parkinson’s disease, the family members
and friends become unpaid caregivers. With life expectancy increasing every decade and chronic conditions being managed better
because of the advancement of medicine and technology, as well as
because of the deinstitutionalization of the chronically ill, we have
more people who need care. This means we have more caregivers,
paid or not.
Caregiving is becoming a “new norm” in America with as
many as 23% of American adults becoming the so-called
“sandwich generation” caregivers, caring for their children as well
as elderly parents. As per the 2019 research by Merrill Lynch/Age
Wave that involved 2,000 caregivers, it was estimated that about
70% of all people who are 65 and older will need long-term care
and even more will need some sort of caregiving (see The Journey
of Caregiving: Honor, Responsibility and Financial Complexity).
Of course, we need to mention people who choose caregiving professions, like nurses, nurse aides, home healthcare workers, physicians, and rehabilitation therapists.
So, why do people become caregivers? What motivates
them? After starting to write this essay on caregiving, I decided to
interview some people who—in my mind—were caregivers; and in
my fairly small sample of this non-placebo-controlled study, I had
27 people who are friends, family, or neighbors. Some of the answers to my “why?” questions revealed the following. First, about
half of the people were “unaware” that they are “caregivers,” and
they even resisted being called caregivers at first. (Later in our
conversations, they said they did not want to be perceived as
“servants” who are paid or being motivated by duty, and they en-
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joyed taking care of their loved ones, just because they loved them).
Second, it became clear that the caregiver’s journey can be a fully
thought-out path in life (like becoming a nurse or retiring early to
take care of a family member) or it can start with the loved one’s
illness or the diagnosis of a developmental condition in a child,
which felt like the “bomb explosion.” (In my sample, there were
only six people who thought-through their path to caregiving; the
rest made the choice when the health disaster hit their family unexpectedly.) Third, none of the 27 people were prepared to answer
“why” they became caregivers, but said that they “would do it
again” without reservations or knowing if they will be cared for
when the time comes.
Caregiving has two roots, “care” and “giving,” and while
giving care to someone else sounds like an honorable activity, the
online search for “psychology of caregiving” or the “why of caregiving” comes back with a substantial amount of literature on all
the negatives of caregiving. These include poorer health, financial
burden, caregiver burnout, compassion fatigue, anxiety, depression,
and even vicarious trauma and PTSD, co-dependency in caregivers
(and care-receivers), and much more (see Margaret Paul, “Are you
a taker or a caretaker in your relationships?” Huffington Post, May
2015; Claudia Wallis, “Caregiving, Stress and Beauty Shots of the
Brain,” Scientific American, November 2016). Very little can be
found in the professional literature on any positive aspects of caregiving. This got me thinking and asking myself, “why is caregiving
such a big part of my life, and why does it feel very normal to provide care for others?”
For me, caregiving is an act of love and devotion, and it is
true that it also can be (in a moment) draining, but being drained or
tired from providing care cannot compare with another’s suffering
that my caregiving resolves. Caregiving has been a part of my life
going back as far as I can remember. The first acts of caregiving I
can remember were when I was four or five and would bring my
grandma chocolates when coming home from kindergarten. I did
not know why I did it, and neither my parents nor my grandma ever
asked me to do so. Grandma Miriam, my mom’s mom, was the
only grandma I’ve known; and she was the most generous person
I’ve ever met in my life. She rarely told any stories, she just shared
what she had with our neighbors, and I never questioned it. I probably just thought that this is the norm.
Only after my mom passed away, and 34 years after my
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grandma’s passing, did I find out my grandma’s story: she was sentenced by the Stalinists to the Gulag “work camps” in Siberia, just
for keeping her beloved brother’s journal. This journal revealed the
family secret: my great uncle was a leader of a group that was
fighting the tsarist regime for the liberties of the Jewish youth in
education and work, before WWI. My grandma came back home
after the war finished, very sick with rheumatic fever, but alive because “simple Russian people” nursed her to life and collected pennies to get her a ticket for the six-day train trip home to Ukraine.
My grandma never talked about it, but all her life, as I observed,
she was caring for others, intuitively knowing their needs.
Sometimes, I feel, or I am told so by friends and patients,
that I “know” who needs what, and I provide it, without thinking
too much about it. It is like a gut feeling, an intuition, or a seventh
sense, or maybe what Leighton E. Cluff and Robert H. Binstock
called the “art of caring” (The Lost Art of Caring: A Challenge to
Health Professionals, Families, Communities and Societies, 2001).
Later, when I was thinking of a subspecialty for my fellowship after
a neurology residency program at Albert Einstein College of Medicine, I chose neurorehabilitation, the least lucrative neurological
subspecialty. For me, this was the most fulfilling, as we were
trained there to “collect [people] from pieces” after brain injury or
any other neurological disasters, knowing we made a real difference. While in fellowship I stayed at work for an extra few hours
every day, so I could meet the families of the patients, find out
about our patients and their families more, and provide them with
the care they did not even know they needed (or did not think they
“deserved”—as it was not a compensated service).
So, what are the ingredients of the inner workings of caregiving? For me, the ingredients are empathy, compassion, love,
patience, fairness, and generosity. I believe caregiving comes from
the inner state of Margaret Mahler’s “love affair with the
world” (Alma Halbert Bond, Margaret Mahler: A Biography of the
Psychoanalyst, 2008) and the feeling that the world is my oyster.
These inner dynamics of being in sync with humanity were nurtured and cultivated by all the main caregiver figures of my childhood. My mom was a brilliant physician/neurologist and a leader
by nature, who gave me a lot of autonomy, feelings of trust, and
intellectual stimulation, so I could make choices not from guilt
laced with resentment, but from compassion and a wish to help.
My dad was an engineer and a very kind and hands-on person, who
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taught me everything that was related to care—gardening, sewing,
building, taking care of animals—and to be compassionate and patient in any circumstances. Additionally, there is my grandma, who
taught me—by actions and without words—generosity, without expectation for anything in return. Lastly, my grandpa, who survived
the Tsarist army in WWI, took care of three small children in the
Jewish ghetto’s underground while his wife was in Siberia during
WWII. He was always fair. This was a no-brainer for me to become a caregiver by profession and by calling, not by necessity.
Since neuropsychobiology is my passion, I also delved into
neuroscience research related to the ingredients of caregiving.
What I found fascinated me. One of the recent studies that used
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) showed that when
encountering one’s suffering, the human brain displays two main
mechanisms of processing this information and the response to it:
empathic distress and empathic care. Researchers found that while
empathic distress was associated with the mirroring pathways, empathic care was associated with value and reward (Yoni K. Ashar,
Jessica R. Andrews-Hanna, Sona Dimidjian, & Tor D. Wager, June
2017, “Empathic Care and Distress: Predictive Brain Markers and
Dissociable Brain Systems,” Neuron). Studies by another group of
scientists (Jonathan Levy, Karen Yirmiya, Abraham Goldstein, &
Ruth Feldman, “The Neural Basis of Empathy and Empathic Behavior in the Context of Chronic Trauma,” Frontiers in Psychiatry,
2019) confirmed the same two paths for empathy, and they assigned the mirroring route to “automatic” mimicry of distress, or
rudimentary empathy, which exists also in non-humans.
They assigned the other route, which exists mostly in humans, to the higher order empathy that allows “mentalization” of
the feelings of others, distinguishing the “self” from an “other,” and
the capacity to provide care for others. Also, as I wrote in my 2011
essay, “The Neurobiological Basis of Thanksgiving, or Neuroscience of Giving and Receiving” (first published in NAAP News, Fall
2011 issue), human brains are hard-wired to receive more pleasure
from giving than receiving, and this phenomenon is only known in
human species, even more so in adults as they have more evolved
cortical brain structure than children do.
If we look into psychoanalytic literature, we will find that
many psychoanalysts, who dealt with developmental issues and attachment (D.W. Winnicott, Margaret Mahler, Fred Pine, Christopher Bollas, Anni Bergman, and Beatrice Beebe, to name a few),
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spoke about caregiving, but not in very direct terms. D.W. Winnicott, who was a pediatrician before he became a prominent object
relations psychoanalytic thinker, spoke of the “capacity for concern,” the opposite of guilt, which is one of the biggest developmental achievements of human beings at the beginning of their life.
For Winnicott, development of capacity for concern includes integration of the object-mother (who is a target of the child’s instinctual drives) and the environment-mother, the real-person-mother, who
loves and cares, can be loved in return, and with whom reparation
is possible (“The Development of the Capacity for Concern,” Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic, 1963). This integration of emotional
life provides the child with the ability to take responsibility for himself and his needs, while the mother survives the “drives’ attacks,”
and she continues to be present and available while allowing the
child to be a separate being, to have “continuity of being,” and to
lead a creative life. As I understand it, Winnicottian capacity for
concern is the first stage for the development of the capacity for
care and caregiving, which comes from a healthy place and should
not be pathologized, as often happens in psychology literature.
Another assumption that is being circulated by the professional leaders/moderators in psychology blogs and caregiver support groups, and what I found from my sample of caregivers, is
about caregivers ignoring their own feelings. They “put them in a
closet,” neglect their own well-being, and provide caregiving mostly from guilt, which necessitates resentment. This is true: some
caregivers do ignore their own needs and/or they are motivated by
guilt, but it does not mean that the majority fall into these categories, while the assumptions still prevail in these professionals-run
circles. That is why 22 out of 27 caregivers I interviewed told me
they tried to participate in caregiver support groups, but often felt
pathologized if they did not agree with “professional opinions” of
being “burdened,” “in denial,” masochistic, or motivated by a
guilty conscience. They said that their life became richer because
of caregiving; they are “blessed” because they had to spend extra
months or years with the loved ones, and their personal relationships got stronger because caregiving allowed them to reevaluate
the meaning of things. When I am told that I do not put myself first
and only care for others (which I do not experience as true), the
words of Carson McCullers ring true: “The closest thing to being
cared for is to care for someone else” (The Square Root of Wonderful, 1957). I wholeheartedly agree.
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Inna Rozentsvit, MD, PhD, MBA, MSciEd, is a neurologist
and neurorehabilitation specialist trained in psychoanalysis. She is
a founder and neuropsychoeducator at the non-profit organization,
NeurorecoverySolutions, Inc., and editor-in-chief of Object Relations Institute Academic Press, MindMend Publishing Co., and the
interdisciplinary journal MindConsiliums. She may be contacted at
inna.rozentsvit@gmail.com or at www.innarozentsvit.com. ❑

The True Meaning of Life
Among Caregivers
Jack Schwartz—Psychoanalyst
Keywords: altruism, caregiving, ego-drives, Melanie Klein, psychoanalysis, self-sacrificing, selfless, Sigmund Freud

Inna Rozentsvit offers an important contribution to a subject
that is often overlooked in psychoanalysis, which is the attribute of
being a “caregiver.” Dr. Rozentsvit rightly points out that one way
or another we will all need caregiving eventually, and more often
than not find ourselves in a caregiving role. Yet, for too long psychoanalytic writers have either overlooked this subject or worse,
ascribed some sort of underlying pathology to the act of caregiving.
In Dr. Rozentsvit’s personal reflection, caregiving is a natural identification and extension of strong familial attitudes that value selfsacrifice and the sense of satisfaction or pleasure in the act of supporting and comforting another in need. It is not the type of pleasure as described in traditional libidinal terms, but rather a pleasure
derived from a source that links to a culture and a collective spirit,
or as she says, “being in sync” with the common good. As I understand Dr. Rozentsvit, “care-giving” is indeed a form of “caretaking,” meaning the giver also “takes” something meaningful from
the exchange.
For Freud, he saw humans as in a constant state of struggle
where the instincts (both Eros and Thanatos) are constantly pushing
against the parts of the waking ego whose job it is to contain, adapt,
and sublimate. There was little room in Freudian theory for altruism and caregiving as separate ego drives, although it is welldocumented that Freud was indeed an altruistic and caring person.
Freud was always suspicious of good intentions, which may mask
underlying hostile motives that he labeled “reaction formation,”
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suggesting an opposite motive belying a person’s outward behavior.
Dr. Rozentsvit suggests for too long psychoanalysis has
pathologized the impulse to care and points to Winnicott who, as a
pediatrician, regularly spoke of the “good enough” maternal function, which forms the template for all caregiving. Melanie Klein’s
work also offers an important insight; even though she was writing
from an instinct-driven position, she spoke of an innate drive to repair. Klein saw working through of the infantile drive to consume
and destroy as the solution to humanity’s troubles, writing,
“perhaps, that hostile attitude, springing from fear and suspicion,
which is latent more or less strongly in each human being, and
which intensifies a hundredfold in him every impulse of destruction, will give way to kindlier and more trustful feelings towards
his fellowmen, and people may inhabit the world together in greater
peace and goodwill than they do now” (Melanie Klein, Love, Guilt
and Reparation: And Other Works 1921-1945, 1975).
From the diverse writings of Oliver Sacks, Eckhart Tolle,
the Dalai Lama, Stephen Mitchel, and many, many others, perhaps
there is a transcendent drive to give-care, and maybe that drive is
related to a combination of factors such as innate altruism, cultural
prerogatives, reparation, and/or family identifications. Dr. Rozentsvit’s article prompts us to consider and appreciate that the act
of “giving” could truly be a form of “getting,” that the giving of the
self is a way of feeding the self. Maybe the words “selfless” and
“self-sacrificing” are unsuitable and outdated, carrying negative
connotations. If we move away from these words perhaps we can
discover a new language, a language more suited and filled with
greater nuance that truly reflects the inherent paradox of caregiving
in which giving is also a form of getting, creating mutually fulfilling encounters through which the drive to care-give could offer
something transcendent, something even beyond the pleasure and
death principles.
Jack Schwartz’ biography can be found on page 151. ❑

Call for Papers
We welcome psychoanalytic/psychological insights of 500-1,500 words on a
large variety of issues. It is our new policy to accept several longer articles—
2,500 to 3,500 words—that will be subject to a more rigorous screening
process than shorter submissions. Contact Paul Elovitz at
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com with proposals, abstracts, outlines, and
completed papers.
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Watching My Mother Sleep
Jennie Mintz—Poet
Glimpse by glimpse,
I see how her body seems
to have slowed,
her gait more
graceless as she climbs upstairs
to unmake her sickbed,
no longer the diplomat’s wife
under the thumb of Father.
I don’t know how I will ever give
her up to death the way
a lighthouse lets a boat drift out
of its sight,
or the clapping wings of a gull
fade into darkness.
Sometimes I sit next to her
just to hear her labored breaths
wash up to the shoreline of sleep,
as if to reassure myself
that these waves will never
start to cease.
Jennie Minsk, MA, is a librarian in Fairfax County. Her
book of poems, My Father’s Drawer, will be published by Finishing
Line Press next year. ❑

A Response to Rozentsvit and
the Dilemmas of a Caregiver
Paul H. Elovitz—Caregiver
Inna Rozentsvit is an extraordinarily caring and giving person. If a friend or associate has a medical problem, she will go
without sleep to care for them or guide them through their health
crisis. She gives endlessly, to the point of exhaustion, to various
psychohistorical organizations, to help them achieve their goals.
During the coronavirus pandemic, when most shelter at home, she
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volunteers at the hospital to assist with testing. For her “caregiving
is an act of love and devotion,” which she traces back to as a fouryear-old giving chocolate to her grandmother, a survivor of Stalin’s
gulag who is one of her caregiving role models. Inna writes of
caregiving not simply from her own experience but also her research project on the subject. I laud her multiple insights into caregiving but think that she insufficiently writes about the ambivalence
of those who serve others as well as the emotionally and physically
exhausting downside of caregiving.
Although my friends see me as a caring person, I work hard
to not deny my frustrations and struggles as a caregiver. My wife
Geri is disabled by Parkinson’s disease among many other conditions, but she maintains zero-tolerance for dishonesty and selfdelusion. When she sees me feeling burdened, she says so, and I
agree; although I initially felt guilty when it was brought to my attention. We are both strong-willed people who built a 46-year long
close and mostly loving relationship on honesty. My wife reads my
moods like an open book, which is further encouragement to be direct and honest about my feelings.
There are moments that I feel like caretaking is all I do, and
I am pulled in different directions. For example, in my office at the
far end of our home from the bedroom, one day I barely heard
Geri’s voice. But the tone led me to run upstairs, where I found she
was quite upset about dropping her pills beyond her reach. At moments like these, I feel like a fireman, a job I briefly held in the Army and never liked because it involved waiting instead of doing. As
of late, Geri says I’m so patient. That’s not how I felt during the
first couple of years of her very limited ability to walk and the constant fear that she will fall, which once resulted in her breaking ten
bones.
Returning to Dr. Rozentsvit’s very insightful paper, I agree
with so much, but not all, that she says. Feeling and being drained
by the stresses of caregiving may not “compare with another’s suffering,” but it’s extremely difficult to experience. My problem is
being pulled in too many directions as, in this period of COVID-19
isolation, I teach, edit a journal, run a scholarly group, research, and
write as well as do the cleaning and cooking Geri used to do.
While I experience “the ingredients of caregiving” she labels as
“empathy, compassion, love, patience, fairness, and generosity,” I
also feel the frustrations that come from being torn in different directions. Plus, there are the annoyances that come just from living
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with another person, which have existed throughout our relationship. For example, how can a very independent and strong woman
like my wife be so upset about some harmless bug to the point that
I need to drop whatever I am doing and come running from the other end of the house to dispose of it? Neatness has always been important to Geri while I am comfortable with clutter. Although I
grew up with a working mother and have always been at home in
the kitchen, when it comes to cleanliness, I do not have the perspective of a woman of my generation.
Most of the time, and increasingly, I am quite patient, even
though I’m not an especially patient person. While standing by my
wife as her mind gives the command to move but her feet don’t listen, I’m able to put my needs and desires on the shelf. Throughout
our day I encourage her with a smile, a touch, a kiss, a word, a balloon celebrating something special, a tasty morsel, or a joke.
There’s lots of laughter and teasing between us. I try to keep in
mind that the most important part of caregiving, beyond the sheer
physical, is engendering hope. But I find myself drawn elsewhere.
Geri is lonely and she wants me to be sitting, watching TV, and relaxing by her, which I don’t have much time for. Increasingly, I
feel I need to take her to bed at night, rather than continue with my
work because, at that point of the day, she needs to be pushed in her
rollator walker, which also serves as a chair, and I need to be sure
to tuck her in at night and go to sleep with her. But at the same
time, my mind jumps to the other things I need to do.
My wife’s personality is radically different than mine. She
is wonderfully spontaneous and at times quite controlled; she never
likes it when other people saw her working hard. When she cleans
or straightens something, you would not see a mess. I tend to be
noisy and move very quickly; she complains I’m hyper. I make a
mess whilst straightening and cleaning up, and I do not always have
that disarray straightened up before I move on to other things, especially now that I’m a caregiver drawn in diverse directions. Because she is so attuned to my feelings and movements, when I’m
walking behind my wife as a safeguard, she feels pressured even
though I am moving or standing calmly. I empathize with her bodily struggles.
Geri articulates her anger at her body for letting her down
after so many years of good service. I try and help her to be patient
with herself, including her disability. She’s able to tolerate being
cared for much more than I suspect I would be, although I can’t
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know for sure if our roles were reversed. She is very slow to want
the care of outsiders, except on an emergency basis, though we
have talked about having someone come into the house to help or
even live with us. Still, she much prefers that I be the caretaker,
and I doubt that anyone else could anticipate her needs as well as I
do. Eventually, additional caregivers (along with a longed for
housecleaner) may be coming into our home, but not until after the
danger of COVID-19 recedes.

Despite my great appreciation and respect for Dr. Rozentvit’s extraordinary giving, I am not inclined to live up to her
ideal. There are so many other things I want to do along with caring for my wife. I get satisfaction from mentoring some younger
people in our field. I suspect that when I eventually retire from
teaching, this will be a more important part of my activities. In the
early period of Geri’s dependency, I more often felt resentful and
sometimes experienced her as a burden. But those feelings have
receded as I identify more strongly with Geri’s struggle and the realization that in the present situation, I’m able to be more loving to
her than I was in the earlier years of our sometimes stormy relationship. My love for her gives a special meaning to my life. Thanks,
Inna, for your personal and intellectual giving as well as your insightful and stimulating article.
Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is a research psychoanalyst, psychohistorian, professor, and caregiver who may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. ❑

Fabe’s Symposium
on Woody Allen’s Comedy
Woody Allen’s Psychological Slapstick
Marilyn Fabe—University of California, Berkeley
Abstract: This is an exploration of the psychological roots of Woody Allen’s comic genius through the lens of self-psychology and especially the
theoretical perspectives of Heinz Kohut. Based on evidence from accounts of Allen’s early life and themes that appear in his writings and
films, the author argues that the profound incompatibility between Allen’s
parents and their precocious gifted son resulted in psychological wounds
to his core sense of self. Allen, she suggests, has created a new genre of
film comedy, psychological slapstick, in which his characters elicit laugh-
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ter by being magnets for misfortune and/or by beating up themselves.
Keywords: damaged-self, Heinz Kohut, idealized-parent-imago, mirroring, psychological-slapstick, schlemiel-persona, self-psychology, twinship

The comedian Jerry Lewis famously observed that “the
premise of comedy is a man in trouble” (Alan Dole, Comedy is a
Man in Trouble: Slapstick in American Movies, 2000, 18).
Through a strange, not completely understood alchemy, creators of
comedy have a remarkable capacity to transform situations that
cause people extreme misery into scenes that elicit laughter. Unlike
many comedic films, which make us laugh at characters in physical
trouble (Harold Lloyd’s hanging from the fragile hands of a clock
atop a skyscraper in Safety Last! [1923] or Chaplin’s tramp, on the
edge of starvation, eating a rubber boot in The Gold Rush [1925],
immediately come to mind), Allen’s comedy also elicits laughter at
people in emotional trouble.
That is, the misery of Allen’s characters derives not only
from external forces but also from the way they attack and undercut
themselves. Especially in his early comedies, Allen’s characters,
played by himself, are embodiments of the schlemiel, weak little
men at odds with their environment, unlucky bunglers who are both
the targets of bullies and bad luck, in addition to being their own
worst enemies. It could be argued that in his remarkable run of
comedies, beginning with Take The Money and Run (1969) and including Bananas (1971), Everything You Always Wanted to Know
About Sex* (*But Were Afraid To Ask) (1972), Sleeper (1973), and
Love and Death (1975), Allen has created a new genre of comedy:
psychological slapstick. I am grateful to Todd Schultz for suggesting this term. The “slapstick” is a device consisting of two flexible
pieces of wood used by clowns to produce a loud slapping sound
when they beat each other up. In Allen’s psychological slapstick,
his characters are laughed at in the face of self-induced abuse and
misfortune.
In interviews over the years, Allen has vacillated between
claiming that everything in his films is autobiographical to denying
that his characters reflect his own life at all. As I hope to demonstrate, both claims are true. Allen’s comic characters rarely resemble the life or characteristics of the man who created them literally;
but, through their predicaments, Allen symbolically recasts as funny his emotional pain growing up in an environment that he experienced as extremely oppressive and damaging to the self he wished
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to become.
To better understand the roots of Allen’s damaged self, I
look at his childhood experiences through the lens of selfpsychology, especially the theoretical perspectives of Heinz Kohut.
Based on evidence from accounts of Allen’s early life available in
his interviews, biographies, and recurring jokes and themes that appear in his comedy routines and films, I argue that the profound incompatibility between Allen’s parents and their precocious gifted
son resulted in psychological wounds to his core sense of self. In
looking at Allen’s life and art through the lens of self-psychology, I
do not intend to label or demean Allen, but to provide a better understanding and appreciation of his art. In an article entitled
“Woody Allen’s Search for Self,” Barbara Shapiro observes as I do
that Allen’s characters suffer from Allen’s difficulties in life
(Journal for Popular Culture, 19:4, 1986, 47-62). But Shapiro believes that Allen’s damaged self limits his art, while I argue that his
comic genius feeds on it.
Woody Allen was born in the Bronx on December 1, 1935,
as Allen Stewart Konigsberg, and raised in Brooklyn in an unhappy
family. His mother, Nettie Konigsberg, was from a family of poor
orthodox Jews who ran a delicatessen. She thought that she was
marrying up when she married Marty Konigsberg, the son of a once
-wealthy man who lost his money in the depression (Marion
Meade, The Unruly Life of Woody Allen: A Biography, 2000, 2425). But Marty, the favorite, spoiled child of his father, could not
adapt to his lessened circumstances. He went from one unpromising job to another, all the while plotting “fantastic get rich schemes
that always failed” (26). Furious that her husband did not earn
enough money to pay the bills, his wife was always belittling him.
By the time Allen was born, “warfare had become practically a way
of life” and he grew up a constant witness to domestic explosions
(26). In Annie Hall (1977), Allen situates Alvy Singer’s childhood
home under the Cyclone, an amusement park roller coaster ride in
Coney Island. Every time it passes by it convulsively shakes the
house, a fitting metaphor for the ontological insecurity of a child
growing up in the context of a stormy marriage.
Allen’s mother’s anger was directed not only at his father
but at her son as well. In a never-completed documentary Allen
made in 1986, Two Mothers, which features interviews with Nettie
Konigsberg and Maureen O’Sullivan (Mia Farrow’s movie star
mother), Allen confronts his mother: “I remember you would hit
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me every day when I was a child” (Eric Lax, Woody Allen: A Biography, 1992, 19). His mother denies being abusive but admits that
she did spank and occasionally hit him, explaining that she did not
know how to handle the kind of child he was. “You were very
bright, and you ran and jumped... you were too active and too much
of a child for me. I wasn’t that good to you because I was very
strict, which I regret” (19).
Because Allen’s father could not make ends meet, his
mother took a job as a bookkeeper in a Manhattan florist shop when
Allen had just turned one, leaving him with “a succession of poorly
educated and under-skilled women who were paid by the hour and
who generally lasted only a couple of weeks before quitting or being fired” (Woody Allen: A Biography, 15). One babysitter was especially terrifying. Allen describes how she came to him in his crib
when he was three, wrapped him up in a blanket so he could not
breathe, and said, “I could smother you right now, throw you out in
the garbage and no one would know the difference” (15). According to Meade, as the result of his mother’s daily slapping to control
him, the indifferent or worse babysitters, and the little contact he
had with his mother when she returned home from work, Woody
Allen “grew up believing that from the cradle he had been unwanted” (The Unruly Life of Woody Allen, 27). This feeling is made into a joke when, in a stand-up comedy routine, he tells the (madeup) story of his kidnapping when he was a child. When his parents
received the ransom note, he claims, “…they snapped into action.
They rented out my room.”
But however fraught his early years, his mother claims that
Allen was a happy child until age five when something happened
that made him turn sour. He became anti-social, a loner, and avoided people (Woody Allen: A Biography, 18). Although Allen contradicts his mother, claiming that he never was a happy child, the sudden darkening mood his mother describes might be attributed to
what he recalls as a particularly dire event in his life: when he was
age five his mother enrolled him in a school in Brooklyn. Because
of his high IQ, Allen could have gone to Hunter College Elementary School in Manhattan that offered a program for gifted children.
Allen believes that such a school would have given him some of the
encouragement and recognition for his talents that he craved. In the
end, however, his mother decided that the school was too far away
and settled on a much inferior public school he could walk to. Allen refers to this school as “the dread place, the zenith of discipline
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and regimentation; a humorless, joyless, education-less experience
provided by nasty unpleasant teachers” and school became a place
of “abysmal horror” (31).
From the evidence above it appears that Allen’s mother
drastically failed to be the attuned, caring parent Kohut believes a
child needs to develop a healthy self (Heinz Kohut, The Analysis of
the Self: A Systematic Approach to the Psychoanalytic Treatment of
Narcissistic Personality Disorders, 1971, 115-116). In his terminology, she lacked the capacity to mirror—appreciate, echo, and
nurture—her son’s special qualities and talents, focusing only on
his lacks. Allen gets revenge in his stand-up comedy routines,
films, and short stories by making us laugh at mothers for criticizing and belittling their sons. In a famous one-liner, Allen complains he was “breastfed from falsies.” Interestingly, in Kohut’s
The Analysis of the Self, he discusses a patient who, when disappointed with his analyst’s lack of empathy, dreamt that the analyst
had become “a breast made out of rubber” (93, note 3). In
“Oedipus Wrecks,” a segment from the anthology film New York
Stories (1989), Sheldon’s critical mother magically appears as a
gigantic figure in the sky where she continues to berate and belittle
her adult son, now with all of Manhattan as witnesses.

Even when Allen was an adult with a highly successful career supporting his parents, his mother still seemed incapable of
understanding or appreciating what was special about him or his
work. When his mother indicates that she is not impressed with his
accomplishments in life, he asks her, “What would you have liked
me to be?” She answers, “A pharmacist.” Allen is obviously setting his mother up to be ridiculed here, but the fact that he still
needs to do that at age 52 reflects that he is still nursing (and making funny) early wounds.
Kohut believes that when the mother (or primary caretaker)
fails to meet the child’s needs for mirroring, the child often turns
elsewhere for support. But as we’ve seen, Woody Allen claims that
he never received support from his babysitters, schoolteachers, or
his father. Allen remembers his father as affectionate and more accepting than his mother was, perhaps helping to offset some of the
effects of her faulty mirroring, but he drastically failed to function
as the second component Kohut defines as essential for a child’s
development of a healthy self, “an idealized parent imago” (The
Analysis of the Self, 37).
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Kohut defines an idealized parent imago as someone powerful and protective, someone with whom the child can identify and
look up to, whose principles and ideals she or he can admire and
wish to share (The Analysis of the self, 37ff). But Allen remembers
being concerned as a child because his father would never tell him
what he did for a living. One day he walked out of a movie with
his friends and was shocked to see his father driving a cab. Annie
Hall contains a scene in which Alvy Singer’s father appears in Coney Island directing traffic for a bumper car concession, a perfect
image for conveying the idea of a useless father. The one thing
people do not need on a bumper car ride is a traffic director. In an
early stand-up comedy routine, Allen told the audience how his father lost his job after being replaced by a tiny object that was able
to do everything his father did, only better. “The depressing thing
is,” he added, was that “my mother ran out and bought one” (DeadFrog, “Jokes by Woody Allen”).
Allen’s parents not only failed to encourage Allen’s specialness through positive mirroring and provide him with an image he
could idealize and look up to, but they also failed to meet his need
for twinship, Kohut’s third prerequisites for a healthy self. Kohut
describes twinship as the “need to experience the presence of an
essential alikeness” or kinship with those who surround one from
birth (How Does Analysis Cure?, 1984, 194). In Take the Money
and Run, Allen creates the alter-ego of Virgil Starkwell, a crook
and a loser, just like Allen’s image of his father, hilariously demonstrating to the world the kind of sorry adult he might have become,
given the misfortune of his upbringing, had he not been saved by
the gift of “writing funny.”
Allen wrote, directed, and starred in Take the Money and
Run when he was 34 years old. The film is the first mockumentary,
a parody of a documentary film, complete with talking-head interviews, archival footage, and a bombastic voice-of-God narrator.
Like so much of Woody Allen’s humor, the film is structured
around comic incongruity, a ludicrous clash of opposites. The expected subject of a biographical documentary is a famous highachieving individual, worthy of our interest and admiration, but the
subject of Take the Money and Run is Virgil Starkwell, a criminal
who always ends up in jail. Allen gives Virgil his own birthday,
December 1, 1935, and his own baby picture, hinting at a biographical link between himself and the character he creates in his film.
On the surface, of course, there is little to link Allen and his
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character. Virgil Starkwell is certifiably stupid and a compulsive
failure in life while Woody Allen is a genius and a compulsive success, excelling as a comedian, screenwriter, film director, fiction
writer, actor, and playwright. Nevertheless, I believe that Take the
Money and Run is a profoundly personal film. While a full analysis
of the film is impossible in the space of a short article, I would like
to focus on one running joke in Allen’s first film, in which Virgil’s
eyeglasses are serially smashed, to demonstrate how ingeniously
Allen relives and recasts as funny the pain of his early life.
Take the Money and Run begins with a prologue offering a
pompous, clichéd psycho-social explanation for why an infant with
a sweet disposition turned to a life of crime: he grew up in a bad
neighborhood, a target for bullies. Interestingly, Virgil’s early
childhood oppressors never physically harm him. Instead, they attack his eyeglasses. In the first instance, we see Virgil, played by a
Woody Allen look-alike, a skinny, bespectacled red-headed kid,
awkwardly bouncing a ball near an oversized fire hydrant, making
him seem even smaller and more vulnerable. Two bigger Black
kids attack him. The first steals his ball and runs off with it, while
the second snatches his glasses, drops them on the sidewalk, and
repeatedly stomps on them. Virgil, either to hide his tears or unable
to watch, covers his eyes with his arms, the image of a helpless victim. Then, there is a quick cut to Virgil, now with a group of young
boys who are stealing ice from the back of an ice truck, though Virgil is just watching. When the truck driver approaches, the other
boys run away. Virgil, clueless, remains, the only one left to face
the truck driver’s wrath. He removes Virgil’s glasses and energetically smashes them twice with his foot. Once more, Virgil stands
by helpless, his arms covering his eyes.
The “comic climate” of the film, Gerald Mast’s term for the
signs a comic artist builds into a scene to reassure the audience that
the action, no matter how painful, is to be taken as funny (The
Comic Mind: Comedy and the Movies, 1973, 9-13), allows us to
laugh rather than cringe at Virgil’s victimization and perhaps to
meanly enjoy it. Both of these early glass-smashing scenes in Take
the Money and Run are played under lilting, almost cheerful background music, and Allen keeps his camera at a distance, thereby
distancing the audience from Virgil’s distress. The third time Virgil’s glasses are attacked an older Virgil, now played by Woody
Allen, is walking down the street carrying his cello. His beloved
cello is smashed, and then his glasses. Once again, exactly as he
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did as a child, Virgil cringes and helplessly covers his eyes with his
arms.
The absurd incongruity of Virgil as an adult male having his
glasses stomped on and reacting in exactly the same way he did
when he was attacked and humiliated as a child creates humor, but
Allen’s cinematic treatment of the gang’s attack on Virgil makes
this scene more disturbing than funny. The gang’s devastating
thoroughness in destroying the cello is given special emphasis
when the camera no longer stays back but lingers on a close-up of
the instrument as it is reduced to shards. After the man crushes
Virgil’s glasses, Allen does not immediately cut away to a new scene but cuts to a medium shot of Virgil picking up his beyond-repair
glasses and disconsolately examining them. There is no upbeat music behind the shot of the cello being destroyed.
With this, Allen suggests that Virgil has been psychically
decimated, in as many pieces as his smashed glasses and cello,
when he cuts to an abject mug shot of Virgil at age 18, his expression invoking a cross between a deer caught in the headlights and
the village idiot, a disturbing image of a completely damaged self.

The rest of the film chronicles Virgil’s failure in every criminal endeavor. In the original ending that he planned for his film,
Virgil and his wife are shot to pieces by the police in a parody of
the ending of Bonnie and Clyde (Ralph Rosenblum and Robert Karen, When the Shooting Stops...the Cutting Begins: A Film Editor’s
Story, 1979, 245).
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Scholars have long understood this victimized schlemiel
persona historically as reflecting the response of Shtetl Jews in
Eastern Europe to their precarious existence amidst hostile gentiles.
“In Eastern Europe, where anti-Semitic pogroms regularly threatened the Jews’ safety, the schlemiel’s ability to challenge the status
quo was immediately clear: his failure and weakness provided a
direct commentary on the violence around him” (David Gillota,
“Negotiating Jewishness: Curb your Enthusiasm and the Schlemiel
Tradition,” Journal of Popular Film & Television, 38:4, 2010, 154).
Thus, even as the schlemiel casts himself as the perennial victim,
the underlying message often was an angry accusation that often
plays itself out in Allen’s comedies.
The last of the many times that Virgil’s glasses are smashed
in Take the Money and Run is by Virgil himself when facing two
burly policemen. He proceeds to take off his glasses, drop them on
the floor, and stomp on them, explaining: “See, I just broke it myself.” The implication is that Virgil has fully internalized the cruelty of his oppressors and now enthusiastically joins in with them,
beating himself up. This action gets one of the biggest laughs in
the film.
Before concluding, I want to emphasize that the incidents of
Virgil’s victimization as a child in Take the Money and Run do not
portray events that literally happened to Woody Allen. According
to Allen’s biographers, he was popular with other children and successfully participated in sports (John Baxter, Woody Allen: A Biography, 1998, 19). Although he was smaller than other children his
age, making him a potential target for bullies, he was smart enough
to know how to avoid bullies (Lax, Woody Allen: A Biography, 478). Also, Allen did not wear glasses until he finished high school
(63). The repeated smashing of Virgil’s eyeglasses (his “I” glasses)
symbolically enact the attacks upon his core identity or sense of self
that he experienced not in the mean streets of Brooklyn but in the
home where he grew up.
Kohut writes that despite severe wounds to an individual’s
self in childhood, “a gifted person’s ego... may well be pushed to
the use of its utmost capacities, and thus to realistic, outstanding
performance” (1971, 108). In the epigraph at the front of Eric
Lax’s book On Being Funny: Woody Allen and Comedy (1975),
Allen wrote, “My one regret in life is that I am not someone else.”
Although Allen’s successful career as a comic writer and performer
would seem to prove Kohut’s point, it is also true that despite Al-
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len’s success in comedy, his career as a comic artist failed to satisfy
him.
Marilyn Fabe, PhD, is Senior Lecturer Emerita in the Department of Film and Media at the University of California, Berkeley. She is the author of Closely Watched Films: An Introduction to
the Art of Narrative Film Techniques (2004) and has published psychobiographical essays on Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles,
Charles Chaplin, and Maya Deren. Dr. Fabe may be contacted at
m.fabe@icloud.com. ❑

Did Woody Allen’s Troubled
Childhood Fuel His Humor?
James William Anderson—Northwestern University
and Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute

Keywords: Apropos of Nothing, autobiography, comedy, emotional-pain,
film, parenting, psychoanalysis

The central theme of Marilyn Fabe’s sparkling essay on
Woody Allen is that “his comic genius feeds on [his “damaged
self”].” She traces his compromised self to his childhood. Allen
“symbolically recasts as funny,” she writes, “his own emotional
pain growing up in an environment that he experienced as extremely oppressive and damaging to the self he wished to become.”
In depicting his childhood, Fabe examined biographies and
interviews of Allen, but his autobiography, Apropos of Nothing
(2020), had not yet been published when she wrote her essay. As I
read Allen’s new work, I thought, here we have a trove of new evidence, all in Allen’s own words. Does this memoir support or contradict Fabe’s analysis? The answer is unexpectedly complicated.
Allen makes a comment that bears on the question of
whether his emotional pain fuels his humor. He writes,

People ask me do I ever fear I’ll wake up one morning and not be funny….If I woke up and was not funny, I
wouldn’t be me. This does not mean you can’t wake up in a
bad mood, hating the world, angry at people’s stupidity,
raging at the empty universe, which I confess I do on schedule every morning, but it serves to bring out my humor, not
erase it. Unlike Bertrand Russell, I can’t do long division.
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And maybe I can’t transmute my suffering into great art or
great philosophy, but I can write good one-liners, which distract momentarily and gives brief relief against the irresponsible consequences of the Big Bang (Apropos of Nothing,
331-332).
Allen, of course, is seeking, and to my ear, succeeding in
being funny. But the purport of his statement is clear. He suffers
greatly and transmutes his suffering into humor. His comedy also,
he tells us, distracts him and gives him momentary relief from all
that the Big Bang represents to him. Presumably, he is referring to
life, death, our smallness in the universe, and the certainty that our
world will end, just as it began, in a gigantic explosion.
So far, so good. But what about the second aspect of Fabe’s
analysis, namely, that Allen’s troubled childhood produced the distress that underlies his humor? In Allen’s discussion of his early
years, he seems to be trying to refute Fabe’s position. It’s a common trope that comedians have painful childhoods. He asserts that
in his early years he neither liked nor trusted people but there was
“no explainable reason.” “I say ‘no reason,’” he goes on, “because
I came from a large, loving, extended family who were always nice
to me.”
He adds, “It’s like I was a genetically born
louse” (Apropos of Nothing, 5). The explanation, he suggests, is
that he inherited his disposition; it did not stem from a distressing
childhood.
Elsewhere he expands on his claim that his childhood was,
if not ideal, certainly not troubled. He starts by saying he was the
darling of his mother’s five sisters. He goes on to note, “I never
missed a meal, nor wanted for clothing or shelter, never fell prey to
any serious illness… I was healthy, popular, very athletic” (Apropos of Nothing, 11).
“[A]nd yet,” he points out, “somehow I managed to turn out
nervous, fearful, an emotional wreck, hanging on by a thread to my
composure, misanthropic, claustrophobic, isolated, embittered, impeccably pessimistic” (Apropos of Nothing, 11). He explains that
childhood problems did not produce his personality, but rather it
was that he learned about mortality—we all will die—and that led
him to become convinced of “the meaninglessness of existence” (12).
But there is a crack in his picture of his supposedly healthy
childhood. Let’s consider first what he says about his father.

Woody Allen’s Comedy

Page 207

While Allen describes him as a sweet, warm man, he makes it clear
his father was irresponsible, unable or unwilling to support the family, a dreamer, a philanderer, and a gambler. His mother comes
across as even worse. He felt she wasn’t fun or interesting and she
was “too strict and pushy” (Apropos of Nothing, 5). He describes
her as someone who “took no prisoners” (4). Allen excelled on an
IQ test at five or six. “My mother was forever browbeating me,
telling me I had such a high IQ, how could I be so complete an idiot” (6), he points out. Later, while talking about how he went to
Hebrew school only because his parents pressured him to, he happens to mention that this coercion included his mother striking him:
“My mother hit me every day at least once…. [M]om whacked me
every day, and it was the old Sam Levenson joke—‘Maybe I don’t
know what you did to deserve it, but you do’” (33). His citing that
joke is just the process Fabe describes; he is making humor that
feeds on his painful experience.
Allen also writes about how mismatched his parents were.
“[T]hey disagreed on every single issue except Hitler and my report
cards” (Apropos of Nothing, 3). We see the same process here. He
concocts a one-liner built on his experience of his parents berating
him for his poor grades. Before leaving his early years, I would
like to observe that, without a doubt, his mother was bitterly disappointed with her husband; she was forced to be the one to support
the family by working as a bookkeeper in a flower shop while also
watching the children and taking care of the home.
My conclusion is that Allen directly contradicts Fabe’s position. She says his childhood was troubled; he says it was not. Paradoxically, a close reading of the autobiography supports Fabe.
Ample evidence provided by Allen shows that the parenting he received was seriously deficient and he was deprived of the nurturing
that leads to a cohesive self. Note too that almost everything that
he says about the positive aspects of his childhood refers to externals, such as his having food and shelter. Yet his comments about
the deficiencies in his relationship with his parents demonstrate that
his deeper needs, his emotional needs, were not fulfilled.
My question is: why did he with either conscious or unconscious intent seek to claim that his childhood was healthier than it
was? A common reason for people doing that is they don’t like to
think of themselves as troubled people. But Allen doesn’t hesitate
to tell us what a mess he is. He describes himself as neurotic, misanthropic, hard to get along with, isolating, and in dread of death.
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I will attempt to give an answer, and I will also ask Marilyn
Fabe how she would respond to this question. I hypothesize that
Allen is invested in believing his view of the world to be correct.
He is convinced that, given that we all will die, life is meaningless,
and, therefore, it only makes sense to be terrified of dying. Given
how dangerous the world is, why would a person not be consumed
with anxieties? If he conceded that his morbid and nervous view is
the result of the deficits in his childhood, then it would be as if he
were admitting that his fears are irrational. But maybe Fabe has
another explanation.
James William Anderson, PhD, is Professor of Clinical
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Northwestern University; Past
-President of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Society; a faculty member at the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis; Editor of the Annual of Psychoanalysis; and a member of the Editorial Board of this
publication. A specialist in psychobiography, he has published papers on such figures as William and Henry James, Edith Wharton,
Woodrow Wilson, Sigmund Freud, Henry A. Murray, D.W. Winnicott, and Frank Lloyd Wright. His website is jameswilliamanderson.wordpress.com.
Dr. Anderson may be contacted at janderson3@northwestern.edu. ❑

Free Associations on Why
I Never Liked Woody Allen
Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum
Keywords: comedy, failure, nebbish, psychoanalysis, psychoanalyticresistance, schlemiel, transference, unconscious

“A worm with glasses” is how my wife first described
Woody Allen when she somewhat reluctantly came to some of his
early movies with me. I nervously laughed at this description as I
pointed out his considerable talent as a filmmaker. Marilyn Fabe’s
fine paper brings these conversations to mind and aids in my understanding of some of the roots of his creativity and success.
Born Allan Stewart Konigsberg, Woody Allen’s creativity
and success are extraordinary. For over six decades he has made
his living as a writer, director, comedian. Alongside Neil Simon,
Carl Reiner, and Mel Brooks, he wrote comedy for Sid Caesar’s
Your Show of Shows (1950-1954). He wrote for television, The

Woody Allen’s Comedy

Page 209

New Yorker, and published books as well as short stories. He even
did stand-up comedy in Greenwich Village in the early 1960s
amidst Joan Rivers, Mike Nichols, Elaine May, and Lenny Bruce;
not with traditional jokes, but in a monologue style of the nebbish
intellectual persona. Allen turned to writing and directing films,
starting with slapstick comedies before turning to dramas intermixed with comedies. His productivity is enormous as is his success as measured by audience turnout and awards: 24 nominations
and four Academy Awards, 24 nominations and 10 British Academy Film Awards, and 13 nominations and two Golden Globes.
Woody Allen has not been successful in one endeavor into
which he put enormous time and energy: as a psychoanalytic patient, he seems to have failed. He never made the transformational
psychological change he dreamt of. This was not seemingly from a
lack of effort. Indeed, when in Hollywood rather than in New
York’s Upper East Side, Allen had a second analyst. However,
splitting his transference between bicoastal psychoanalysts was a
form of resistance, and perhaps a reenactment of his relationship
with two very different parents, as Marilyn Fabe points out.
Through all this Allen continues to present himself as the anxious
nebbish.

It is my thought, because Allen was making his living
through his anxious, neurotic persona, that he, at least unconsciously, never wanted analysis to succeed. Rather its purpose was to
help him mine his unconscious for comedic and dramatic materials,
as well as to serve as a crutch and holding environment. After all,
the schlemiel could not write proudly of his incredible success because he would have to drop the pretense of being a schlemiel. He
could not accept the acclaim of personally receiving Academy
Awards, except in the context of the 9/11 devastation of his beloved
New York City. He titles his 2020 autobiography Apropos of Nothing as a way of continuing his denigration. A successful analysis is
based upon the patient eventually confronting and working through
his/her neurosis, and then changing. But why should Allen change
significantly since he makes a living from his anxious neuroticism?
While appreciating his creativity and growth as a filmmaker, I regret his failure to grow in analysis. While winning great acclaim
and leading the good life, he probably could have grown out of being a schlemiel, a nebbish, but he, at least unconsciously, didn’t
want to give up his bread and butter shtick.
As a psychohistorian, I wonder why millions are so drawn
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to Allen’s persona? One easy answer is that in the face of the incredibly rapid changes of our world and its dangers, many can appreciate and then deny the identification with his fears and uncertainties, followed by laughing it off. After all, he is a neurotic who
confesses to being “nervous, fearful, an emotional wreck, hanging
on by a thread to my composure, misanthropic, claustrophobic, isolated, embittered, impeccably pessimistic” (Apropos of Nothing,
11).

Meanwhile, my wife and I continue to enjoy some of his
movies, and I appreciate Marilyn Fabe’s Kohutian insights into his
personality.
Paul H. Elovitz may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor
@gmail.com. ❑

Woody Allen and the Psychology of Deficit
Gregory Bellow—Sanville Instit. for Clinical Social Work
Keyword: comic-gold, deficit, disdain, psychobiography, selfhood, skills,
slapstick, success, talents

Marilyn Fabe’s thoroughly documented discussion of the
multiple biographical accounts of Woody Allen’s childhood consistently emphasizes constant arguments between his parents and a
tumultuous relationship between Allen and his mother, who often
slapped him in frustration. How is her reader best able to understand Allen’s ability to turn those childhood experiences into comic
gold? Fabe maintains that Heinz Kohut’s concept of the bipolar
self is the most viable psychoanalytic theory to explain how Allen
was able to do so.
Indisputable in biographical descriptions of Allen’s mother
is a preoccupation with her own worries: keeping the household
economically afloat; working in a job she considered beneath her;
and disappointment, if not disdain covered in anger, at her husband’s inability to relieve her burdens. But Allen’s revealing joke
about his mother that analogizes her dry breasts to falsies, while a
hilarious image, emphasizes how little nurture he feels he received
from her.
His father was apparently an unsuccessful luftmensch, a
Yiddish term for a man who lives by his wits rather than holding
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down a steady job. While many are successful, his father’s apparent ineptitude and weakness offered Allen no protection from his
mother’s temper as it made him no rival for his mother’s affections.
The household in which Allen grew up, peopled by a father
who provided little worthy of admiration and a mother plagued by
unrealized expectations, which were clearly communicated to him
in a way likely to produce the exalted ambition that burns within
the driven, single-minded, success he would become. These traits
prompted Fabe to turn away from explanations grounded in the traditional Oedipal complex in favor of Heinz Kohut’s explanations of
damaged selfhood.
Kohut explains how developmental processes within the
bipolar self enable an individual’s application of their skills and
talents to express the modulated ambitions and personal ideals that
guide our lives. He also described forms of severe damage to the
self that occurs when the empathic nurture he considers essential is
not forthcoming.
As I wrote, Marilyn Fabe and I exchanged emails. In one,
she elaborated on essential details of the mother-son dynamic as
follows: “Allen, as a young boy, got into the habit of actually provoking his mother to hit him, especially in front of his friends, because it made her (italics mine) look so ridiculous. Rather than crying he would laugh at her and encourage his friends to join in so
that the more he is victimized, the worse or more ridiculous are the
victimizers.” Thus, while appearing to be victimized, early on Allen was not only an active partner but the puppet master in what
appears to be a sadomasochistic dyad.
Therein one can see Allen protecting himself while beginning to shape his filmic persona of an inept schlemiel apparently
helpless in a hostile world. Thereby Allen successfully transforms
the disdain we might feel for this schlemiel into sympathy for him.
In riotous slapstick, Allen’s characters appear to be inflicting its
noisy but harmless pain upon himself while, as Fabe’s quote points
out, he was subtly humiliating his adversaries and directing the outcome of a dialogue he completely controlled.
Allen’s considerable talents as a humorist opened a ready
avenue to achieve the fame and, most of all, the fortune he already
understood his family sorely required. Fabe reports that by late adolescence he was making more money than his parents by selling
jokes. Though no biographer has indicated when he began to un-
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derwrite his parents, their need to be rescued financially was a family commission that Kohut’s ideas would imply Allen was psychologically bound to fulfill.
But the psychological issues he faced remained substantial
and Allen knew he was in trouble because, according to Fabe, he
encountered stage fright as a standup comic and had trouble with
women. In what must have been the 1960s, Allen went into psychoanalysis, then a form of treatment suited to ameliorating the
erotic Oedipal conflicts, and then considered the genesis of his sadomasochistic battles with his mother. Understandably, according to
Fabe, thus misunderstood, Allen became disillusioned and turned
his withering humor upon a treatment process in which a passive,
often silent analyst offered the occasional interpretations considered
curative. Soon, he wisecracked, he gave analysis one more year,
and, failing that, went to Lourdes in hopes of the miracles it promised.
Dissatisfactions such as Allen’s gave rise to reconceptualizations psychoanalysis theory during the last quarter of
the 20th century. Classical Freudian models grounded in intrapsychic conflict were augmented by those that center on the damaging
effects of a deficit. Academics and biographers, trained on what is
now termed drive theory, have been slow to employ Kohutian conceptions of pathogenesis and his modifications of the analyst’s role,
which is to express a consistent verbal empathic understanding of
the patient’s viewpoint as a prelude to acquiring self-understanding.
The lack of inner peace Allen might have expected from
fame, economic success, marriage, family life, or the psychoanalysis he derides likely further prompted Fabe to consider whether Kohutian concepts would offer a more accurate explanation of Allen’s
provocations of his mother. He would hold that they were potent
weapons in a battle between two selves, each trying to elicit sorely
needed affirmation that the other was unwilling or unable to offer.
By laughing when he might have been crying, Allen disguised the
destructive effects of weapons he controlled as a child and both humiliated his mother by outwitting her and later as the schlemiel
showing up the bully.
But working as closely to life as author and director who
portrayed scenes of his raucous childhood home as he played the
schlemiel, Allen cements a mythologized explanation of the ineptitude of his filmic characters to his audience and, perhaps, even to
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himself. The wild popularity of this early screen persona provided
the fame and economic success considered the most laudable
achievements possible in his family and American society.
Trapped as he may have felt by its success and despite
howling protests from fans of his persona, Allen was able to shift
his directorial skills onto serious, thought-provoking films about
complex subjects. He focuses, unsurprisingly, on the emptiness of
our inner lives in Interiors (1978) and the everyday moral dilemmas that we have learned to overlook in Crimes and Misdemeanors
(1989).
With or without any benefits of psychoanalysis, Allen was
able to escape a beloved filmic persona that ran counter to the driven man he was and is. Exhibiting the traits Kohut would have anticipated, such as Allen’s tireless work ethic, are more genuine expressions of a man who produced film after film.
But now wealthy and living in the public eye, separating his
mythologized ineptitude from what Allen, the man, determined was
necessary for his happiness, turned out not to be a pretty picture!
His cold, calculating, and selfish actions that are consistent with a
self that was damaged by early life circumstances were guaranteed
to offend fans who loved the schlemiel who proved himself not to
be helpless.
Gregory Bellow, PhD, is a retired social worker who specialized in working with children. He received BA and MA from
the University of Chicago, took child therapy training at Mt. Zion
psychiatric clinic, and received his PhD from the Sanville Institute
for Clinical Social Work where his dissertation topic was Kohut’s
bi-polar self. He taught at the Sanville Institute for 30 years, was
in private practice, and worked for a county mental health agency.
He is a member of the Bay Area Psychobiography Group. After
retirement, he published a memoir about his father entitled Saul
Bellow’s Heart (2013). Most recently he has been working on a
paper about the effects of severe socio-emotional neglect. Dr. Bellow may be contacted at gregorybellow44@sbcglobal.net. ❑
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Join the sometimes lively psychohistory conversation
on the Psychohistory Forum listserv:
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Marilyn Fabe’s Kohutian Reading of
“Woody Allen’s Psychological Slapstick”
Claire Kahane—University at Buffalo
Keywords: empathy, humor, Jewish-life, Kohutian-theory, laughter,
scapegoat, schlemiel, victim

I had always wondered why Woody Allen’s humor, which
always seemed to me so particularly dependent on familiarity with
New York Jewish life, found a cheering audience across the country among those who knew little about its Jewish references. Fabe
uses a particularly Jewish term when she reads Allen’s prototypical
comic character as a schlemiel, “a weak character who’s the target
of bullies and bad luck,” as she writes, or as I would say, a figure
who is always slipping on his own banana peel. Who in Kansas
would respond to the generations of Jewish humor that inform the
figure of the schlemiel or even find the word itself funny?
Yet Marilyn Fabe’s essay on the sources of Woody Allen’s
comic genius, which subtly applies Heinz Kohut’s self-psychology
to Woody Allen, helps me understand Allen’s general popularity,
even in Kansas. By bringing Kohutian theory into her reading of
Allen’s biography and calling attention to the way his humor
emerges from his disturbing childhood as “psychological slapstick,” Fabe offers the reader a developmental understanding of
Woody Allen that suggests his humor is based on a universally understood condition. As Charlie Chaplin proved decades earlier, we
can all empathize with the little hard-luck character when he’s face
to face with the big bully. When that bully is one’s mother, that’s
really bad luck. Who can’t understand that?!
Describing the disjunction between Allen and his parents,
who engaged in constant marital warfare during Allen’s childhood
and had no understanding of the child in their midst, Fabe uses Kohutian theory to conclude that Allen’s family situation induced in
him a profound narcissistic wound that damaged his sense of self.
Although Fabe describes Allen’s father as a loser and a small-time
hustler who could not provide an idealized model of paternal authority, her analysis suggests that it was primarily his mother,
whose anger at her husband overflowed to Allen himself, who
caused the most damage. She not only slapped Allen regularly—
perhaps an ironic source of his psychological slapstick humor—but
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drastically failed him as a source of nurturance and support by focusing only on his deficiencies. As Fabe puts it, “From the evidence… it appears that Allen’s mother drastically failed to be the
attuned, caring parent Kohut believes a child needs to develop a
healthy self.”
Since according to Kohut, a child needs to be positively
mirrored to develop an adequate sense of self, Allen, made a scapegoat by his mother for her own disappointments, and contemptuous
of his father’s weakness, struggled against the familial tide to find
other sources of self-esteem. He found it not only in comedy, in
jokes told at the expense of his parents, but more interestingly, at
his own expense as well. As Fabe writes, “This feeling [of being an
unwanted child] is made into a joke when, in a stand-up comedy
routine, he tells the (made-up) story of his kidnapping when he was
a child. When his parents received the ransom note, he claims,
‘they snapped into action. They rented out my room’” (199). As I
see it, the laughter of the audience could provide Allen with the
mirroring esteem of others that was lacking in his own family; by
controlling the response of others in a joke, he could confirm a
sense of his own power.
At the same time, as Fabe notes, Allen exploited the Jewish
figure of the schlemiel to cast aspersions on those who victimized
him: “Thus, even as the schlemiel casts himself as the perennial
victim, the underlying message often was an angry accusation that
often plays itself out in Allen’s comedies.” Freud had considered
wit a kind of truth, a socially approved sublimated aggression released from repression and dissipated in laughter. Woody Allen’s
comedy seems to fit that bill.
Claire Kahane, PhD, is Professor Emerita in the Department of English of the University at Buffalo, Research Associate of
the Department of English at the University of California at Berkeley, and a Board Member of the Berkeley Psychoanalytic Society.
She is the author of Passions of the Voice: Hysteria, Narrative and
the Figure of the Speaking Woman, 1850-1915 (1995). Dr. Kahane
is also the co-editor with Charles Bernheimer of In Dora’s Case:
Freud, Hysteria, Feminism (1985; Second edition, 1990) and coeditor with Shirley Garner and Madelon Sprengnether of The
(M)Other Tongue: Essays in Feminist Psychoanalytic Interpretation (1985). She can be contacted at ckahane@me.com. ❑
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Shedding Light on Some of
Woody Allen’s Darker Shadows
Marian Wiener-Margulies—Psych. in Priv. Practice
Keywords: childhood, film, goodness-of-fit, Heinz Kohut, mirroring,
mother, parenting, therapy

After reading Marilyn Fabe’s essay on Woody Allen that
identifies the psychological roots of his comic genius through a self
-psychological lens, I felt more interested in and connected to the
real person whose films I have immensely enjoyed over the years.
We are all more or less creative in our dream weaving activity at
night. We cast characters as well as direct and play them. Part of
Allen’s genius lies in his ability to extend this prolific activity into
daytime hours, leaving us a legacy of masterful, classic films.
As a developmental and psychoanalytic psychologist, I am
especially drawn to Fabe’s insights about Allen’s character as she
highlights similarities between his protagonists’ dilemmas and his
own traumatic childhood. This awareness made me more intrigued
as I can now see how the films he made illuminate his interior life,
dark shadows and all.
Through his characters, we witness and feel their emotional
turmoil and pain; we relate to their conflicts and struggles, and in
the process have an insightful glimpse into Allen’s psychological
issues. Fabe convincingly shows how even his early comedy, Take
the Money and Run (1969), reflects Allen’s own emotional suffering. In that film, as she notes, the protagonist, played by Allen,
criticizes and beats himself up, gets in trouble for others’ misdeeds,
and is the bully’s target.
Fabe argues that much of his material is autobiographical.
However, there is an important difference: in real life, Allen
achieves critical acclaim, unlike his characters, such as the one in
Take the Money and Run, who are portrayed as losers and schlemiels. Yet Allen is never satisfied with his achievements. It’s as
though he adopts his mother’s measure of success, which he can
never achieve, no matter how many award-winning films he makes.
Heinz Kohut believed that for children to develop a healthy
sense of self, they need to be mirrored by a parent—ideally both
parents—who sees their specialness, makes them feel worthy of
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unconditional love, and accepts them for who they are. Kohut also
believed children need a parent image whom they can admire and
look up to. Lastly, he believed children need a twinship, someone
with whom they feel an essential kinship so they don’t feel alone or
alien.
Unfortunately, writes Fabe, Allen’s mother, who was more
involved than his father, did not provide this positive mirroring experience. She expressed deep disappointment in him and criticized
him frequently. She failed to encourage his writing and artistic talents and was never satisfied with his achievements in life. She also
denigrated and disparaged Allen’s father, so he could not serve as
the positive role model of a strong and confident man whom Allen
could look up to. His father’s misbehavior and many faults also
stood in the way of Allen admiring him. It may well be that Allen
internalized his father’s sense of weakness and fragility. Allen not
only missed out on having attuned, emotionally available, and supportive parents, which is so important for healthy self-esteem development, but he also didn’t have any special mentor growing up
who could have compensated somewhat for what his parents failed
to provide.
Years later in his adulthood, Allen sought out a way to repair, through psychotherapy, the psychological insults of his childhood. Allen reveals in his autobiography, Apropos of Nothing
(2020), that he never felt therapy led to the kind of deep, lasting
psychological change he sought. He adds, however, that he benefited from the holding environment therapy provided; notably, he felt
less alone with his pain and emotional angst. Moreover, during his
many years spent in therapy, he felt positively mirrored and found
role models he could look up to. He also took comfort in the idea
he was taking action. He writes, “a big plus was the delusion I was
helping myself. In the blackest of times it’s nice to feel you’re not
just lying dormant, a passive slug being pelted by the irrational lunacy of the universe, or even by tsuris of your own making” (Apropos of Nothing, 73).

Another ingredient in the recipe for good-enough parenting
and healthy child development is the concept of goodness of fit.
When there is a good fit between the mother (or father) and child,
the mother nourishes her child’s temperament and attunes to and
meshes with her child and his/her needs. Clearly, Allen’s mother
did not adjust her expectations to Allen’s needs. His mother could
not appreciate his gifts and talents, leaving Allen with lifelong psy-
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chological wounds never sufficiently healed. Unfortunately, his
dad did not provide enough of a strong presence to compensate for
his mother’s emotional shortcomings.
In addition to misattuned parenting, Allen experienced a
most chaotic caregiving environment from infancy on. Fabe describes how his mother left him with a series of babysitters while
she worked. The sitters provided inconsistent care, making it hard
for him to develop a healthy sense of trust that someone he had a
relationship with would always be there for him. One of these sitters threatened (and terrified) him when he was only three. She exclaimed to him that she could smother him and throw him in the
garbage and no one would ever know. Is it any wonder that he developed existential angst that has persisted over the years? Allen
brilliantly portrayed this sense of dread in a number of his films,
including Manhattan (1979), Hannah and her Sisters (1986), and
Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989).
For Allen, his films and his writing provided a cathartic outlet for him to work through his emotional struggles. Audiences appreciate Allen’s special brand of humor because his inner struggles
represent ones we all can identify with. It’s easier to laugh at
someone slipping on a banana peel than to feel humiliated when
others laugh at us for making a misstep.
Despite years of therapy and psychoanalysis, and with all
his incredible talents and achievements notwithstanding, Allen was
never satisfied with himself. He could never please his mother and
he inevitably internalized her displeasure. However, one must
make peace with oneself. No matter the opinion of others, there
will always be critics. A person with a healthy sense of self and
positive self-regard is less dependent on approval and recognition
from others. How much easier life can be when one has received
this gift of unconditional positive regard in one’s early childhood. I
wonder how Allen’s genius and creativity would have been different had he received good-enough nurturing when he was a child. I
would speculate that without the deep narcissistic wounds of his
childhood, Allen would not have created such emotionally powerful
and popular films. Fabe also believes that Allen’s comic genius
feeds on his damaged self. Such a view is in sharp contrast to Barbara Shapiro’s position (discussed in Fabe’s essay) that his damaged self limits his art. In my opinion, and probably in Fabe’s
opinion as well, if Allen had experienced more loving and attuned
care during his earlier years, his gain would have been our loss.
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I am impressed with the analysis Marilyn Fabe provided
about Allen’s childhood and his relationship with his parents as
these experiences influence his early film, Take the Money and
Run. My question to Fabe is: “Can you tell us more about how Allen’s childhood relates to the themes that weave through his later
films?” I note especially how he depicts characters who experience
difficulties in romantic relationships and who are preoccupied with
existential concerns. Can we think of these later themes as also
feeding on his adverse childhood experiences, and if so, how? Beyond my curiosity about the details of his childhood and how they
play out in his films, I’d want to know more about his mother’s
childhood. Just as his mother wasn’t able to see and accept him for
who he was (seeing him perhaps as a mirror image of her husband
who disappointed her), perhaps her own parents did not see and accept her for who she was, which is so important for developing a
healthy sense of self. It is said, “the apple doesn’t fall far from the
tree.” I’d venture to say that, had Allen been the apple of either of
his parent’s eyes, he might have found a good-enough spot in fertile
enough soil, far enough away to plant his own healthy seeds of selfesteem and produce a blossoming apple tree.
Marian Wiener-Margulies, PhD, a research associate of
the Psychohistory Forum, is a licensed psychologist with more than
25 years of experience working with children and adults. In her
private practice, she conducts psychoanalytic psychotherapy. She
has a sub-specialty in infant and early childhood development. Dr.
Margulies served as a reporter for the Jerusalem Post and a columnist for Scholastic Early Childhood Today. She may be reached
at marian6225@gmail.com. ❑

Woody Allen’s Myth is His
Greatest Accomplishment
Jack Schwartz—Psychoanalyst in Private Practice
Keywords: Allen Konigsberg, applied-psychoanalysis, autobiography,
enigma, filmmakers, Heinz Kohut, Woody Allen

Woody Allen is an enigma, an ardent nebbish who lives like
royalty. He is a magician, an illusionist, using distraction and misdirection to project an idea for us to see while at the same time
something else is happening. Woody Allen may be the most influ-
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ential and prolific comedic writer and artistic film director that
America has ever produced. His genius (whatever that means) is
the product of the Woody Allen persona, which Allen Konigsberg
(Allen’s birth name) crafted, cultivated, refined, and curated over
half a century, both in his public life and behind and in front of the
camera. What is so interesting and even paradoxical is Allen’s
ability to hide in plain sight. Even with numerous substantial biographies and his recent autobiography, Apropos of Nothing (2020),
Allen’s ability to perpetuate the myth of the know-nothing reclusive
schlemiel he calls “Woody Allen” is remarkable.
Fabe’s article treads on the slippery slope of trying to psychoanalytically account for the creative genius of an artist, through
the lens of Heinz Kohut’s self psychological model of reparation
from narcissistic wounds. Beginning with Freud’s article on Da
Vinci, psychoanalysts have endlessly speculated on the occurrence
and vicissitudes of genius. For Fabe, Woody Allen’s accomplishments can readily be ascribed to a deeply divided, contentious, and
often abusive family life, coupled with his high IQ, propelling Allen to turn the lemons of his family mess into a fountain of comic
lemonade that has served him for over a half-century. Fabe’s article focuses on his early comedic movies (psychological slapstick
period), which keeps the discussion simply in the fame of turning
early pain and humiliation into self-deprecating comedic gold. The
article leaves out the vast body of more dramatic accomplishments,
where trauma, self-torment, self-sabotage, guilt, and shame are regular front and center themes.
Allen turned to comedy because he was good at writing
jokes and later telling them. He was a wise guy from early on and
has stayed that way, doing things his way throughout his storied
life. From mid-adolescence, he never stopped producing comedic
material. His comedic personality became so overbearing it became somewhat of a hindrance when he ventured into more serious
dramatic features. (Interiors [1978] is the best example.)
Can Kohut’s model, or for that matter, any psychoanalytic
model, account for artistic achievement or an artist’s genius? Fabe,
fortified by the abundant sometimes contradictory biographical material, leads us down the rabbit hole of Allen’s persona, the fabrication that is known as “Woody Allen,” the uber neurotic nebbish.
After reading his very funny as well as defensive autobiography, it
is evident that Allen had not lived any aspect of his life as a schlemiel. The character of the schlemiel is a pretense, a caricature, a
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creation for public display, and a very effective comedic device.
Allen tells us in his autobiography that he was a difficult child, rebellious, athletic, defiant, and self-propulsive, despite the somewhat
abusive treatment he received, which apparently did nothing to deter him in the slightest. By his mid-teens, he was writing comedy
for newspapers, TV, stand-up, and then of course movies, having
never been out of work. Relationally, Allen has maintained
longstanding relationships with many friends (Tony Roberts, Diane
Keaton, etc.) as well as an assortment of lovers that even Picasso
would envy. Then as a final coda, he speaks of his stable 25-year
joyous amorous marriage to Sun Yi (despite the years of controversy), plus claiming his deep loving commitment to his parenting. So
it comes as a bit of a twist that at end of his autobiography, all he
wants in this world (like Marlene Dietrich) is to be left alone. Really?
Ironically, Allen tells us in his autobiography that even
though he has been in psychoanalysis most of his adult life, it has
never cured him of anything, claiming he is determinedly shy and
socially awkward. Having the most successful artistic career of
nearly any American filmmaker, having been loved and loved back
by the most beautiful intelligent artistic women in the world, having
regularly interfaced with the world’s most renown artists and writers, then to find himself in the most adoring and successful marriage and family life, plus living a posh lifestyle where he regularly
plays his clarinet and tennis suggesting if this is not being cured, we
should all be so unwell.
Allen’s greatest accomplishment may be the myth of the
know-nothing schlemiel, despite the unloving “psychologically
wounding” parents, who makes good. That myth is way more interesting than the story of a reasonably good looking, athletic, intellectually gifted, capable, talented, self-determined, confident, and
calculating young artist named Allen Konigsberg who finds success. Sure he struggled from the squabbling contentiousness of his
Jewish Bronx childhood (see Radio Days [1987]), but Allen’s art
and persistence is an anomaly that can’t be reduced to any model of
the mind. Although Fabe’s article makes an important contribution
to applied psychoanalysis, it will take more than Kohut to account
for the enigma of Woody Allen.
Jack Schwartz, PsyD, NCPsyA, a certified psychoanalyst,
faculty member, lecturer, and control analyst at the New Jersey Institute for Training in Psychoanalysis, practices psychotherapy in
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Northern New Jersey. He presents and writes for a variety of clinical journals and is the author of a psychoanalytic novel called Our
Time Is Up (2007). Dr. Schwartz can be contacted at
psyjack@msn.com. ❑

In Movies and Life, I Sometimes Don’t
Know Whether to Laugh or Cry
Christine Silverstein—Summit Center
Keywords: Annie Hall, inner-child-work, laughter-as-medicine, selfpsychology, shiksa, twinship

When I read Marilyn Fabe’s paper on “Woody Allen’s Psychological Slapstick,” I was inspired to respond. What triggered a
visceral reaction was the reference Fabe made to the scenes in Annie Hall (1977) at Coney Island, where Alvy Singer’s father directed traffic at a bumper car concession. His family lived underneath the Cyclone roller coaster, known as the “Big Momma.”
These scenes brought back the memory of the rare occasions when
my father took our family there for an evening of fun. I remember
the sweet scent of cotton candy in the air and the ominous roller
coaster, where riders were cranked up with anticipation to the apex
and experienced the thrill downward while screaming in exhilaration with hands raised. As a child, it petrified me, causing nightmares. To me, the value of including these scenes in the movie is
symbolic because life is like a roller coaster ride with its ups and
downs as we navigate stormy disasters.
Fabe reports that Woody was able to express, assuage, and
avenge through his gift for comedy. I agree with this premise, although this developmental process is not unique to Allen but to everyone in that we are all tasked with learning who we are, fitting
ourselves into society and family with different personalities of parents and siblings. We may not be aligned in twinship with our parents, who may be ill-equipped to handle our differences as Kohut’s
theoretical model of the idealized-parent-imago suggests, for infants do not come with instruction manuals.
During childhood, alignment is seen through a child’s eyes,
no matter what the traumas or wounds incurred. However, in adulthood, we are retasked to do “inner-child” work that helps us,
through self-psychology, to comprehend who we have become and
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provide clues on ways to reach our potential. This exploratory step
takes courage to expose our vulnerabilities, and I am grateful to Allen for using his gift to make me laugh, cry, and grow in twinship
with him and his characters at pivotal moments in my life.
I was 16 when I entered a Catholic nursing school in Brooklyn. Being clueless about nursing except for a traumatic surgery I
experienced in childhood, I was eager to grow into my starched student nurse uniform and probation cap, to learn primarily by trialand-error how to care for patients as “persons.” During the first
semester, students learned the art and science of nursing in a classroom lab while working with dummies. The first clinical skill
taught was the administration of an intramuscular injection. At
first, we practiced on an orange, and then on our roommates.
On the day of my clinical trial in a large open hospital ward,
I felt confident when handling my first injection on a patient, who
was a cute 18-year-old male. However, the process did not go as
planned. My fingers fumbled nervously while drawing up the antibiotic into a syringe when the slippery glass barrel fell on the contaminated floor, along with the curative drug. Being warned to
speed up the process, I rushed to the bedside with an alcohol swab
and syringe equipped with needle in hand, which proved to be prophetic.
As instructed, I drew an iodine “cross” on his right buttock
to avoid the sciatic nerve, but my hands were shaking when I raised
the syringe high above the target of the upper-outer quadrant. The
instructor yelled “shoot, shoot,” so I did! The patient said the injection did not hurt at all. The reason being, I missed the assigned target and injected the forefinger of my left hand instead. While the
sharp needle lodged in my bone, the syringe stood upright, like a
wooden soldier. I turned to the instructor and said: “I don’t know
whether to laugh or cry,” because it hurt. She pulled back the bedside curtain, and it was curtains for me as she left me stranded.
With her hands raised in despair, she growled: “You are really bad
at this. I give up on you.” I felt like a dummy.
The nursing school had strict standards, and every Friday
afternoon students were sent home permanently. I was scared that I
would be one of them and secretly feared that if I did not graduate
as a nurse, I was destined to work in Woolworth’s for the rest of my
life. When I told my father about my mishap, he injected some humor into it. There I stood in tears, telling him I wanted to quit,
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when he burst out laughing hysterically. Back then, I did not think
it was so funny, but now I see how my dad encouraged me and
taught me that laughter is the best medicine.
Like Allen’s negative experience in school at age five, my
mother enrolled me in the first grade at a Catholic school. My sister brought me on the first day and left me alone. It was my first
encounter with nuns as a group crowded me with their black habits
billowing in the breeze and their starched white bibs flapping in
unison. I was scared because the nuns looked like penguins, and
there was regimentation and corporal punishment. When my teacher hovered over me, I could see under her bib. I told my mother
that I would never become a nun. She asked why. I said: “To be a
nun you have to cut off your breasts.” My full-chested mother
laughed and told me that a double mastectomy was not required and
that my teacher was just flat-chested.
During my first year, I was introduced to God as I sat in a
dark pew at the back during Sunday Mass. The older students sat
in front, blocking the sight of the pulpit. One day, the priest proclaimed that God was light and He was everywhere. Since the only
light was illuminated by the chandelier above, I prayed to God
there and found that He was present in nature, too. I mirrored my
mom, who talked to her African violets. My friends called me
weird when I naively greeted birds and trees out loud.
Years later, I saw how other people’s worldviews differed
from mine. When I first watched Allen’s Annie Hall upon my engagement to a Jew, I thought the journey would be easy. After all,
wasn’t the Holy Family Jewish? The first challenge was in meeting
my finance’s family at a Passover Seder in the Bronx at Co-Op
City, where a girl from Queens usually only passed by to go elsewhere. As an innocent participant, I had never been called a shiksa
(non-Jewish girl or woman) before. I was initiated to chopped liver. My soon-to-be husband, like Alvy, met my parents on Easter
Sunday, where my mother served ham but made a special beef dinner for him.
Post-marriage, I attempted to speak Yiddish at the Jewish
facility where I worked, but my patient saw through my disguise
and asked me what the “C” stood for on my name tag. When she
realized my first name contained “Christ,” she said: “Oy Vey!” I
served a Seder dinner, based on a free supermarket Haggadah, but
nothing was kosher. At times I felt pain from both sides. The
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Christians questioned my attendance at Mass, judging I was Jewish.
The Jews knew I was not. In court, when I gave testimony under
oath, the judge called me Jewish names other than my own, like
Mrs. Goldman, so he could discredit me. He threatened to throw
me out of court for contempt. Once I attended a Catholic conference on fertility where an Irish gynecologist questioned my participation by saying: “We are all Catholics here.” I began to question:
“What am I, chopped liver?”

A scholar studying the positive impact of laughter might
suggest that Allen’s humor is therapeutic. Indeed, it was for me at
the iconic Easter dinner Alvy and Annie attended with Grammy
Hall, the Jew-hater. It helped me understand how to negotiate Jewishness as a Catholic. Now, when I remember this scene, it elicits
laughter and tears as I remind myself to repeat this healing euphemism: “La-dee-da, la-dee-da.”
Christine M. Silverstein, EdD, RN, is a clinical hypnotherapist at The Summit Center for Ideal Performance in Oakland, NJ,
and works with children, teens, and adults to assist them in unlocking the secrets of childhood memories. She can be reached at summitcenter@optonline.net. ❑

Marilyn Fabe Responds
I am grateful for the thoughtful responses I received about
my essay, “Woody Allen’s Psychological Slapstick,” which argues
that Woody Allen’s comedy grew out of a troubled self as defined
and described in the work of Heinz Kohut. Whether the responses
reinforced or challenged my ideas, they offered additional insights
and enriched my thinking.
Claire Kahane writes that a Kohutian analysis of the emotional roots of Allen’s comedy helps explain the immense popularity of Allen’s schlemiel character even with audiences unfamiliar
with Jewish culture because it demonstrates that Allen’s “humor is
based on a universally understood condition.” Christine Silverstein
reinforces the idea that you don’t have to be Jewish to identify with
Allen’s schlemiel characters by relating a story of what happened to
her when she was a nurse in training at a Catholic school in Brooklyn. The first time she gave an injection to a real person (as opposed to a “dummy” or an orange), she missed her target and ended
up injecting herself, a real-life instance of schlemiel-like self-
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sabotage. She was mortified until she tearfully told her father what
happened and he “burst out laughing hysterically.” She writes that
she experienced her father’s laughter as healing, “the best medicine” to assuage her feeling of mortification. Suddenly, she was no
longer just a humiliated bungler. She was funny! Kahane observes
that laughter was healing for Woody Allen too, but in another way.
She speculates that the laughter of the audience at Allen’s selfimmolating jokes provided Allen with the mirroring esteem that
was lacking from his family.
Kahane also calls attention to Allen’s animus, expressed in
his comedies, against those who assault his hapless schlemiel,
which accords with Freud’s understanding of jokes as sublimated
aggression. Greg Bellow expands on the hostile undertones of Allen’s humor when he refers to instances in Allen’s childhood when
he would deliberately provoke his mother to hit him in order to
make his mother look ridiculous in front of his friends. The angrier
she got, the funnier she got. Bellow comments: “Thus, while appearing to be victimized early on, Allen was not only an active partner but the puppet master in what appears to be a sadomasochistic
dyad.” Bellow observes that “By laughing when he might have
been crying, Allen… humiliated his mother by outwitting her.”
Likewise, in his art, “He was subtly humiliating his schlemiel’s adversaries and directing the outcome of a dialog he completely controlled.”
Agreeing with my argument that Woody Allen’s great gift
for comedy was fueled by a damaged self, Marian WienerMargulies brings up the fascinating question of how Allen’s genius
and creativity would have been expressed if he had received good
enough nurturing, suggesting that if he had not been emotionally
damaged, the world would be bereft of a lot of very funny movies:
“His gain would have been our loss.”
Her question brought to mind an interview with Robert E.
Kapsis in which Allen actually provides an answer to the question
of what he might have achieved if he had had more attuned parents.
In the interview, Allen says he believes his parents sabotaged his
potential in his childhood because “I was not lead in the right direction.” He deplores the lack of books in his childhood home and the
fact that his parents never took him to a play or museum. As a result, he claims, he turned to activities like “show business, magic
tricks, and joke telling… trivial, escapist activities… rather than
developing whatever natural gifts I had... in a more profound and
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deeper way… I would have been interested in writing novels and
serious plays and poetry and things like that” (Robert E. Kapsis,
ed., Woody Allen: Interviews, 200-201).
Here Allen suggests that with a better fit between himself
and his parents he would have become a serious writer. When Kapsis asks him what he would most like to have become, Allen answers, “a great musician” (201). This desire adds resonance to the
scene I discussed in my essay in which a gang of bullies smash Virgil’s cello in Take the Money and Run. Although the cello is a valuable instrument, the gang who accosts Virgil oddly does not want
to steal it and pawn it but to destroy it, and by doing so, destroy
Virgil’s means of pursuing his musical ambitions. The smashing of
Virgil’s cello, like the smashing of his glasses, I argue, is another
example of Allen’s making funny the damage to his self he experienced as a child.
But did Allen really experience emotional pain in his childhood which he later made funny in his comedies? Both Jim Anderson and Jack Schwartz call this premise into question. Jim Anderson, in his response entitled “Did Woody Allen’s Troubled Childhood Fuel his Humor”? points to several instances in Allen’s recent
memoir Apropos of Nothing (2020) in which Allen himself refutes
the idea. He admits that in his early years he neither liked nor trusted people, but says that there was “no reason” for such an attitude
because “I came from a large, loving, extended family who were
always nice to me.” Allen attributes his sour disposition to his
genes: “I was a genetically born louse” (Apropos of Nothing, 5).
His explanation for why he turned out to be “nervous, fearful, an
emotional wreck... isolated, embittered, impeccably pessimistic” (11) was not because of any childhood problems, but because,
at an early age, he learned about mortality, that everyone is going to
die, which to him made life meaningless.
Even though Anderson ends up agreeing with my thesis that
Allen did suffer from parental failings, even pointing to corroborating evidence of that in Apropos of Nothing, he raises an interesting
question: “Why did [Allen] with either conscious or unconscious
intent seek to claim that his childhood was healthier than it was?”
In other words: Why doesn’t he blame his parents more? Anderson’s plausible answer is that Allen is deeply invested in his dire
world view because “If he conceded that his morbid and nervous
view is the result of the deficits in his childhood it would be as if he
were admitting that his fears are irrational.”
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Paul Elovitz’ view that Allen failed to benefit from over 40
years of psychoanalysis and therapy might have some bearing on
Allen’s not acknowledging a connection between his parenting and
his neurotic symptoms. “A successful analysis,” he writes, “is
based upon the patient’s eventually confronting and working
through his/her neurosis, and then changing.” But, Elovitz speculates, because Allen made his living through his “anxious neurotic
persona... he, at least unconsciously, never wanted analysis to succeed.” He adds: “[He] didn’t want to give up his bread and butter
shtick.”
In answer to Jim’s invitation for me to weigh in on why Allen in his memoir does not openly blame his parents for emotionally damaging him, I would say that he didn’t need to because his
rage is sublimated in his comedy. I agree with Elovitz that he may
not be consciously aware of roots of his schlemiel’s troubles in his
wounded self. In addition, Allen wrote his memoir when he was in
his 80s, in a successful marriage, with both of his parents long
dead. Maybe time did help him to work through his animus against
his parents and at last make peace with his past. Or maybe he
thought he would come across as a more attractive person if he
stopped his kvetching.

Jack Schwartz’s ideas about Woody Allen are in striking
opposition to mine. He does not accept that Allen’s comedy had its
origins in pain because he does not believe, mostly from reading
Apropos of Nothing, that Allen ever experienced all that much pain
growing up. While Paul Elovitz argues that years of psychoanalysis could not cure Woody Allen, Schwartz claims there was nothing
wrong with him in the first place. He writes: “Having the most successful artistic career of nearly any American filmmaker, having
been loved and loved back by the most beautiful intelligent artistic
women in the world, having regularly interfaced with the world’s
most renown artists and writers, then to find himself in the most
adoring and successful marriage and family life, plus living a posh
lifestyle where he regularly plays his clarinet and tennis suggesting
if this is not being cured, we should all be so unwell” (221).
Allen turned to comedy, Schwartz argues, not because he
was a man in trouble, but because he was good at it. He believes
that I have been taken in by Allen’s fabricated myth of the “knownothing schlemiel” who makes good, despite the psychologically
wounding parents. Allen’s real story is that of “a reasonably good
looking, athletic, intellectually gifted, capable, talented, self-
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determined, confident, and calculating young artist named Allen
Konigsberg who finds success.” He ends his response by saying “it
will take more than Kohut to account for the enigma of Woody Allen.”
My main critique of Schwartz’s critique is that his evidence
that Allen wasn’t really the neurotic schlemiel he supposedly pretends to be is based, from as far as I can tell, on how Allen presents
himself in Apropos of Nothing. If Allen is really trying to perpetuate the myth that he himself is a hapless schlemiel, as Schwartz insists, how does he explain how he (Schwartz) comes to such a rosy
conclusion about Allen’s super successful unproblematic life? I
would argue that Apropos of Nothing is itself a carefully crafted
myth, written by a man who has suffered greatly from the blistering
(and I believe unfounded) attacks on his reputation by his adopted
daughter Dylan Farrow, who projects a funny, self-abnegating, but
ultimately ultra successful persona in his memoir to bolster his ego
and win back his fans. Will the real myth please stand up?
Marilyn Fabe’s bio can be found on page 205. ❑

Marilyn Fabe: Psychoanalytic
Film Scholar Interview
James William Anderson—Northwestern University
Marilyn Fabe was born on December 3, 1942, in Cincinnati, Ohio. She grew up there in a Jewish family with an older sister. Her father owned and operated Queen City Furniture, a used
furniture store and auction site. He died due to a surgical error at
the young age of 58 when Marilyn was 19 and a junior in college.
Her mother was a homemaker and also served as a bookkeeper and
accountant at the family business. Marilyn was 51 when her mother passed on at age 87 due to complications of osteoporosis. Majoring in English, she received her BA in 1964 from Northwestern
University. From the University of California, Berkeley, she
earned an MA (1966) and a PhD (1976) in English Literature. Her
dissertation is entitled Successful Failure: Guilt and Morality in the
Fiction of Bernard Malamud (1976).
For 11 years, from 1985 to 1996, she was in psychoanalysis. “The experience,” she noted, “enhanced my sensitivity to psychological themes in film and literature, my ability to make connec-

Page 230

Clio’s Psyche

tions between a director’s life and her/his art, and finally, my understanding of why I chose certain films and certain directors as
the objects of my critical writing.”
Not only graduate school but her entire academic career
has taken place at Berkeley. From 1976 to the present she has held
the positions of Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, and Senior Lecturer
Emerita. She was one of the founders and developers of the program in Film Studies, which in 2010 evolved into the Department of
Film & Media. Her lecture courses consistently drew large enrollments and enthusiastic evaluations from students.
In addition to her classic textbook Closely Watched Films:
An Introduction to the Art of Narrative Film Technique (University
of California Press, 2004; 10th Anniversary Revised Edition, 2014),
she published another book, Up Against the Clock: Career Women
Speak on the Choice to Have Children (co-authored with Norma
Wikler, Random House, 1979). She has published essays on the life
and art of Maya Deren, Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, and
Charles Chaplin. This interview of Marilyn Fabe (MF) was conducted by James William Anderson (JWA).
JWA: Let me start by asking you how your interest in film developed during your childhood?
MF: Certain films became obsessive with me. One of them, the
major one, is The Wizard of Oz (1939). I had a strong first viewing
of that film. Our parents would just throw us into the movie theater, put us down to watch a film, and then they’d go out and do
something else. We’re sitting in the balcony watching The Wizard
of Oz. I’m with my eight-year-old sister, and I’m five years old. I
don’t know if you know, but that is one of the most terrifying films
in the world. My parents didn’t realize that. They probably
thought, “It’s a fairy tale. It’s a kids’ story.”
We’re sitting there, and Dorothy seems to be doing pretty
well, except toward the end when she’s a prisoner in the witch’s
castle sitting all by herself looking into a crystal ball. Magically
she sees the face of Auntie Em, her beloved caretaker. She desperately wants to get home to her, pleading “Auntie Em, Auntie Em,
help me.” But suddenly, Auntie Em’s face turns into the face of the
witch. “I’ll get you my pretty,” the witch cackles, “and your little
dog too.” My big sister gets up and runs out of the theater.
So, I’m sitting there alone. Not only my parents aren’t
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there, but my sister’s gone. I stayed in my seat because I didn’t
know where to go and somehow made it through to the happy ending of the film. I felt a kind of triumph over my sister. It was the
first time that I ever felt superior to her—I had lasted out that movie
and she couldn’t. But then I had to keep seeing the movie again
and again and again because I hadn’t really mastered it. Later on,
when I got interested in psychoanalysis, I wondered, what is this
film really about that got to me so much?

Another film is Vertigo (1958). I saw it when I was about
14. Then I dreamt about it and dreamt about it every night. It just
got into my system. Because of those films, I knew viscerally that
movies can evoke intensely strong emotional reactions. When I
became a graduate student interested in psychoanalytic theory, of
course those films would come back to me. I would want to put
them through my analytic process to interpret them.
This relates to another thing I wanted to bring up. My interest in film had to do with trying to master a medium that was really
too much for me. It started with The Wizard of Oz overwhelming
me. Whatever my psychic equilibrium was, certain films just broke
through it and became traumatic. A major part of my wanting to
become a scholar and to write about film is my trying to master
what happened when my sister ran out of the theater during The
Wizard of Oz.
JWA: I remember some films from my early childhood that traumatized me. One was The High and the Mighty (1954), in which
passengers are on an airplane that is in danger of crashing. Another
was about a family that is being held hostage by vicious criminals.
Just recently one of my patients mentioned seeing a film on TV that
was so frightening and enraging that he couldn’t sit through it. He
described the film, and I concluded it must be that film that scared
me in childhood. I’d had no idea what the title was, but I now
know it has the apt title The Night Holds Terror (1955). It isn’t especially violent or sexual in a way that would be harmful to children. It seems to me it’s being endangered that terrorizes children
the most.
MF: I agree. With The Wizard of Oz, what was so horrifying is
when Auntie Em turns into the witch. My analysis of that is that
Auntie Em and the witch are splits, two aspects of one mother.
Like a child with a depressed mother, you have this loving mother,
and suddenly she’s remote, she’s gone. Instead, there’s the witch
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who threatens to kill you. What’s so scary is the person you rely on
the most is the person who is the most devastating to you. The Wizard of Oz got that.
JWA: Now that I’ve heard a bit about the impact of film on you as
a child, I’d like to go forward to the time when you were a graduate
student and made the transition from literature to film studies.
MF: My going into film was complete serendipity. I was in graduate school in the English Department at U.C. Berkeley. I was
teaching freshman composition and working on my dissertation.
My then-boyfriend and later my first husband, Tom Schmidt, who
had recently dropped out of graduate school in history, got a job at
Audio Brandon Films. This was a company that rented out 16millimeter films to colleges and Film Societies all over the country—the silent film classics, the art cinema of Europe and Asia, the
greatest films of Hollywood, the whole canon of film history. A
major part of Tom’s job was to learn about these films and advise
Audio Brandon’s customers on what to rent. So that he could do
so, they gave him a 16-millimeter projector to take home.
Every night he would come to our apartment on his bicycle
carrying reels of these marvelous films—the cinema of Griffith,
Chaplin, Eisenstein, Fellini, Antonioni, Renais, and Kurasawa,
among others. We would invite our friends and watch them in our
living room—sometimes two to three films per night. Everybody I
know remembers coming to our home and watching films. You
have to remember, there were no VHSs, DVDs, or Blu-rays at that
time. It was so exciting. So, I just happened to fall into a situation
where, without even trying, I got a complete education in the history of world cinema. Previously I pretty much just viewed the mainstream Hollywood films. When I saw these other films, I thought,
“Film is the greatest art. I should be studying film.” Tom became
a future administrative head of the Pacific Film Archive and the
San Francisco Film Festival.
Audio Brandon also provided us with a film editing machine, a Moviola, so that if a film broke you could splice it back
together. It also enabled you to watch a film slowly on a little
screen, look at a sequence over and over until you figured out what
made it work. You have total control over the film: you can stop it
anywhere, rewind, and watch it again.
You can’t imagine how empowering this was for me since
films were so overwhelming to me when I was a child. Now I
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could have power over them. I could start theorizing about the film
medium and why it packs such a wallop. Part of the reason is that
film is primarily visual, not verbal. Primary process, not secondary. Pure emotion is distilled in the images, which are further
heightened through cinematic techniques, like the use of the closeup, the moving camera, camera angles, editing. I was in a position
to analyze films and to write about the power of film techniques.
JWA: I’m seeing here on the table in front of me many pamphlets
that are analyses of different films, “Macmillan Films Film Study
Extracts.”
MF: Right. For Audio Brandon (later Macmillan Films), I created
a series of booklets that closely analyzed ten to 15-minute sequences from a number of the most rented films. They rented these extracts out separately, accompanied by the booklets for use in the
classroom. They became very popular. In all, there were 20 booklets, half written by me and half I farmed out to my colleagues.
Each booklet has close shot-by-shot analyses of key sequences
from the films. In Fellini’s 8½ (1963), for example, I explain how
its free-associative editing style, especially its multiple dreams and
flashbacks, all make sense.
JWA: After the pamphlets, you wrote your book, Closely Watched
Films, which I consider to be the premier book on cinema. The reason it’s so wonderful is because you have such great psychological
insight into what the filmmaker is saying but you also have a mastery of the technique of film. You bring together those two perspectives, so that’s what makes it so special. I don’t see many authors who do that. There are some places where people are adept at
talking about jump cuts and so on—I don’t know film language all
that well—and there is some decent psychological analysis of film.
But you integrate the two.
MF: Thank you, Jim. That really makes me feel good. When I finally figured out how to look closely at a film, I was delighted. In
the book, I wrote chapters on the film directors I loved who were
important in film history. In most of the chapters, I examine short
extracts from films to show what is unusual about the stylistic technique of the director in relation to the psychological themes the director is trying to get across. So that was my synthesis.
The book was first published in 2004 and then they did a
tenth-anniversary edition in which I added James Cameron’s Avatar (2009). That film wasn’t just a big blockbuster. The extraordi-
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nary special effects, which helped the film gross well over $2 billion, were not just for show. They were deeply implicated in the
type of psychological effects Cameron was trying to produce. He
was able to get the viewer to become deeply identified with a paralyzed man who obtains incredible powers of mobility. In some
ways, it’s a metaphor for cinema, that we’re all sitting there, motionless, watching films, but up on the screen, our minds float
around like those Avatars flying through fictional worlds. The
movie captures the uncannily exciting experience of film spectatorship.
JWA: Let’s go back for a moment. Your boyfriend was working at
Audio Brandon Films, and you discovered this Moviola machine
and were a graduate student at the time in English literature. Let’s
pick it up from there.
MF: Since I got so excited about film, I began teaching film analysis in my freshman English classes. We read novels and short stories and looked at the films based on them, closely analyzing film
techniques. These courses were going really well. Then the year
that I finally got my dissertation written, 1976, film studies was finally accepted by the powers-that-be at Berkeley as a legitimate
field of study. Bill Nestrick, an English Professor who loved film
and wrote a brilliant analysis of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920)
for my Film Study Extract project, invited me to come to teach
“Film 1: Introduction to Film” in the new program. All of a sudden, I had a job teaching film at Berkeley! That’s how I made the
transition from literature to film studies.
JWA: I imagine it was just a small program at first?
MF: We started with 12 majors, but it became more and more popular. By 2010, the year we became a department, we had over 150
majors. It is kind of odd, but it is true of almost all the people of
my generation who are film scholars: we taught ourselves. I never
took a course on film in my life. I just looked at the films and read
every book written on film I could find. I was learning along with
the students and creating a curriculum that would be a sound introduction to film, but what did I know? I can’t believe the nerve I
had. When I think about it, I was in the moment, and I had to come
up with these courses. I had to produce lectures. Graduate students
from other departments would sit in on my classes because so few
people were teaching film, and I learned a lot from my students too.
It was a heady, amazing, but also nerve-wracking experience.
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JWA: You make it sound as if the powers-that-be formed the film
studies program, but, as I understand it, you were one of the founding members.
MF: True, in that I helped shape the program by devising the core
course in the Film Curriculum, “Film 1,” as it was called. But Bill
Nestrick was the prime architect of the program. That is, he ingeniously cobbled together the film major course requirement out of
film-related courses that were already being taught on campus in
departments such as African American Studies, Comp Lit, English,
French, Italian, Rhetoric, and Scandinavian. I did the introductory
course, which he supervised; my course got so popular that it just
fed the program. Eventually, I also became the undergraduate adviser, so I had a role in pulling a very fragmented major together.
Pretty soon I was teaching every single course offered in the Film
Major. I taught avant-garde, documentary, silent film, history of
film, and then genre and auteur courses. I got hired in the women’s
studies program and taught courses on women and film. I drew
people in. I don’t know how to put it without sounding…. Let’s
just say I was a founding member of Film Studies at Berkeley and
helped shape and consolidate the program.
JWA: You’re being too modest. I’ve been told that you were the
heart and the soul of film studies at Berkeley.
MF: I was the person dealing with the fun of it and the joy. We
had a very loyal, connected group of brilliant faculty and students.
I helped it cohere. As the undergraduate adviser, I troubleshot. If
there were problems, it was up to me to smooth things over.
JWA: You were really the right person at the right time.
MF: I just found myself through pure luck with this wonderful opportunity.
JWA: You mentioned earlier that much of your writing is about the
directors who most enchant you. Let’s look at your writing about
them.

MF: The directors I wrote on were Maya Deren, Charlie Chaplin,
Woody Allen, Alfred Hitchcock, and Orson Welles. My writing on
Chaplin was inspired by a letter that Freud wrote to a friend linking
Chaplin’s comedy to his early childhood. Freud said that Chaplin
had never gotten over his devastating childhood and always played
himself as he was in his youth, forever fixated on the humiliations
of his early life. So, I wrote an essay for Clio’s Psyche called
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“From Crisis to Comedy: Charles Chaplin’s “The Adventurer’” (Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 8 No. 3, Dec. 2001, 138-141). As always,
I take one little thing and look at it very closely. In this case, I took
a 17-minute film, The Adventurer (1917), from early in his career
and tried to show, as clearly as I could, the sources of his comedy.
First, I talked about his early life and then showed how he made
audiences laugh at various horrible things that had happened to him
as a child. He turned horrible into funny. He also got out a tremendous amount of aggression against the people who had harmed him
by making authority figures look ridiculous. In this way, he triumphed over a terrible past.
Woody Allen in his early funny films did exactly what
Charlie Chaplin did. He took the horrible things that happened to
him in his childhood and made them funny. The prime example of
that is Take the Money and Run (1969).
JWA: As we know now, your essay on Woody Allen will be in the
issue of Clio’s Psyche that contains this interview. So let’s include
just a few words about it.
MF: I argue that Woody Allen has created a new genre of film
comedy—psychological slapstick. Unlike most film comedy that
makes us laugh at characters in physical peril, Allen makes us
laugh at men in emotional trouble. For insight into Allen’s art, I
draw on the writings of Heinz Kohut on the origin of the damaged
self and the personality problems that result. I believe that the profound incompatibility between Allen’s parents and their gifted son
resulted in wounds to his self that he expresses and avenges through
his gift for comedy. In this regard, his first film Take the Money
and Run is his most autobiographical. There is an amazing matchup between the characters Woody Allen creates in his films and the
patients with embattled selves that Kohut describes in his books.
JWA: Before we finish, I have a couple of questions that we ask
whenever we do interviews for Clio’s Psyche. First, what psychobiographers have been most important to you?

MF: I became interested in psychobiography through my friend
and fellow graduate student at Berkeley, Margaret Schafer. She
wrote an extraordinary dissertation at Berkeley on Oscar Wilde.
She showed how his plays and humor related to his life. Then she
did a wonderful piece on Kafka and The Metamorphosis (1915) in
which she convincingly showed how that novella came out of Kafka’s relationship with his brother. The other key influences on me
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were members of the Bay Area Psychobiography Study Group.
Two who come to mind are Stephen Walrod on the painter Egon
Schiele and Ramsay Breslin on the sculptor Stephen De Staebler.
Also, I learned from Alan Elms’ wonderful collection of psychobiographical essays in Uncovering Lives: The Uneasy Alliance of Biography and Psychology (1994), and last but not least, from Mac
Runyan, whose book Life Histories and Psychobiography: Explorations in Theory and Method (1982) taught me so much. I view Mac
as the father of psychobiography.
Next, and I am hesitant to say it because his work is criticized by many people, there is Donald Spoto, who wrote a brilliant
psychobiography of Alfred Hitchcock, The Dark Side of Genius
(1983). Finally, I’ll mention Joyce Milton, who did an amazing
psychological biography of Charlie Chaplin, Tramp: The Life of
Charlie Chaplin (1996). So I am really on the shoulders of people I
admire greatly who have inspired me.
JWA: Now that second question. What about psychoanalysts?
Who has influenced you?
MF: The person who has been especially important for me in my
recent writing is Heinz Kohut. I already described how useful his
theories are for my work on Woody Allen. I also deeply value
Freud and don’t care what his detractors say about him. He gave us
invaluable insights into the workings of the human mind, whether
or not these insights are scientifically verifiable in the way of studies involving research on rats running in mazes. He’s a brilliant
writer on dreams and art. Beginning from the time I first read what
he had to say about the psychological roots of a parapraxis, I have
admired him and still do. I do admit that Freud was a bit of a nut in
some of his psychobiographical endeavors, but often the links he
makes between life and art, such as his comments on Chaplin, are
wonderful.
JWA: Thanks, Marilyn, for responding so candidly to my questions.

James William Anderson, PhD, is Professor of Clinical
Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at Northwestern University, a
Faculty Member of the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute, and a
member of the Editorial Board of this publication. He may be contacted at j-anderson3@northwestern.edu. ❑
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The Psychoanalysis of Cinema
The Third Man and Film Noir
David R. Beisel—SUNY Rockland
Abstract: This article features an in-depth look at The Third Man and the
cinematic techniques of film noir. There is a discussion about the plot of
the film as well as its psychological dynamics, historical context, and visual style.
Keywords: Alexander Korda, cinematic-techniques-of-film-noir, Harry
Lime, historical-context, Joseph Cotton, Orson Welles, post-World War II
Vienna, psychological-dynamics, themes-of-film-noir

Considered one of the great noir films, The Third Man
(1949) is also called one of the greatest films of all time. It was
number one of the best films ever made in The British Film Institute’s list, and is currently listed as number 73. Shot on location in
Vienna in 1948, The Third Man was jointly produced by Alexander
Korda in the UK and David O. Selznick in the U.S. Directed by
Carol Reed from a novella by Graham Greene, it won the Grand
Prix at Cannes, the Best Film of the Year Award in Great Britain,
and was nominated for four Oscars. It spun-off a 52-episode radio
series in Britain and a 77-episode television series in the States.
The film’s score sparked a decade-long craze for zither music, making its composer, Anton Karas, an international star. Issued
as a single in 1950, The Third Man Theme became the international
record of the year. Books, walking tours, a museum, and screenings three nights a week in Vienna testify to the film’s continued
popularity. A 4K digital restoration was released in 2015 and enjoyed a three-month run at New York’s Film Forum.
Film Noir
The noir genre has received much attention from critics and
historians, extending to all kinds of narrative forms, from films to
novels to comic strips, such as Will Eisner’s The Spirit (which first
appeared in 1940). Books, articles, and websites list noir’s characteristics. They focus on two things: noir’s storylines and its visual
style. An amalgam of the visual techniques of the German Expressionist films of the 1920s and the hard-boiled American detective
thrillers of the 1930s, film noir achieved its greatest popularity in
the late 40s and early 50s when nearly all films were shot in black
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and white. With film noir, it was black and white with a vengeance.
Marked by intense chiaroscuro, hard edges, sharp contrasts,
ominous shadows, disorienting visual schemes, dark alleyways, decrepit buildings, urban night scenes, empty cobblestone streets, garbage-strewn gutters, and skewed camera angles, noir’s visual style
produced a sense of unease and foreboding, of claustrophobia and
paranoia, all meant to match the dark places of the soul explored by
film noir’s plots. The Third Man used all these devices. But dramatic and innovative cinematography is only part of the picture; the
plot remains crucial.
The Plot
In screenwriter Graham Greene, The Third Man possessed
one of the great storytellers of the 20th century. The Third Man is
particularly compelling. It begins in winter in Vienna, two-and-ahalf years since the end of the Second World War. The film opens
with the familiar noir technique of voice-over narration putting
viewers in mind of a documentary or a newsreel. We are told Vienna is a divided city, split into British, French, Soviet, and American
zones. A body shows up floating face down in a dirty canal. Black
marketeering is rampant.

Into this world comes the naïve American Holly Martins
(Joseph Cotton), a second-rate author who writes westerns with titles like The Lonesome Rider of Santa Fe. Invited by his longtime
friend Harry Lime (Orson Welles) to visit Vienna, Martins arrives
by train and heads straight for Lime’s apartment. He discovers that
Lime was killed in an auto accident days before and is being buried.
Martins rushes to the cemetery to find a small knot of suspicious-looking Central Europeans, including an attractive woman,
standing over Lime’s grave. As they disperse, Martins is approached by Colonel Calloway (Trevor Howard), head of the British military police. They go for drinks, whereupon Martins gets
drunk and hears from Calloway that Lime was involved in a shady
black market racket. Holding firm to an idealized image of his
friend, Martins denies the charge and takes a swing at Calloway.
He vows to remain in Vienna until he proves Lime’s innocence.
He visits Lime’s acquaintances including his lover, actress
Anna Schmidt (Alida Valli), hearing from them contradictory versions of Lime’s death. A neighbor reports a mysterious “third
man” present at the accident. Martins returns to Lime’s building
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with Anna to question the neighbor again. A large crowd has gathered at the building’s entrance. The neighbor’s throat has been cut.
A small child spots Martins and points him out as the foreigner who
must have murdered the neighbor. The crowd chases Martins and
Anna, but they escape.
Impulsively, Martins falls in love with Anna. Drunk, he
visits her flat, bringing her a bouquet. Rebuffed, he leaves. At
nighttime, on the street, Martins notices a shadowy figure in a doorway. Still drunk, he calls out, “Come out, come out whoever you
are.” From a window across the street, a curtain is pulled back.
Light falls on the face in the doorway—it is Harry Lime. Lime runs
away, Martins giving chase through deserted streets only to lose
him in an empty square.
Through Lime’s friends, Martins arranges to meet Lime at
the Great Wheel in Vienna’s Prater amusement park. After a
threatening ride in one of the Wheel’s gondolas, Lime delivers a
soliloquy using historical analogies to rationalize crime and violence.
Angered by the betrayal of the friend he idealized, Martins
is open to hearing Calloway’s list of Lime’s criminal acts—namely,
peddling stolen penicillin on the black market, which caused the
deaths of countless hospitalized children. Martins agrees to lure
Lime into a police stakeout.
Arriving at the trap, Lime senses something is wrong. He
attempts to escape through Vienna’s elaborate sewer system. An
exciting chase ends when Martins kills Lime with a pistol shot offcamera. The film’s last scene opens with Lime’s second burial.
Anna is present. She leaves the cemetery walking down a path
flanked by two rows of leafless trees. Martins waits at the end of
the path. She approaches him and without acknowledging his presence stares straight ahead as she walks out of his life.
Collective Creativity
Plots, though important, are but the beginning: films need to
make the writer’s words visible. As Greene himself acknowledges,
the novella of “The Third Man was never written to be read but only to be seen.” It was “never… more than the raw material for a
picture.” Film, Greene said, “depends on more than plot, on a certain measure of characterization, on mood and atmosphere… almost impossible to capture… in the dull shorthand of a script.”
Greene concludes: “The film, in fact, is better than the story be-
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cause it is in this case the finished state of the story” (Graham
Greene, “Preface,” The Third Man and The Fallen Idol, 1976, 910). That finished state was the result of a collective creative process, which makes The Third Man an excellent case study for all
psychologists of creativity.
That collaborative imprint was marked by the willingness of
all to modify things on the fly, a successful improvisation best exemplified by Welles’s famous history-lesson soliloquy, written by
him on the spot, which rationalized his character’s pathology (and
perhaps his own): “In Italy, for 30 years under the Borgias, they
had warfare, terror, murder and bloodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance. In Switzerland, they had brotherly love, and 500 years of democracy and
peace—and what did they produce? The cuckoo clock.”
Psychological Dynamics
Any movie can be approached on at least four psychological
levels: its universal themes; what its themes might tell us about collective unconscious emotions and fantasies; at the time, what it may
say about the inner lives of the film’s creators; and what it might
reveal about the person analyzing the film.
There are clear Oedipal echoes in the eternal triangle of Anna, the volatile Martins, and Lime, the admired older man killed by
his younger rival for Anna’s affections. Echoes of sibling rivalry
are also present, a hint of fratricide intertwined with eternal themes
of disillusionment, betrayal, vengeance, and rage. It is, as Greene
said, a “rise-from-the-dead” story (Greene, 9-10). It is also about
accepting reality and the loss of innocence.
Greene plays the naïf American, Martins, off against the
worldly cynical Brit, Calloway. One measure of Martins’ lack of
sophistication is his inability to get people’s names straight. He
calls Calloway “Callahan.” Nor can he get the name of Lime’s
doctor right, pronouncing it with a “W” even after being told several times, “It’s not Winkel. It’s VINK-el” (Greene, 9-10).

The chase through Vienna’s sewer system, with its twists,
turns, blocked exits, flowing water, and lights at the end of tunnels
might be a residue of repressed birth memories. To me, it’s a metaphorical journey through the unconscious.
Greene presents Martins as a second-rate hack writer. In
addition to his literary masterpieces, Greene wrote novels he con-
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tinuously devalued, a clutch of noir-ish thrillers he called mere
“entertainments.” One wonders if Martins is the split-off secondrate thriller writer Greene devalued as part of himself. This brings
me to what matters most to historians, the film’s relationship to the
feelings and fantasies at the time, or doing psychohistory.
Historical Context
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 and horrific
post-war revelations and later Cold War tensions. None of these
writers says much about specifics. To bridge that gap, I offer two
thoughts, one on The Third Man’s theme of criminality, a second
on the film’s visual style. Both offer clues to post-war emotions.
World War II produced massive lawlessness worldwide.
Taboos had been broken. I believe the post-war world was awash
in guilt. Part of this lawbreaking was the black market, which during the war had its origins in scarcity. Starvation was endemic.
Cement was mixed with flour to make “bread”; people ate glue off
the bindings of books; they ate rats, cats, and sometimes each other.
The memoirs of Günther Grass and the stories of Heinrich Böll
place gnawing hunger at the center of the experience. Rationing
was everywhere—so was the black market. Both continued after
the war.
Europeans had not seen a banana or an orange, let alone eaten one, for ten years. In the austerity of post-war Britain: “Meat
rationed, butter rationed, lard rationed, margarine rationed, sugar
rationed, tea rationed, cheese rationed, jam rationed, eggs rationed,
sweets rationed, soup rationed, cloths rationed.” Compensating for
the years of having to do without, the new stylistic conventions of
the times are reflected in the added yards of cloth to Anna
Schmidt’s winter coat, making her look as if she’s wearing a tent;
so too, the reams of wool added to the baggy-pants, double-breasted
men’s suits of the post-war era. So it went in the UK and the rest of
Europe until things began to ease in the early 1950s.
People in The Third Man try to convince Martins that black
marketeering is nothing to worry about, a strategy for survival, a
morally acceptable necessary evil. The theme appears so often as
to make one suspect many in the audience were trying to convince
themselves they weren’t actually feeling guilty about it. If so, Martins’ execution of Lime in the sewers of Vienna was experienced as
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a justifiable act of vengeance vicariously visited upon the audience,
their own guilt temporarily discharged on the cheap.
Visual Style
Finally, a word about The Third Man’s visual style. Film
noir’s blacks, whites, and grays, its empty streets, perfectly
matched the real visual world of Europe’s World War II generation.
Dust from thousands of destroyed cities, towns, villages, and hamlets blanketed Europe at war’s end. A thin gray crust lay across the
continent, the visual reminder and daily companion of Europeans
transformed into first-hand witnesses of the devastations they reencountered in the black and white newsreel footage they viewed
week after week on Europe’s movie screens. It was visual reality
internalized, a perpetual emotional ground-tone, an oppressive ever
-present feeling state symbolizing the shattered post-war world they
inhabited while reflecting the empty regions of their torn inner
spaces.
Their external world was filled with rubble. Rubble became
a cinematic obsession, producing a slew of post-war “rubble films,”
from Italian neo-realism to Germany, Year Zero (1948), including
Hollywood’s compulsion to “photograph the rubble.”
The Third Man counts as one of these rubble films. Vienna
had been bombed 57 times; 40,000 homes had been destroyed; the
city was pock-marked by 3,000 craters. From April 2nd to 12th, the
Battle for Vienna took place, the Red Army versus the Wehrmacht,
which left block after block mounds of smoldering rubble.
But The Third Man is not only about Vienna. The genesis
of the film came from Great Britain. Korda, Greene, and Reed had
experienced the Blitz and still lived among its ruins. Through Vienna, they were able to revisit their own trauma by proxy, the divided city and the film’s bent camera angles matching their fragmented and disoriented inner selves.
So it was for Europe—and perhaps even America. The
Third Man was popular in America for the same emotional reasons
as it was popular in Britain and Europe. Post-war feelings of fragmentation, disorientation, and despair made up America’s hidden
emotional underside barely covered over by America’s official feelings of euphoric post-war triumphalism. We emerged from the
war’s ruins as the world’s greatest power possessing the world’s
largest army and the atom bomb. We had defeated Evil and rightly
felt good about it, though never fully acknowledging the emotional

Page 244

Clio’s Psyche

cost to millions of Americans scarred by what they had seen and
done during the war.
Symptomatic of dislocation, fragmentation, and despair, suicides were up, large numbers turned to self-medication, alcoholism
was on the rise, and divorce rates spiked to levels not seen again
until the 1970s. Veterans found great difficulty in adjusting to the
post-war world, throwing off the effects of PTSD, and overcoming
criminal impulses, all central themes of post-war Hollywood movies.
As for me, I first saw The Third Man on a small black and
white television in the late 1950s. I was in my early 20s. It has remained my favorite film. What that says about my own psyche
must for the time being remain behind the closed door of my therapist’s office.
Yet there is much to be mined from the film, though not
without difficulty. Two weeks ago, I received a letter from Harry
Lime—in a dream. He said he was writing from a minimumsecurity prison, the kind reserved for white-collar criminals. The
letter asked if I could help him attain early release. I wanted to but
couldn’t: there was no return address on the envelope.

David R. Beisel, PhD, a Professor Emeritus at State University of New York, is a veteran psychohistorian. He has written
widely on American and European history and is the author of the
book, The Suicidal Embrace: Hitler, the Allies, and the Origins of
the Second World War, now in its third printing (2020). He can be
contacted at dbeisel@sunyrockland.edu. ❑

Can Refugees Escape? Traumatized,
Dissociated, Silenced, and Unheard
Ruth M. Lijtmaer—Private Psychoanalytic Practice
Abstract: The author explores the significance of two movies that deal
with refugees struggling to find a home after escaping traumatic living
conditions and their treatment in the country that they arrived in.
Keywords: asylum-seekers, film, human-rights, ignored, immigration,
psychoanalysis, silenced, trauma

Narrative films take us to places and fantasy situations,
which allow us to disconnect from reality. Sometimes the movies
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make us laugh or cry, other times we identify with the characters or
the themes that may stir various emotions.
Documentaries are different. They show us the facts, the
reality of situations. Sometimes it shakes our emotions too, as in
narrative films, but since they are showing reality, this may be disturbing to us. I want to share with the reader the impact that two
movies had on my interest in human rights and which moved me
deeply. Both documentaries’ themes recount the tragic stories of
refugees trying to find a safe place to live and be accepted in
whichever country takes them in. Some made it successfully, some
did not survive the journey, and others remain in detention centers.
One of the films is Fire at Sea (2016), directed by Gianfranco Rosi. In this movie, two intertwined stories occur in a fishing
village on the island of Lampedusa, which lies 70 miles from the
northern coast of Africa and is nearer to that continent than to its
own Italian mainland.
In one story, a young boy, Samuele Pucillo, cuts a forked
twig from a pine tree to make a slingshot. With his friend, they
throw stones with the slingshot, as if against an enemy army. The
other story follows despairing migrants leaving Tunisia or Libya for
whom the island is a landing point on their journey toward Europe.
The men of the Italian Navy’s district office receive by radio a request for help and start the search at sea with naval units and helicopters of the Coast Guard. Meanwhile, “normal” life on the island
continues. Refugees and migrants from North Africa on overcrowded boats are brought on board Coast Guard ships and then
taken ashore. Here they find Dr. Bartolo, who directs the outpatient
clinic in Lampedusa and for years has been visiting every migrant
who disembarks on the island.
The point of connection between the two stories is Dr. Bartolo, who is both a physician for the islanders and an emergency
medical worker who administers care to those pulled off the trafficking boats in states of dehydration, malnutrition, and delirium,
performing autopsies on those who perish. “It makes you think,
dream about them,” Bartolo says in the film. “These are the nightmares I relive often.” In one scene, Dr. Bartolo, showing the photo
of a boat with 860 people, tells of those who did not make it.
Moved and upset, the doctor talks about how many he could treat
but also how many bodies he had to inspect recovered at sea, including many women and children, making it very difficult to get
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used to.
The unspeakable things Bartolo sees are a world away from
Samuele’s world. The child never mentions the turmoil on the island; it’s not clear he’s even aware of it, let alone the extent of it.
Viewers are left to wonder: could the islanders’ everyday lives really be divorced from this trauma? As Rosi (the director) stressed,
“There’s no interaction [between migrants and residents]. Zero. So
I wanted to use this as a metaphor for Europe. They’re aliens to
each other.” So, while Samuele grows up and faces his difficulties
becoming a sailor, in Lampedusa everyone is a sailor. The tragedy
of migrants and the commitment of rescuers continue at sea.
Significant here is that the refugees remain faces without
names. They board rescue ships with people, either alive or in
body bags. If alive, they wear clothing soaked with a mixture of
the boat’s diesel fuel and seawater that burns their skin. They cry
for their loved ones lost at sea. The rest of the town appears oblivious of what is going on. This reminds me of Martin Luther King
Jr.’s statement: “The ultimate tragedy is not the oppression and cruelty of the bad people but the silence over that by the good people,”
indicating how silence can be as traumatic as words.
The other movie is Midnight Traveler (2019). In 2015, after
Hassan Fazili’s documentary Peace in Afghanistan aired on Afghan
national television, the Taliban assassinated the film’s main character and put a price on Fazili’s head. Fearing for their survival, the
Fazili family fled Kabul for Tajikistan. Yet after spending 14
months submitting asylum applications that were rejected, they
were deported back to Afghanistan. It was at this juncture that
Fazili picked up his cell phone and hit the record button. Hundreds
of hours of footage that Fazili and his family all shot on their three
cell phone cameras emerge as the documentary Midnight Traveler.
Fazili said that the phones constituted an extension of his body.
Chronicling every step from inside the action, Fazili, his filmmaker
wife, and their two young daughters trek across Iran, Turkey, Bulgaria, and Serbia, scurrying through perilous landscapes, huddling
in freezing forests, and cramming into rattling vehicles. As they
endure smugglers, gangs, and refugee camps, the camera witnesses
not only the danger and desperation but also the exuberance and
tenderness of this irresistible, loving family.
For Fazili, framing his family’s story becomes an assertion
of control, humanity, and self-expression in a situation where none
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exists. Filming their three-year quest for safety and stability kept
Fazili sane. He said in a video statement: “I felt like a parasite, a
lowly person. Sometimes I felt like giving up…. It was this film
that gave me hope. It was this film that gave me the feeling of being alive. Shooting this film gave me the feeling that one day I’d
succeed. One day, the problems will end. One day, we’ll arrive at
last.” Although the film had already started to be shown in theaters, in 2018, their journey wasn’t over. The family awaited a
pending application to remain in Germany, where they’ve been living since April 2018 (National Public Radio, 2019). In September
2019, Hassan Fazili was issued an intermediate travel allowance for
the screening of his documentary and for the Lugano Human Rights
Festival to follow in October 2019. Allowance of travel for other
forthcoming festivals out of Germany needs to be asked for and renewed every time. After his current paper elapses, chances are that
he will be accepted in Germany with refugee status and as an emergency case. His case exemplifies how tens of thousands of people
are deprived of fundamental human rights. But if there is someone,
a responsive authority, like a “good mother” who can help them,
they may stay alive.
Compared to the experience of asylum seekers, my immigration was quite different. I initially migrated to the U.S. for three
years, as a young adult, to pursue further education. Due to the political situation in my Argentine homeland, I was forced to stay and
was unable to go back for many years. My three-year visit turned
into exile. I was trapped; I could not return even though my original intention was to go home to live. I did experience discrimination and felt frequently like an outsider. The initial loss and mourning due to separation from my loved ones helped me to maintain
my native cultural values, my connectedness to the sights, sounds,
smells, and native language. They are an inescapable part of my
inner psychic life. I became a “hybrid” with new experiences adding to who I am. Those shifts between two worlds were initially an
existential challenge that I now ride more comfortably. An interesting point for me is that in the U.S. I could “pass” for “White,” but
my language skills and accent made me visible and vulnerable.
Even as traumatic as it was for me to experience discrimination and
disdain in many circles of my life, I continued with the hope that
eventually I will be accepted in my host country.
But the two films show a different reality. These people
lost hope. They suffer humiliation since they are treated like virus-
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es or parasites. A place they can call home, a place where they
hope to be welcomed, does not exist. Nobody wants them. They
are powerful examples of the traumatic experiences of human beings trying to live and survive war, persecutions, famine, and other
atrocities, looking for a peaceful place to live and prosper that they
may or may not be allowed to find. These refugees will be or are
already suffering PTSD due to massive psychic trauma that will be
transmitted to the next generation (Ruth Lijtmaer, “Variations on
the Migratory Theme: Immigrants or Exiles Refugees or Asylees,”
Psychoanalytic Review, 104, 6, 2017, 687-694). They find every
aspect of their waking and dreaming lives permeated by the sense
of a collapsed self. This traumatic assault on the person leads to the
loss of physical cohesion and continuity of the self. The body no
longer contains agency, affect, or objects, and the fundamental
bonds to a benign other are lost. State terror assures that people
come to trust and confide in no one, to seek self-preservation in isolation. Contact with others endangers them. A kind of paranoid
character disorder comes to look like a national trait (Nancy Caro
Hollander, “Exile: Paradoxes of Loss and Creativity,” British Journal of Psychotherapy, 15, 1998, 201-215). Typically, to deal
against extreme anxiety and helplessness, the exiled resort to primitive defenses, such as splitting of the object and selfrepresentations. Splitting affects the ways the homeland and the
new society are experienced. The splits oscillate over time, moving
back and forth between an idealization of the country of origin and
a devaluation of the new culture and vice versa.
Another psychological resource to survive is dissociation.
Ghislaine Boulanger pointed out that in adulthood, catastrophic dissociation does not create further splits in a developed personality; it
does provisionally offer protection from terror, but ultimately it
leaves the survivor in a state of confusion and anomie (“Witnesses
to Reality: Working Psychodynamically with Survivors of Terror,”
Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 18, 2008, 638-657). Adult survivors of
massive psychic trauma find every aspect of their waking and
dreaming lives, every self state, permeated by the sense of a collapsed self. A traumatic assault on the body in the mind leads to
the loss of physical cohesion. The skin’s psychic properties erode;
the body no longer contains agency, affect, or objects, inner and
outer lose their distinctiveness, and the fundamental bonds to a benign other are lost. Just as physical cohesion represents the psychic
envelope that contains the other senses of the core self and houses
the benign internal object (continuity, the sense of time), what Don-
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ald Winnicott called “going on being” provides an inner sense of
coherence (The Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment, 1965). The sense of continuity is doubly affected by trauma.
What happens to an adult is also experienced by the children who live through this unthinkable terror. Their future lives
will be tainted by these experiences. These stories need no updating, they repeat every day.

Ruth M. Lijtmaer, PhD, is a senior supervisor, training analyst, and faculty member at the Center for Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis of New Jersey (CPPNJ) as well as in private practice.
She writes numerous psychoanalytic articles and she can be contacted at newsletter@libraryofsocialscience.com. ❑

Cinema as an Art of Healing
Holger Schumacher—Academy of Media Arts Cologne
Abstract: At the threshold of the 20th century, psychoanalysis arises as a
new art of healing. Simultaneously, cinema establishes itself as a healing
art. From a psychohistorical perspective, this paper examines the origin
of cinema and the psychological interaction between photoplay and spectator. This is the starting point for introducing cinema as a method of
cultural studies, which delivers insight into the paradigms and the future
development of a society.
Keywords: cinema, corona, cultural-studies, cybernetics, narration, psychoanalysis, psychohistory, transhumanism

Cinema, as we know it today, is both an advancement and
integration of older art forms: theater, literature, painting, photography, and music. It was born with Richard Wagner’s concept of
the Bayreuth festival hall. Until then, the opera had been a place
for social encounters like how Stephen Frears’ Dangerous Liaisons
(1988) and Miloš Forman’s Amadeus (1984) present it. Here, the
glimpse into the neighbor’s seat and private drama hidden in candlelight seems to be the main attraction. The performance, however, almost becomes a sideshow. To ban the view of the audience,
Wagner puts the room into total darkness and aligns the seats toward the stage. He even hides the orchestra in a pit. When the curtains are pulled away, the viewer’s attention is physically and emotionally constrained onto the evolving action. Thus, the social in-

Page 250

Clio’s Psyche

teraction of the audience is also embedded into the performance: in
the darkness, we merge with the figures on stage and the viewers
beside us, with whom we laugh and cry together.
As the youngest art form, cinema reverts to the most archaic
form of human expression: the visual experience. For two hours
we put ourselves back into a former stage of development, where
the separation between perception and imagination dissolves. This
correlates both to the mental condition of a psychotic and the psychological level of an infant. The inner view of the observer and
the outer images on the screen enter an emotional process of transference and countertransference, similar to a psychotherapeutic session. We project our inner drama onto the characters and subsequently incorporate their mental structures. Therefore, we walk and
talk like Clark Gable or Humphrey Bogart when we leave the
“projection.”
Movies highlight universal conflicts into concrete narrations, which trigger an individual metamorphosis in the viewer.
Our deepest desires and conflicts are reproduced and examined
thoroughly on the screen, so we can reintegrate and relive the solutions offered to us. The drama of the photoplay becomes a psychodrama.

Cinema and Psychoanalysis
At the threshold of the 20th century, a medium occurs,
which is ultra-modern and archaic. Cinema reacts to its zeitgeist in
a way that is much more immediate than psychoanalysis and yet
related to it. Both answer the urging questions and problems of
their time, but they offer different arts of healing. Whereas Freud
focusses on the psyche as a counterpart of the materialistic and
physiological world view, cinema provides a corporate feeling, as
we can see it at the end of King Vidor’s The Crowd (1928). Like
no other art form, it satisfies our desire for participation, the need to
be magically united with the other human beings, our primal urge
that has been lost during our phylogeny and ontogeny. Ian
Breakwell and Paul Hammond have dedicated a whole book to this
experience: “Alone in a crowd is never so intense as at the movies,
and never so open to sudden dislocation. It is the complex play between me, you, them, the film, the cinema building and the world
outside that enables us, on occasion, to experience reality more
completely, and as in dreams to see in the dark” (Seeing in the
Dark: A Compendium of Cinemagoing, 1990, 8).
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Therefore, John Boorman regards the director as a modern
form of the shaman. In his view, making and watching movies is a
civilized equivalent of the transformation cult in traditional societies. Cinema becomes a shelter for the impositions of modernity,
where emotion is expressed through motion. James Cameron’s Avatar (2009) shows us the meaningful image of the so-called “tree of
souls,” which unites the collective subconscious of the Na’vi. Its
elementary force has a healing effect on the community and the individuals. What seems to be related to the opposition between culture and technocracy can also be interpreted as a metaphor for the
psychological process unrolling in the mass medium cinema.
Cinema as Cultural Studies
Human beings have always recorded their experience
through narrations. Holy scriptures and literature enable us to express who we are and toward which values we orient our individual
and collective existence in this world. Narrations are ethical manifests. Art passes on historical traditions and the spiritual conditions
connected to them. The author, painter, or director shares a life
sentiment with his or her audience, which remains valid and ascertainable throughout decades and centuries. This is the field of psychohistory, which Siegfried Kracauer originated for cinema with
his study From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the
German Film (1947). Movies display the paradigms of our community and let us realize its future development. Therefore, they
are as valid and significant as canonical sources in historical science.
For more than ten years, blockbusters have been dominated
by characters in “spandex suits, capes, and masks,” which the
founding father of New Hollywood, William Friedkin, bemoans
(“CPH PIX William Friedkin Masterclass,” CPH Film Festival, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5bXR8JtRGI). To him and
many other critics, this is an indication of the decline of cinema,
which seems to be confirmed by the increasing popularity of
streaming services. In this view, superhero stories borrowed from
comic books appear to be targeted on visually stunning effects and
spectacular events luring back the whole family into cinema, which
has lost its audience to binge-watching events on the screen at
home. However, if we regard these narrations as an expression of
our primal fears and desires, they express a deep longing for religion and orientation. Bulletproof and one-dimensional heroes
fighting against evil forces show that we have reached the peak of a
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development pointing directly to the fears and conflicts of the
Trump-era. Movies like Avengers: Endgame (2019) do not talk
consciously about these issues. They let us experience the corresponding mindset.
From Cybernetics to Corona
As Neil Postman already warned us 20 years ago in Building a Bridge to the 18th Century: How the Past Can Improve Our
Future (1999), the lack of a unifying narration has brought along an
existential problem: Western civilizations no longer know how to
be assured of themselves. What are the roots of this development?
After revealed religions and the enlightenment did not eliminate
inequality, war, and brute force but instead prolonged it, cybernetics has offered us a tempting promise. To henceforth abolish
bloodthirsty ideology, it demands turning off the “human disruptive
factor.” With cybernetics, we revert to a physiological worldview
that neglects the soul in favor of the brain again. It’s so much
worse that the brain is viewed as a “meat machine,” which produces too many irrational mistakes. The countermeasure for this is the
delusion of measurability in all areas of life, disguising itself as rationality and quality management. The ultimate destination of cybernetics is transhumanism by which we try to escape ourselves for
good.
The new “freedom” has inverted itself into loneliness and
senselessness. God has withdrawn and left us with objective principles, as Rolf-Arno Wirtz puts it in Sexuality between Curse and
Utopia: From Deviant to Evading Sexuality (72-95, English translation). This has led to a resurrection of political and religious extremism disuniting our societies, for ideology gives us an obvious
answer to the questions of why we are here and what we are living
for. In this regard, the corona pandemic has become a hard challenge. We have seen people moving closer together and supporting
each other, but we have also witnessed a ruthless will to survive
exceeding the mere fulfillment of demand. This reminds us of how
fragile democracy is.

During the pandemic, people have turned more than ever
toward social media and private screens as a window for viewing
the world. Unfortunately, this mode of social interaction fuels disruption and paranoia because people talk at cross-purposes here and
let go of their inhibitions. Cinema as an art form cannot heal the
malaise of a missing self-assurance and the lack of a corporate feeling. However, if we understand its narrations as an expression of a
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zeitgeist, we can use it as a warning signal to get a deeper understanding about the burning issues of our community.
Holger Schumacher is a filmmaker and journalist based in
Cologne, Germany. He received his Bachelor of Arts in Online Editing at the University of Applied Sciences Cologne in 2009 and got
his diploma for Media and Fine Arts at the Academy of Media Arts
Cologne in 2013. He’s also a member of the German Association
for Socio-Analytic Research and the Association for Psychohistory
and Political Psychology (GPPP), as well as editor of the weblog
filmpsychoanalyse.de. His book, Mit Szondi im Kino (With Szondi
in the Cinema, 2021), applies Léopold Szondi’s analysis to film.
He can be contacted at mail@holgerschumacher.com. ❑

Südtirol/Alto Adige; Trauma Lingering in
Open and Latent Hostilities
Peter W. Petschauer—Appalachian State University
Abstract: South Tyrol/Alto Adige is troubled by the latent and open hostilities between Italian and German-speaking inhabitants. Much of the
emotional hurt of the German-speakers originated with the great-power
arrangements after WWI and WWII, which assigned the area to Italy.
The minority suffers from the trauma of the separation from its homeland
of Austria and tends to separate itself emotionally and practically from
Italy.
Keywords: Alto Adige, Austria-Hungary, Brixen, Italian-speakers, middle
-high German-speakers, multi-generational-trauma, South Tyrol, WWI,
WWII

Introduction
This article deals with Südtirol (South Tyrol), or Alto Adige. South Tyrol has been part of Italy since 1919 and its inhabitants are medieval German-, Italian-, and Ladinian-speakers. Both
German and Italian-speakers who have lived there for generations
or grew up more recently in this region have difficulties with each
other and in-migrants from Southern Italy. The difficulties, even
hostilities or the reawakening of the trauma, and accommodations
between the two major language groups ebb and flow based on internal and external factors and influences.
My relationship with this mountain area, which includes the
Dolomites and the Ortler Group, originated in my childhood. I
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grew up on the Egarter farm in Afers/Eores, living there off and on
from 1941-1957, and my wife and I visited there every year since
1983. My father and mother placed my brother and me on the farm
to remove us from the direct impact of WWII. I remain attached to
the area, its people, and the middle-high German dialect, which is
close to Bavarian, Yiddish, and Italian. During the most recent stay
in 2020, I interviewed family members, friends, villagers, and urbanites.

Historical Background
The area suffers the same difficulties as those in other areas
of the world with large or small minorities, like the relationship between Turks and Greeks on Cyprus; Russians in Ukraine, Latvia,
Estonia, and Lithuania; and Muslims in India. But South Tyrol is
different in that its German-speakers are a majority in some areas
and the minority in others, and the cooperation between them and
the Italian government has led to significant compromises. Yet latent and open hostilities remain.
Some hostilities fester openly, some quietly, but often with
miserable outcomes for individuals and groups. The problem started in 1919 and the Treaty of St. Germain. Before then, the area
was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was assigned to Italy
as a reward for siding with the Allies during WWI. South Tyrolean
men fought and died on every front of the empire and deep sadness
pervaded the area about their losses and the trauma of losing their
homeland of Austria and the aftereffects.
After WWI came the language “adjustments.” The Italian
administrators who descended on South Tyrol felt as if they had
conquered the area. They were perceived as, and they were, outsiders. Most significantly, they forbid German in public discourse,
schools, and churches. Towns, last and first names, were altered.
Brixen became Bressanone, Bozen became Bolzano, Afers became
Eores. Luckily our farm name was spared as was Clara, the last
name of the owners, but the owner Joseph became Giuseppe and
the daughter Agnes became Agnesia. Among the German-speakers
of the older generation, deep resentment lingers about what one
person called “the historical injustice of Italianization.”
The external world reinforced the trauma when Hitler and
Mussolini agreed on June 23, 1939, that the German-speakers
would leave the area so that more Italians could migrate into it
(Rolf Steininger, in German, South Tyrol: From the First World

Trauma Heals Slowly

Page 255

War to the Present, 1999). About 74,000 left, but few Italians
moved into the mountain valleys to replace them; Italians inmigrants mostly settled in cities like Bolzano/Bozen.
WWII once more imposed its unique outside influences.
On September 8, 1943, Germany occupied the area; throngs of people lined the streets jubilating the arrival of the troops. But reality
set in quickly. One of the worst was that men were drafted into the
Wehrmacht (regular army) and the Waffen-SS (SS troops). Just like
during WWI, about 10% of the men died or were missing, including the heir to the Egarter farm. To the sorrow and devastation of
WWI was added that of WWII. The war memorials in graveyards
are a constant reminder of this trauma.
The arrival of American troops in April of 1945 caused few
problems (Eva Pflanzelterin, in German, South Tyrol Under the
Star-Spangled Banner; The American Occupation, May-June 1945,
2005). But the Allies had promised to reward Italy for joining them
during the war and left South Tyrol with Italy.
Here then are the underlying psychological issues. The almost inexpressible sense of loss of their Austrian home, after having put up a truly valiant fight to defend it, was paramount to the
development of a deep-seated trauma. It was reinforced with the
post-WWI Italianization, the resettlement program in 1939-42, and
Germany’s loss in WWII after another massive effort. The trauma
lingers on in many different ways, most significantly in the use of
the middle-high German dialect, traditional costumes, the reluctance, if not resistance, to become Italian, and many more (Max
Fisher, “What Will Our New Normal Life Feel Like? Hints Are Beginning to Emerge,” New York Times, April 21, 2020).
The Current Situation
The situation has gradually improved for German and
Ladinian-speakers through autonomy within Italy. Like other provinces, but more so, South Tyrol has gained considerable autonomy
through agreements in 1946, 1948, 1972, and 1992. Two major
steps have been affirmed in the Italian constitution. One is an ethnic proportion. Ethnic groups are protected and retain independent
functions, even if many controls reside in Rome, the seat of the Italian government. An example is that town signs must reflect the
majority ethnic group; thus Brixen/Bressanone and Meran/Merano
versus Bolzano/Bozen. Two, through a linguistic compromise, or
language proportion, all public (post/hospitals, railroad, police) em-
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ployees are expected to speak both Italian and German. Before,
some of the best jobs were reserved for Italian-speakers.
Aside from the historical givens, obvious differences between the ethnic groups stand out, and with them some of the underlying psychological issues. Most obviously visible are, for example, traditional costumes versus suits and dresses. On festive
occasions, German-speakers tend to wear modified Trachten
(customary clothing), while Italian-speakers wear seasonally appropriate and modern suits and dresses.
Italian and German-speakers are different and are perceived
differently in other ways as well. For example, Mirko, a family
member and one of my contacts, during football games earlier in
his life was often called Walisch/er for being an Italian-speaker and
in the military as crucco (di merda) for being a German-speaker.
Like the Trachten, other “givens” undergird the hostility between
the ethnic groups. The following section includes a few key examples.
Language, Music, and Jobs
Language and music closely interact; Catholicism does with
both. Bach masses traditionally sung in churches resonate well
with the dialect, baroque interiors and massive flags carried through
fields on high holidays. German-speakers walk in them in clear
rows, men and women separate, two-by-two, versus Italianspeakers who wander in processions without clear definition.
Viennese Waltzes, as well as bands playing traditional Austrian
songs while wearing Trachten, fit in as well. There are the mountain landscapes, especially in affiliation with its unique “mountain
architecture.”
All of this is situated in a changing cultural and social environment that also highlights to which ethnic group one belongs.
This is very visible, for example, in stores. National or Italian
owned stores prefer to employ Italian-speaking staff. Local Italianspeakers usually can differentiate between ethnic groups, but only
speak Italian to German-speakers, even if they speak German. Local stores often employ German-speaking staff who also recognize
ethnic affiliations, but by contrast, address customers based on
them. They invariably respond in Italian to Italian-speakers.
Local schools usually have only German-speaking teachers
and pupils; Italian is offered as if it were a second language. But I
have been told several times that children of both language groups
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in the area prefer English as a foreign language. As one Germanspeaking contact said, “English is an international language, Italian
is not.” Or, as I understand this phenomenon, it a form of escape
from the complexity of the area and the lingering trauma. Although
the younger generations communicate in the dialect, they do not
favor traditional music. American music is in vogue.
In urban schools (in the three major cities) there is some rivalry between Italian and German-speaking teachers. One of my
contacts had to quit her Italian-speaking Kindergarten because of
the harassment of the Italian-speaking teachers over her teaching
German. Kindergartens are a key area of potential integration, but
even on this topic I received different reports.
The Ferrovie Italiane state railroads are open to Italian and
German-speakers and all supposedly speak German and Italian at
railroad counters, but so far, I have not encountered a Germanspeaker in Brixen/Bressanone at one of the two counters. The police forces and the military are interesting phenomena in this context. At the border and in other police functions, all members were
Italian-speaking men until recently. Local police forces are now
often integrated. Finally, another irritating phenomenon that highlights the difficulties. Most volunteer fire departments tend to be
German-speaking, especially in smaller cities and villages. Even
more interesting are the mountaineering clubs, which operate
completely separately, the German-speakers have a mini-bus the
Italian speakers a place where they meet. They each have a
voluntary mountain rescue team, but they do not work together,
except for an annual excursion.
ma.

All this reminds of the loss in 1919 and the consequent trau-

Conclusion
German-speakers tend to read German-language papers,
view German or English Internet sites, and watch German-speaking
TV from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. “How,” asks one
person, “can German-speakers understand Italians if they never
watch Italian TV news and read national Italian papers?” They
would do well to realize that they are Italian citizens and Austria
does not want them “back.”
Italians would do well to understand the centuries of South
Tyroleans, that is, German-speakers, having been Austrian; the
Habsburg Austro-Hungarian monarchy had its beginnings in the
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castle of Meran/o. They might learn to understand the intergenerational trauma of the German-speaking population post-1919 and
again post-1945.
However, current psychological considerations allow too
few residents of the area, especially in the current politicized leadership struggles, to understand history, trauma, values, ethnic loyalties, etc. Besides the emphasis on national/ethnic themes across the
globe enhances the local ethnicization. One can hope that the past
economic well-being will continue beyond the new coronavirus difficulties and support living together without expressed hostility,
which may thus, in turn, dissipate the underlying trauma over time.
Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Drhc, is Professor Emeritus at
Appalachian State University, an author and poet. For his latest
books, see peterpetschauer.com. He can be contacted at petschauerpw@appstate.edu. ❑

The Forum’s First Virtual Meeting:
The 2020 Election
Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum
Keywords: Biden, Elovitz, episodic-man, McAdams, meeting-format,
O’Keefe, stochastic-terrorism, Trump

The COVID-19 virus led to our first virtual election meeting, which turned out to have several advantages as well as disadvantages. Both the speakers and the participants came from a much
wider area than is typically the case. Dan McAdams (Northwestern
University), the author of The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump: A
Psychological Reckoning (Oxford University Press, 2020), joined
with Denis O’Keefe (NYU University) and Paul Elovitz (Ramapo
College) in a somewhat different format than our typical one. Despite time differences, the participants came from as far away as
India, Hawaii, California, Israel, and France. As always, those in
attendance were asked to read the papers ahead of time. There was
less spontaneity than usual in that rather than our usual format in
which each participant introduced her/his self and stated a question
for the presenters beginning the meeting, questions were instead
sent through a chat function and were spoken by the moderator or
the sender. Since there were three presenters, each was allowed a
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15-minute presentation followed by a 20-minute discussion, then
after all three had completed their time, there was a 15-minute exchange among the three presenters. The conclusion involved the
questions and comments from all of the participants. Inna Rozentsvit handled the technical aspects of the meeting and Ken
Fuchsman moderated.
My paper, “Reflections on Biden’s Childhood and Personality,” was unusual in that the name of the current president was not
once mentioned and that I, who have published so many articles as
well as a chapter of a book on Trump, requested that the 20-minute
Q&A following my talk be focused only on the Democratic contender. It was nice that this was honored by the attendees and later
I certainly joined in the discussion of President Trump.
Dan McAdams is a distinguished and unusual academic
psychologist in that he focuses on narrative history. He gained his
15 minutes of fame when three and a half million people read his
Atlantic article, “The Mind of Donald Trump,” prior to the election
in 2016. This eventually led to Oxford University Press publishing
his book on Donald Trump’s lifelong need for conflict. Denis
O’Keefe’s talk, “Donald Trump and Stochastic Terrorism,” spoke
to the ways in which Donald Trump uses “dog whistles” to his followers, engendering racism and violence which he then disclaims,
among other activities, which have been displayed to suit his purposes as someone who claims to be “the least racist person in the
room.”
The advantage of having a wide and diverse meeting of 27
people coming from California, Harvard University, Washington
DC, and elsewhere was enormous. The distinguished psychoanalytic sociologist and expert on narcissistic leadership Michael Maccoby was able not just to write for our journal but to also participate
in our discussion. Since our inception in the early 1980s, Peter
Loewenberg, a most loyal and supportive member-at-distance of
the Forum, has been bemoaning the 3,000 miles separating Manhattan from Los Angeles. For the first time, we were able to shrink
this distance. Another advantage of this system was that in almost
all cases we could see both the faces of the participants and the
names at the bottom of their box. The few exceptions involved
someone who uses an institutional affiliation identification when
she emails and a person who never revealed her/his face and whose
video box was labeled “Home.” Some problems with broadband
leading to the distortion of voices was a small price to pay for en-
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larging our circle and seeing the faces and listening to the intelligent comments and insights of colleagues I’ve known for so many
decades at a distance. It was so good that we could be together,
furthering our knowledge while we remained safe from the ravages
of the pandemic.
Naturally, not sitting around the seminar room or in a circle
in person meant that we lost some sense of intimacy and we could
no longer break bread together—usually members, such as Tom
Ferraro and Joyce Rosenberg, are known to bring delicious pastries
to our meetings. Typically in the past, after an intellectually exhilarating morning, many of us would go for lunch together to continue
our exchange.
Given the uncertainty of the virus, it seems we may be reliant on virtual meetings for some time. However, this also offers
additional new opportunities. At the Forum/Clio monthly leadership meeting, we started the process of investigating meetings with
colleagues in Europe as well as Asia. Together with virtual meetings with colleagues at a distance, these ideas are just being developed and will require the acceptance of our membership. Ultimately, we will get back to in-person meetings, such as on Jim Anderson’s much-delayed talk, “Heinz Kohut’s Vulnerable Self.” Meanwhile, we will continue the building of psychohistory.
Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, created the Psychohistory Forum in
1982. He is a research psychoanalyst and psychohistorian who
may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. ❑

The Episodic Man: Donald Trump
Dan P. McAdams—Northwestern University
Abstract: I describe the central thesis of my book on Donald Trump,
which is that he is an episodic man, living outside of time and narrative,
striving to win in the immediate moment in life, which is a continuous
battle.
Keywords: The Atlantic, autobiographical-author, motivated-agent, narrative-identity, personality-development, psychological-biography, social
-psychology

In February 2016, right around the time of the New Hampshire primaries, the editor at The Atlantic magazine asked me to
write a feature-length psychological profile of Trump, which the
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magazine would publish if Trump won the Republican nomination.
I said there was no way he was going to win, but I jumped at the
opportunity, even though I knew next to nothing about Trump at
the time.
The magazine published “The Mind of Donald
Trump” (June 2016), which was read by an estimated 3.5 million
that summer. I enjoyed my 15 minutes of fame, thinking that there
was no way he would beat Hillary Clinton. A year after he became
president, having avoided everything Trump, I started to feel like a
moth drawn to the flame. I began taking notes and doing more research. Before I knew it, I was writing a book.
The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump’s (2020) argument is
structured around a particular theory for understanding persons that
I have developed over the past two decades, which has gained
widespread currency in personality science as well as developmental and social psychology. The framework conceives of personality
development in terms of three distinct lines or layers: the person as,
one, a social actor; two, a motivated agent; and three, an autobiographical author.
For starters, each of us is a social actor, an actor on the stage
of life, as Shakespeare suggested. We each play our roles in our
own inimitable ways. Our repeated performances are guided by not
only the demands of the roles we find ourselves in, but also, importantly, by fundamental dispositional traits—“the big five traits”
that have been repeatedly identified in over 70 years of empirical
research. They are extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience. From the standpoint of
the social actor, Donald Trump is arguably the most extroverted
president in history and without a doubt the most disagreeable.
This unique temperament combination, apparent in Trump’s personality by age seven or eight, renders him a dynamic and combustible force, almost primal in his social dominance and malevolent
cruelty.
Dispositional personality traits describe what kind of a social actor a person is, but they tell us next to nothing about what a
person wants and values. From the standpoint of the motivated
agent, we aim to understand a person’s guiding agenda for life.
What actually motivates Donald Trump? What are his core values
and beliefs? More than anything, indeed to the exclusion of nearly
everything else, Donald Trump wants to glorify Donald Trump.
Like the mythical Narcissus gazing lovingly at his reflection in the
pool, Donald Trump needs to see and admire himself at all times.
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Among other things, a narcissistic motivational agenda is about
promoting the self at the expense of everybody else. A peculiar
feature of Trump’s narcissism is how he loves himself as Narcissus
did—not as a person, but as a perfect and beautiful object or thing.
In his mind, therefore, he can never make a mistake, and he must
always be a stable genius. Otherwise, his love of self would evaporate. Trump has no values beyond believing in self-promotion. Politically, the only position he can comfortably occupy is that of the
supreme autocrat. He is authoritarian, and many of his followers
view him as a savior. Indeed, scores on self-report indices of the
authoritarian personality were the strongest psychological predictors of voting for Trump in the 2016 presidential election.
Much of what I have said so far may not be especially surprising to psychologists and laypersons who have watched Trump
closely over the past four years. But things get really strange at the
third layer of personality, the person as an autobiographical author.
As I and my students have documented in nearly three decades of
research, people become authors of their own lives in late adolescence and young adulthood. At that time, we begin to create stories
to make sense of our lives, retrospectively and prospectively. The
stories provide our lives with some semblance of unity, purpose,
and temporal continuity. Psychologists call these internalized and
evolving stories “narrative identity.” As a personality psychologist,
I basically study individual differences in narrative identity. Like
no other president in history or subject I have ever studied, Donald
Trump is bereft of a narrative identity.
Unlike George W. Bush’s story of overcoming alcoholism
or Barack Obama finding his African father and his identity as a
Black man, Trump has no story in his head about who he is and
how he came to be. I call him “the episodic man” because I believe
he lives outside of narrative time, outside the temporal sequence of
life that the rest of us all implicitly know and take for granted. In
not having a self-defining story in his mind, a narrative to explain
his development over time, Trump is less like a person and more
like God. God doesn’t have a story. God simply IS—the ultimate
stable genius. Donald Trump sees himself in this same way. For
over 50 years, biographers have been unable to coax more than a
few childhood memories out of him, and in each of them Trump is
almighty, an eternal force who does not develop but lives allpowerfully in the eternal moment.
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Imagine what it is like to be the episodic man, living outside
the confines of any discernible life story. You wake up in the
morning as if you are the protagonist of the movie Memento (2000)
with no sense of yesterday and no tomorrow. You have one goal
for the day: win. It doesn’t matter whom you are fighting. It could
be Nancy Pelosi, Joe Biden, or some loser in Omaha, Nebraska,
who tweeted something you didn’t like. Whatever and whoever it
is, you will fight it with your entire arsenal of weaponry, from
tweets to lawsuits to naked political aggression. Then you will go
to sleep. When you wake up tomorrow, you will start over, fighting
to win the day.
Trump’s version of the episodic man acts according to what
he described, back in a 1980 People Magazine interview, as his philosophy of life: “‘Man is the most vicious of all animals and life is
a series of battles ending in victory or defeat’” (The Strange Case
of Donald J. Trump, 20). Each day is a discrete battle, resulting in
a victory. But the days do not add up. They do not build to form a
narrative arc. Instead, Trump proceeds through life angry moment
by angry moment with no accumulation, storyline, learning, or development.
Trump’s episodic approach to life has proven extraordinarily effective for him in many ways. For one, it gives him a sense of
authenticity and immediacy that no American politician can match.
Whatever he is doing and wherever Trump is, he is always RIGHT
HERE NOW. He’s not thinking about yesterday or tomorrow. He
doesn’t have a hidden agenda. His unexpurgated, unfiltered, dynamic presence—primal in its appeal—projects charisma to millions of his fans even as it repulses millions more.
Let me end with one final metaphor. To be Trump is to be
forever a boxer in the ring. When you are in the ring, you cannot
afford the luxury of thinking long-term, either retrospectively or
prospectively. You cannot be worried about round 23 down the
road, or what happened ten minutes ago. You’ve got to be on your
guard the whole time, fighting to win the moment, defending yourself against the vicious opponent who is in your face. Trump is the
man fighting three minutes in the ring and when the bell rings, he
goes back to his corner for a minute—that is, he goes to bed. Then
he wakes up refreshed to do it all over again. Amazingly, it never
wears him out. His companies go bankrupt, he loses the election to
Joe Biden, and none of this even matters—for Trump never went
bankrupt, he will tell you, and Biden stole the election. He can
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never lose. Combine this with Trump’s dispositional traits, his narcissistic goal agenda, and his authoritarian sentiments, and it all
makes for one very, very strange human being—a psychological
one-off, I would argue, who is much stranger than any diagnostic
category clinicians can invoke or any common personality type recognized by psychological science.
Dan P. McAdams, PhD, is the Henry Wade Rogers Professor of Psychology and Professor of Human Development and Social Policy at Northwestern University. He is the author of over
300 articles and chapters and eight books on topics such as personality development, life narrative, psychological biography, culture
and personality, and themes of agency, intimacy, and redemption in
human lives. McAdam’s most recent volume is The Strange Case of
Donald J. Trump: A Psychological Reckoning (Oxford, 2020). He
can be reached at dmca@northwestern.edu. ❑

Book Review
Donald J. Trump: Psychohistorical
Perspectives on Our 45th President
Joseph G. Ponterotto—Fordham Univ. at Lincoln Center
Ingrid Grieger—Iona College
Review of Michal Maccoby and Ken Fuchsman, eds., Psychoanalytic and Historical Perspectives on the Leadership of Donald Trump
(London and New York: Routledge, the Taylor & Francis Group, 2020),
ISBN 978-0-367-89712-3 (hardback, $155), 978-9-367-42648-4
(paperback, $38.95), 978-1-003-02068-4 (ebook, $38.95), pages 190.
Keywords: American-exceptionalism, competence, disruptive-narcissism,
gaslighting, leadership, marketing-narcissism, personality, Trump
Editors Maccoby and Fuchsman have assembled an interdisciplinary and renowned group of scholars to provide rather deep insight into
the impact of Donald J. Trump’s childhood and adolescence. Topics include his personality development, his style of leadership, the strategies
he uses to win and maintain the loyalty of his base, and whether his public behavior is compatible with the presidency. Also addressed by this
team of psychoanalysts, historians, psychohistorians, and a sociologist, is
how Trump got elected in 2016. That is, what sociological, economic,
cultural, and psychological factors coalesced during that election, which
led to an individual with no political experience and a host of character
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flaws winning the electoral college and garnering 63 million American
votes (46.1% of the popular vote tally)?
Structurally, this book is organized into four major parts and 14
chapters. Part I includes four chapters focused around “Who is Donald
Trump and why do people follow him?” In Part II, six chapters explore
“How Trump leads.” Part III includes three chapters that turn to “Social
and historical factors in the rise of Trump.” Finally, Part IV includes
three chapters that focus on “Presidential personality and performance.”

Collectively, the contributors to Psychoanalytic and Historical
Perspectives provide a clear conceptual map of how the U.S. got to where
it is today politically and socially. Sociologist Charles Heckscher
(Chapter 11) provides an insightful socio-cultural-historical roadmap (as
do David Lotto, chapter 9, and Ken Fuchsman, chapter 10) of factors
leading up to the 2016 election. In a nutshell, Heckscher contends that
the postwar period, from the mid-1940s through the 1980s, was a period
of industrial and economic prosperity in which the populous was generally approving of, and confident in, large corporate and political leadership.
A secure, optimistic sense of inclusion was the American zeitgeist.
However, beginning with the tumult of the 1960s, inspired primarily by a young, liberal, and progressive cohort, the trust in political
leadership and large corporations began to shatter. Nevertheless, general
positive support for the government and corporate leadership remained
strong in some segments of the population. Yet, a second challenge to
tradition, this time inspired by the ultra-conservative and populist tea party in the early 2000s, solidified the rupture of confidence that had prevailed in previous decades.
As a social justice push by progressives continued, accompanied
by a transition from an industrial society to a more technical (e.g., the Internet and social networking) economy, millions of Americans began to
feel left out. Thus, the emerging multicultural-oriented, environmentally
conscious, Internet-savvy progressive movement of the last three decades
left a large segment of the population behind financially, politically, and
socially. Growing numbers of Americans experienced a loss of confidence and optimism about their future, as well as a diminished sense of
personal identity and empowerment. This fear and uncertainty led to existential anxiety and defensive reactions, creating a socially regressive
group and a “culture of grievance” (using Seth Allcorn’s 2020 conception
in “Culture of Grievance: Creating Polarization from Chosen Traumas,”
Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 48, No. 1, 23-40).
As a defense mechanism, millions of Americans looked for a new
heroic figure, a rescuer who could bring America back to a former more
secure, conservative, stable, and familiar society. This culture of grievance set the stage for the embrace of an outspoken, charismatic, “drain the
swamp” and “build the wall” leader who could return America to its post-
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war glory and “make America great again.” Donald J. Trump, a master
“marketing narcissist” (Maccoby, Chapters 1 and 12) and “disruptive narcissist” (Paul H. Elovitz, chapter 4) was in the right place at exactly the
right time in U.S. history to don the rescuer mantle.
We will briefly examine how some of the authors illuminate
Heckscher’s framework. For example, Trump’s psychogenesis is explored most deeply by presidential psychobiographer Elovitz (Chapter 4),
who characterizes Trump as a “disruptive narcissistic personality.” He
traces Trump’s disruptiveness to his early childhood when his mother was
very ill over a long period of time and therefore emotionally unavailable
to him. In addition, his father Fred Trump was working continuously
while also sending clear messages to his children that emotional weakness
was not to be tolerated. Hence Trump’s first metaphor for his defense
mechanism was an emotional “wall” set by both of his parents. Further,
the Trump mansion was completely walled off from the neighborhood
and the family was intolerant of any incursions by non-family members.
We can infer that the metaphor of the wall remained very salient to
Trump as he started his political career. Interestingly, revelations by Dr.
Mary Trump, a clinical psychologist and the niece of the President, in her
blockbuster new book, Too Much and Never Enough (2020), are consistent with many of Elovitz’ early childhood insights and interpretations.
Maccoby (Ch. 1) and Otto Kernberg (interviewed for Ch. 2 by
Fuchsman and Molly Castelloe) clarify the origins and meaning of the
concept or construct of narcissism. Building off of the earlier work of
Sigmund Freud and Erich Fromm, narcissism is discussed in an accurate
historical perspective as one of four normal components of personality,
along with erotic, obsessive, and marketing. Each component has good
and bad aspects depending on the extent to which the individual identifies
or overidentifies with the personality trait. Maccoby presents an insightful profile of Trump by systematically integrating the elevated marketing
and narcissistic personality aspects that characterize Trump.
The attraction to Trump is addressed thoroughly and thoughtfully
in many chapters that delineate how his marketing and disruptive narcissism, in the present socio-cultural-economic context, appealed to anxious,
vulnerable, and left-behind segments of the electorate. These segments of
the population turned to a more populist, nativistic, and authoritarian
mentality, what psychoanalyst Lotto describes as “American exceptionalism on steroids” (Chapter 9, 110). Conditions were now in place to embrace a demagogue like Trump (Michael Signer, chapter 7). Historian
Elizabeth Lunbeck (Chapter 3) clearly breaks down the allure of Trump’s
narcissism, while psychoanalysts Stern and Logue provide vivid descriptions of his mastery of gaslighting used to strip a vulnerable population of
its own sense of reality.
Though we were not able to touch upon every one of the excel-
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lent chapters in the book, we would like to highlight some particular
strengths of Maccoby and Fuchsman’s integrative contribution, as follows:
One, the individual chapters are well-researched and referenced
across a deep and interdisciplinary literature. Two, we were pleased that
all the authors, particularly those clinically trained, adhered to the Goldwater rule by not attempting to diagnose Trump with a specific mental
illness, an opinion echoed by Kernberg (chapter 2). He strongly advises
that the question an informed citizenry should be asking is not whether
Donald Trump is mentally ill, but whether his public behavior is compatible with responsible leadership. This question is tackled directly and
thoughtfully by Fuchsman, who in the end concludes that Trump “is unfit
to be President of the United States” (Ch. 5, 67).
Three, the authors were able to maintain their scholarly objectivity as much as possible. Thus, Psychoanalytic and Historical Perspectives
is certainly not a Trump-bashing volume, but is instead thoughtful, extremely well-researched, and supported a candid assessment of his personality, his leadership style, and his public behavior. We found several
chapters in which the authors admonish both the extreme political left and
right. For example, Paul Gottfried’s (Ch. 8) deeply informed political
history review serves to dismantle the left’s naïve and ill-informed association of Trump to fascism in the Nazi era. Lotto (Ch. 9) also calls both
political parties to task when he carefully documents that not only
Trump’s administration promoted American exceptionalism, but prior
Obama and Clinton administrations did as well, albeit more subtly.
Four, importantly, the authors do not just provide readers with a
window to see who Donald Trump is and how we arrived at our current
polarizing state of politics, but they also provide a path forward. Addressing a more personality and leadership trait perspective, Maccoby
(Chapter 13) outlines that what the U.S. needs is a President with the right
policies and the ability to explain them; a person with patriotism who
places national interests before those of self and family; and honesty. On
a broader sociological level, Heckscher outlines paths to bridging the divide in our polarized community, and these include enhancing understanding and empathy, building a shared vision of a desirable future, and
learning to collaborate and work together to solve problems with a shared
purpose. These traits of humanism seem so basic and obvious, yet we are
far from them as we approach the 2020 presidential election.
In conclusion, Maccoby, Fuchsman, and their team of authors
have done more than an admirable job of covering a controversial, yet
essential and timely topic, in a scholarly and balanced manner. Will this
integrative masterpiece sell as well as Mary Trump’s new memoir? Well,
the answer is no. However, we believe that this multi- and interdisciplinary compendium has a wide and broad market well beyond our
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psychohistorical community.
Joseph G. Ponterotto, PhD, is a Professor of Counseling Psychology in the Graduate School of Education, Fordham University, Lincoln Center Campus. His most recent book-length psychobiography is A
Psychobiography of John F. Kennedy, Jr.: Understanding his Inner Life,
Achievements, Struggles, and Courage (2019). Ingrid Grieger, EdD,
served at the University of Virginia prior to being Director of the Iona
College Counselling Center (1989-2016). The authors may be reached at
atingridgrieger@gmail.com and ponterotto@fordham.edu. ❑

Memorials
In Memoriam: William R. Meyers—
Advocate for Psychohistory
Paul H. Elovitz—Ramapo College
Bill Meyers (born March 31, 1930) died on August 22, 2020, after a long illness and a varied career. He was born in South Orange, NJ,
studied extensively at Harvard, earning a bachelor’s (magna cum laude
and Phi Beta Kappa), including two years each doing law and sociology,
and finally taking his doctoral degree there in clinical psychology. He
taught urban psychology at MIT, served as an industrial consultant at Arthur D. Little for five years, served for two years as Director of Research
at the Peace Corps, and worked for two years at the Laboratory for Community Psychology at Harvard. Professor Meyers had extensive psychoanalysis and a clinical practice. He concluded his academic career as Professor Emeritus of Psychology at the University of Cincinnati. His last
book is Social Science Methods for Psychodynamic Inquiry: The Unconscious on the World Scene (2015, paper 2018) and he wrote for JASPER
as well as Clio’s Psyche. Dr. Meyers was passionate in his devotion to
psychohistory. We wish to express our condolences to his wife Pat, three
children, two grandchildren, and all the friends and colleagues he
touched. Bill will be missed.
Paul H. Elovitz’ bio can be found on page 260. ❑

Souvik Raychaudhuri:
Scholar of Indian Film
Brian D’Agostino—International Psychohistorical Assoc.
Professor Souvik Raychaudhuri, a Bengali psychohistorian and
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film scholar, died on September 29th, 2020 at the age of 53. He earned his
PhD from the University of Calcutta, where he taught since 1998 in the
Department of Psychology and mentored dozens of graduate students.
His doctoral dissertation was published as Partition Trauma, The Oedipal
Rupture, Dreaming: The Cinematic Will of Ritwik Kumar Ghatak (2000).
His work positioned him as a pioneer in the psychoanalytic exploration of
Indian cinema, which produces between 1,500-2,000 films every year.
Dr. Raychaudhuri published four articles in U.S. psychohistory
venues: “A Distant Mirror: Modi, Trump, and Pandemic Politics in an
Authoritarian Age” (Clio's Psyche, Vol. 27, No. 1, Fall 2020), “Modi’s
‘Digital India’ and the Mother Goddess: Fantasy as Legitimation” (The
Journal of Psychohistory 46 3, 2019), “Fathering a Nation, he Sacrificed
his Sons” (Psychohistory News, Winter 2016), and “Modi’s India: Authoritarianism or Democracy” (Psychohistory News, Spring 2015). Reprints of these articles are available at https://bdagostino.com/otherpublications.php and https://www.psychohistory.us/archive.php.
At the time of his death, Souvik was working on a book, Uttam
Kumar: Psychobiography of a Matinee Icon, which had been accepted for
publication by Routledge. It is my hope that this book can still be published. He was superbly qualified to undertake such a project because of
his formidable knowledge of Bengali cinema, immersion in biographical
sources on Uttam Kumar, and considerable reading in psychoanalytically
informed cultural criticism. An overarching theme in Dr. Raychaudhuri’s
work was the hero complex, which bridges his critique of authoritarian
political leaders and his psychohistorical research on Uttam Kumar and
other celebrities. Dr. Raychaudhuri was an outspoken critic of Narendra
Modi’s Hindu nationalist and authoritarian regime.
As a friend of this talented Bengali scholar, I want to extend my
condolences to his wife Keya, their six-year-old daughter, his large extended family, and his students.
Brian D’Agostino, PhD, is President of the International Psychohistorical Association and the author of peer reviewed research in
political psychology and of The Middle Class Fights Back: How Progressive Movements Can Restore Democracy in America (2012). He may be
contacted through his website at https://bdagostino.com. ❑

Bulletin Board
CONFERENCES: The Psychohistory Forum Work-In-Progress Seminar’s first virtual meeting on October 31, 2020, was well attended and
the presentations, which included Dan McAdams’ (Northwestern University) “The Episodic Man: Donald Trump,” Denis O’Keefe’s (NYU)
“Donald Trump and Stochastic Terrorism,” and
Paul H.
Elovitz’ (Ramapo College and the Psychohistory Forum) “Reflections on
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Biden’s Personality,” were well received. Additional conferences will be
scheduled when proposal papers are received and a committee has reviewed them. Theresa Aiello and Denis O’Keefe are chairing the planning committee of the International Psychohistorical Association’s (IPA) 44th Annual Conference on May 19-21, 2021, at NYU; the
International Society for Political Psychology’s (ISPP) virtual meeting on
July 11-13, 2021, which will be held virtually; and the Interdisciplinary
Conference of the Forum for Psychoanalytic Education (IFPE) conference
will be held in Fall 2021. CONGRATULATIONS: To Jim Anderson
on Oxford University Press agreeing to publish his book-in-progress on
psychobiography. THANKS: To Benefactors Fred C. Alford, William
Argus, Herbert Barry, Peter Barglow, David Beisel, Tom Ferraro, Eva
Fogelman, Peter Loewenberg, David Lotto, Jamshid Marvasti, Candace
Orcutt, Peter Petschauer, Billie Pivnick, Mary Peace Sullivan, and
Jacques Szaluta; Patrons David James Fisher, Alice Lombardo Maher,
Joyce Rosenberg, and Inna Rozentsveit; Sustaining Members James R.
Booth, Hannah Hahn, Ruth Lijtmaer, and Allan S. Mohl; and Supporting
Members James W. Anderson, Barbara Bloom, Marilyn Charles, Tom
Cook, Paul H. Elovitz, John Fitzpatrick, Christine R. Good, Susan Gregory, Susan Hein, Marian Margulies, Joseph G. Ponterotto, and Charles B.
Strozier, Hanna Turken, and Duke Wagner. Our special thanks for
thought-provoking materials to Jim Anderson, David R. Beisel, Gregory
Bellow, Jeffrey Berman, Matthew H. Bowker, Richard Brookhiser, Marilyn Charles, Marc-André Cotton, Brian D’Agostino, Paul H. Elovitz,
Marilyn Fabe, Tom Ferraro, Ingrid Grieger, Hannah Hahn, Claire Kahane, Ruth M. Lijtmaer, Michael Maccoby, Marian Wiener-Margulies,
Dan P. McAdams, E. Ethelbert Miller, Jennie Mintz, Denis O’Keefe, Peter W. Petschauer, Joseph G. Ponterotto, Kenneth Rasmussen, Inna Rozentsvit, Holger Schumacher, Jack Schwartz, Burton Norman Seitler,
Christine Silverstein, Lawrence A. Tritle, and Neil Wilson. To Nicole
D’Andria for editing, proofing, and Publisher 2016 software application,
and Tom Holster for technical support and proofing. To Hannah Mildner
and Professors Paul Salstrom and Mamata Nanda for proofing. Our special thanks to our authors, editors, and numerous overworked referees
who must remain anonymous. ❑

We Wish to Thank Our Diligent,
Hard-working and Prompt Editors,
and Anonymous Referees

Call for Papers

Page 271

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers
Psychoanalytic/Psychohistorical Teaching
(Due January 24, 2021)

Some possible psychological approaches include:
- The challenges of online teaching
- Teaching psychoanalysis in institutes, universities, and high schools
- The dynamics of homeschooling and online teaching
- Freud and other analysts as students and teachers

Coping In Our Anxious World
(Due January 24, 2021)
Some possible psychoanalytic approaches include:
- The news spreads fear and anxiety—compounded by social distancing
- The coping mechanisms of denial, humor, and projection are common
- Case studies from your therapy practice
- Cross-cultural and historical studies of anxiety

The Paranoid Tradition in American Politics
(Due June 15, 2021)
Some possible psychological approaches include:
- Paranoid thinking in the Republican Party after Trump’s 2020 defeat
- More intense political divisions as a result of instant communications
- Historical case studies of American political paranoia
- The decline of the Senate and paranoid politics
We seek articles from 500 to 2,000 words—including a 25-word abstract,
7-10 keywords, and a brief bio ending with an email address.
One or two 3,000-4,000 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, abstracts, and queries should be sent to
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com

Clio’s Psyche
627 Dakota Trail
Franklin Lakes, NJ 07417

