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Human Space in our Modern,  
Virtual, and COVID World 

COVID-19 and the Changing  
Spaces We Inhabit 

Peter W. Petschauer—Psychohistory Forum Res. Assoc. 

Abstract: From the moment we are conceived to our last breath, we are in 
our own space (our bodies) and the spaces of others.  This paper briefly 
explores how the COVID-19 pandemic has alerted us to many different 
perceptions of our spaces, including our bodies.  How other private spac-
es have changed over time is also examined and compared to today. 

Keywords: COVID-19, household-arrangements, human-bodies, migra-
tions, private-spaces, temporary-spaces, womb    

Introduction 
            The COVID-19 pandemic taught us more than we anticipat-
ed about human spaces.  We perceive ourselves and the spaces in 
which we interact differently partly because of the way we had to 
confront the virus.  Worldwide governmental restrictions have kept 
us at a distance from each other, placed us inside houses and apart-
ments for weeks if not months, closed offices and restaurants, and 
forbade travel by train, bus, and plane.  

            Some wrote about the misery of living in a room or two for 
extended periods.  A few wrote about older individuals enduring 
that hardship in facilities for seniors while even fewer covered the 
terror of dying alone.  Hardly anyone wrote about the spread of the 
virus in prisons and among illegal immigrants crowded together in 
unsafe conditions and in fear of engaging with governmental 
agents.  

 As a result of COVID-19’s impact, a broader sense of the 
spaces we inhabit has emerged than was available when I 
wrote  Human Space: Personal Rights in a Threatening 
World (1997).  Aspects of personal spaces, along with comparisons 
of our past private and public spaces, are my focus here.  

Our Spaces 
            As we celebrate the lifting of restrictions in parts of the 
Western world based on the assumption that we have mostly sub-
dued the virus, some initial reflections are in order.  Without a 
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doubt, our multitude of responses to the virus’ spread has had a tre-
mendous impact.  Living in restrained environments—apartments 
and houses—has brought about, for example, an amazing effort to 
improve these spaces.  Here are a few noticeable trends: fresh col-
ors painted on walls, recovered furniture, and redone rooms and 
garages.  As adults we wanted and want the spaces we inhabit to 
reflect adjusted perceptions of ourselves, sometimes without con-
sideration of the costs involved.  

            Several other results are immediately evident.  Many 
wealthier families and individuals recently isolated themselves on 
their estates far from perceived hot spots, just like wealthy individ-
uals during the plague in the Middle Ages.  They temporarily relo-
cated, fearing their imminent death and taking steps that seemed to 
avert having to think about it or experience it.  Another form of mi-
gration as a result of COVID-19 has also emerged; I call it the great 
Corona migration.  

            Office workers discovered that because they did not neces-
sarily need to work from an established office, they could stay at 
home for work.  This reduced the privacy of other members in their 
households because they were around all day.  Initially, this loss of 
privacy for some seemed like a vacation, but then all too often be-
came a burden.  Some workers discovered an escape from re-
strained office spaces; they could move to areas that offered them 
more room, sometimes a better climate, and an improved life-
style.  But some individuals and families simply wanted to leave 
workplaces that were causing them hardship, a poor work environ-
ment, and/or illness.  The reason this migration became conceivable 
is that we have learned through the agency of the Internet that we 
can transport images of ourselves across the planet with Zoom and 
similar programs without ever leaving our abodes.  An amazing 
number of people began to sell their apartments and houses, finding 
less expensive homes in other locations.  In my part of the country, 
for some of them, the mountains of North Carolina and cities like 
Charleston, South Carolina, became their favorite places.  Their 
arrival pushed home and condo prices upward, generally rising by 
30-75%.  Quaint towns like Charleston were affected dramatically 
and apartment complexes sprouted like mushrooms.  

            Before this rather dramatic migration, other individuals and 
families had moved to politically and economically more accom-
modating countries (Eric Barton, “Meet the people decamping for 
countries where they feel more at home,” BBC Worklife, February 
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16, 2017) and such areas located within the U.S.  Thus, more Dem-
ocrat and Republican strongholds emerged in the political land-
scape (Bill Bishop with Robert Cushing, The Big Sort: Why the 
Clustering of Like-Minded Americans is Tearing us Apart, 
2009).  These relocations remind us of the even earlier relocation of 
older individuals to Florida and Arizona.  Then there is the often-
overlooked memory of the vast number of human beings who mi-
grated to the U.S., either willingly or not, and the move west-
ward.  Psychologically we are a people for whom migrating for var-
ious reasons is accepted as normal, unlike in more traditional place-
bound societies.  

            Meanwhile, other human spatial interactions usually re-
mained far removed from considerations about COVID-19 or were 
pushed into the background.  In different parts of the world, people 
continue to endeavor to escape war and torture, literally running to 
“safer” areas like Turkey and Europe.  Fellow human beings are 
driven from their homes by war, put in jail by authoritarians, or at-
tempt to escape natural or human-made disasters.  Think of the 
wars in Syria, Yemen, and Ethiopia; Russian and Chinese authori-
tarians throwing “inconvenient” persons into prisons; millions of 
human beings crowded into bleak and often unsafe refugee camps; 
hurricanes displacing thousands wherever the storm comes ashore; 
and buildings collapsing in Bangladesh and Florida due to human 
error and greed. 

            In all of these cases, however different the reasons, individ-
uals, families, and groups were and are relocating.  These are in-
deed adjustments to and of human spaces.  That is, these considera-
tions and reports are about human beings in their spaces, our bodies 
being exposed to natural and human-made disasters, and the many 
ways in which we cope or fail to cope with them.  They all occur in 
the rather specific context of our bodies.  Oddly, we don’t usually 
think of our bodies as spatial entities; they are simply our bod-
ies.  The skin houses both the physical entity—that is our body—
and the thinking and feeling part—our brain—with the conceptions 
it has created over millennia.  

            The body serves as a container or vehicle for itself and that 
is how we enter the spaces that surround us, even before we are 
born.  When we enter our first space, the womb, we are potentially 
treated well or mistreated.  In turn, we learn to thrive, withdraw, or 
object, but we cannot escape.  The treatment in the womb may be 
an indication of how we will be received in the spaces we enter as 
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infants.  Here one may think not only of supportive or abusive 
households but also of the environments discussed earlier; even the 
most supportive family may have difficulty providing a safe envi-
ronment during an epidemic or a war.  

            Relatively safe environments may nevertheless provide little 
private space and therefore privacy for individuals and even 
groups.  The situation in which infants found themselves a few cen-
turies ago was often a large household.  It may have contained a 
family, that is, a husband and wife, children, maybe an aging par-
ent, apprentices, and servants.  Here a multitude of perspectives 
overlap.  Where did the parents, the children, the apprentices, and 
the servants each sleep?  Who had a “private” or “preferred” 
space?  What does this tell us about the hierarchies in the 
house?  How did they perceive the land around them?  The poten-
tial inheritance?  (As an example, see Arthur Imhof’s Lost Worlds: 
How Our European Ancestors Coped with Everyday Life and Why 
Life Is So Hard Today [First English Edition, 1996]. The second 
half of the title is mistranslated.  It should read, and Why We Have 
Such a Difficult Time with that Today.) 

            This leads to a short pertinent diversion into the spatial ar-
rangement of the Palace of Versailles, a unique political/power en-
vironment in which Louis XIV lived after 1682.  It tells of a time 
and place in which privacy or private space was not as valued as it 
became later in most households.  This psychologically astute ruler 
had his bed placed on a platform surrounded by a rail, reminiscent 
of the one around an altar in a Catholic church.  A massive depic-
tion of a rising sun hung behind the bed, which symbolized the ris-
ing king (Christ).  The grand nobles who surrounded this imitation 
of an altar at the levee understood and smiled politely at his majes-
ty’s morning stench because cleanliness was not at a premium be-
fore the modern age.  The closer physically, the more favored and 
yet the more tolerant one needed to be.  Large and small courts 
across Europe copied the inspiration.  Private and public spaces 
mixed to display political prowess, hierarchical dominance.  (This 
description and analysis are from the author’s visits to and studies 
of Versailles and other contemporaneous European courts.) 

            Such large households began to recede in the 19th century in 
the West, and urban families, in particular, devised other spatial 
arrangements, some beginning to include private areas.  The upper 
classes in Germany and Austria-Hungary, for example, created a 
separate room for men and a room for children while simultaneous-
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ly banishing women to the kitchen and church, all the while bring-
ing up the children.  In a sense, they were private group spaces.  

            Today, we have further articulated the idea and practice of 
private spaces, like a master bedroom with an en suite bathroom, to 
shield “private” activities.  While women still usually prepare 
meals and must function in kitchens, a semi-private space has more 
recently been integrated into a large living area.  In a sense, the 
whole house or apartment became a private space, serving as a fur-
ther elaboration of the concept of private and public spaces.  But 
then and now, a child may only have lived “at home” in physical 
expanses or constraints for 15 years or so.  This is a temporary in-
teraction, yet its influences last a lifetime.  At the other end of life, 
older people are encouraged to enter their own restricted, private 
areas of “retirement” communities. 

            COVID-19 undermined these carefully articulated structures 
of privacy—some of them simply collapsed.  Zoom and other such 
programs entered the living spaces of many Americans, and almost 
instantaneously, we relinquished parts of our homes to communi-
cate with the outside world.  This time it was the families and 
groups that lived in tight quarters to begin with who had limited 
access to the Internet that were the least affected. 

            There are also other short periods when we inhabit some 
spaces.  David Beisel takes us into a unique perspective of tempo-
rary spaces in a discourse on a jazz session (“Aspects of 
Jazz,” Genres of Imagination: Essays by David Beisel and Irene 
Javors, 2021, 28-37).  I had a similar temporary yet life-altering 
musical spatial experience when I attended a rendition of Gustav 
Mahler’s Auferstehung (created between 1888-1894) in St. Peters-
burg.  The cracks in the ceiling of the Philharmonic Hall seemed to 
widen as the full orchestra and choir rendered this brilliant piece of 
the Austrian composer.  We experience other, more mundane tem-
porary spaces; they are created when we use a car, bus, train, or 
plane.  One may, for example, think here of an individual sitting in 
a subway car, totally absorbed in a book or a handheld device, hav-
ing created a temporary yet meaningful space. 

            As groups, mostly in the West, we determined over time 
that the whole body—or at least parts of it—are private “parts” and 
need to be treated as such.  This occurred as we moved from the 
larger households of the past in which there was little privacy to 
ones where we lived until COVID-19 restricted us once again to 
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more limited spaces.  Unless for medical reasons (e.g., X-rays, 
MRIs, and operations), we tend to frown on or reject having our 
body/space violated.  Many non-western societies are either less 
comfortable, like women in Arabic countries, or more comfortable, 
like the Chinese, with having others in our spaces.  At the same 
time, we learned that as humans we are susceptible to attacks on 
our common human body, like the bubonic plague (Black Death), 
chickenpox, the flu, HIV, and now COVID-19.  While we have 
contained many of these intrusions, they continue to threaten us as 
individuals and groups.  

            As a psychohistorian, I must own up to the reasons for my 
interest in this topic.  It stems in part from my own experiences 
with unique spaces through many relocations.  I was born in Berlin, 
came to the mountains of Northern Italy as part of my father’s 
transfer, grew up on a farm there, and then as a teen studied without 
much success in four monasteries.  I arrived in the U.S. as an ado-
lescent and decades ago found a professional home in the moun-
tains of North Carolina as a college professor.  In the meantime 
though, my European families live thousands of miles away in Ger-
many, Italy, and Austria.  At least I could visit them annually when 
there was no pandemic.  

            Indeed, from the moment we are conceived, we are in the 
space of someone else.  We are either embraced joyfully and lov-
ingly or disliked as well as possibly poisoned with alcohol and 
drugs.  This reception may be an indicator of how we will most 
likely be received after we are born.  Even the smallest household/
home can embrace us; the most miserable hut or the most sumptu-
ous palace can abuse us.  At the same time, the household or family 
may be subjected to a massive viral attack and/or a human-made 
disaster.  The best intentions for us as separate bodies may be sub-
sumed by such calamities.  COVID-19 was and is one such disaster. 

            No doubt, we are fairly well bound into the spaces in which 
we grew unless we become sufficiently well-off to at least change 
our furniture, if not our residence, frequently.  Also, the worse-off 
we are, the less likely we will be able to escape the miseries im-
posed by others and nature.  But for all of us, whether we are well-
situated or poorly, after we yield our current bodily form, we lose 
control of what happens to the entity we were while “alive.”  Our 
mind ceases to direct our body’s decisions. 

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

petschauer.com.  ❑ 

COVID-19, Psychoanalysis, and Zoom 

Krystyna Sanderson—Psychoanalytic Training Institute 

Abstract: This article explores issues related to the practice of psychoa-
nalysis on Zoom during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Among the concepts 
discussed are reality vs. unreality, public vs. private space, in-person vs. 
virtual space, and sacred vs. secular space.  Peter Petschauer’s view of 
body and space is mentioned as it relates to the author.   

Keywords: body, COVID-19, private-space, psychoanalysis, public-
space, sacred-space, Zoom  

 What is reality?  What is virtual reality?  Is Zoom real?  As 
a reference concerning reality vs. unreality, I would like to start 
with an anecdote about Pablo Picasso: A man riding on a train in 
Spain notices to his delight that he is sitting next to Pablo Picasso.  
Gathering up his courage, he turns to the master and says: “Señor 
Picasso, you are a great artist, but why is all your art so screwed 
up?  Why don’t you paint reality instead of these distortions?”  Pi-
casso hesitates for a moment and then asks: “So what do you think 
reality looks like?”  The man reaches for his wallet, takes out a 
photograph, shows it to Picasso, and says: “Here, like this.  It’s my 
wife.”  Picasso glances at the photograph and remarks: “Really?  
She’s very small.  And flat, too.”  

Over the last two years, I have conducted over 2,000 remote 
sessions using Zoom.  On computer screens, my patients and I 
looked very small and flat to each other.  But somehow we both 
adjusted to seeing each other as real, recognizable people and not as 
small flat images enclosed in rectangles.  The virtual environment 
enabled us to continue meeting over many months when in-person 
meetings were unavailable.  Some patients welcomed this electron-
ic connection.  For others, long-distance therapy was awkward and 
uncomfortable; some reported missing the personal contact. 

 It took me a while to adjust to the Zoom “room.”  I was 
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concerned that I might not read certain emotions correctly or be un-
able to pick up on important cues that I would have spotted at an in-
person meeting.  For me, remote psychoanalysis is physically and 
psychically more tiring than in-person therapy.  It has been harder 
to stay focused.  Sitting in front of a computer screen constricts 
physical movement, including subconscious mirroring movements.  
I feel rigidly locked before the camera with tense muscles.  The ses-
sions feel like being cooped up in an airplane seat.  Eye contact it-
self is tricky; if the patient is addressing the computer camera lens, 
making virtual eye contact, he or she may not be looking at my im-
age and vice versa.  Thus, the patient’s gaze may be misleading.  
My image on a screen is an anomalous presence; I and my patient 
may be looking at ourselves rather than each other. 

 Other technical difficulties can impede communication or 
interrupt treatment sessions: difficulty connecting, frozen screens, 
“unstable Internet connection” warnings, garbled or delayed audio, 
and poor lighting.  Some mistrustful patients with a social anxiety 
disorder or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) have requested 
telephone rather than video sessions.  I have patients who are so 
Zoomed out by work meetings that they prefer phone meetings or 
FaceTime.  Zoom’s virtual backgrounds—beach scenes with sway-
ing palms or cityscapes with floating skyscrapers—can be quite 
maddening. 

 Zoom brought a dimension to the sessions that I had not 
been prepared for; namely, being able for the first time to peek into 
my patients' natural environments.  I saw patients in their beds with 
their laptops propped up on stacks of pillows and conducted ses-
sions with cats strolling in front of the screen.  In one session I saw 
a dog wistfully gazing through a window.  A dog lovingly licked 
the face of my client who is battling cancer in another session.  I 
did a session with a mother holding her newborn baby in her arms.  
Another time children darting across the room prompted bursts of 
laughter from children, client, and therapist.  A patient who had 
long remained in a codependent relationship with her parents 
moved out after several sessions and got her own apartment.  Be-
cause I got to see her in her environment, I became an eyewitness, 
seeing how depressed she was in her parents’ home and then how 
she beamed with happiness in her own home.   

During the pandemic, I moved my office to my apartment—
more specifically, to my bedroom.  I arranged “my office” at one 
side of the bedroom with shelves full of books behind me, a bright 
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lamp beside me, and a window to my left.  On Zoom it looked like 
a real office; unbeknownst to my patients, the bed was situated at 
the other side of the room.  Can my patients somehow sense this 
rearrangement of reality?  What would Sigmund Freud say about 
seeing patients in my bedroom?  Who says that Zoom is not inti-
mate?  As I lost my office, I brought a corn plant to my “new of-
fice” in a bedroom, and it has been a continuation of the ritual of 
watering the plant, an analogy of my work with my clients. 

 A primary advantage of teletherapy is its convenience and 
safety.  An appointment that might have taken the client two hours 
or more including travel time can happen entirely in the actual 50 
minutes.  I’ve had many clients in Zoom sessions call in from out-
of-state as well as sessions with patients in France, Poland, and Sic-
ily.  On the one hand, many of my clients have praised remote psy-
choanalysis for its convenience as well as the opportunity it offers 
to do sessions from the comfort and safety of one’s own home.  On 
the other hand, some find remote sessions impersonal and stressful. 

 Peter Petschauer, in his article, “COVID-19 and the Chang-
ing Spaces We Inhabit,” writes: “From the moment we are con-
ceived to our last breath, we are in our own space (our bodies) and 
the spaces of others.”  He goes on to discuss how the pandemic 
changed our perception of our private spaces, including our bodies.  
I believe that our private spaces, whether of our body or our living 
or work spaces, are intimately related to our sense of self and per-
sonal emotional or psychic boundaries.  I have conducted many ses-
sions with patients who were in their cars as it was the only private 
space they could find.  One patient, to find privacy to talk about her 
boyfriend, did all her Zoom sessions while walking in Central Park.  
I must admit that I enjoyed the virtual walks with her, seeing jog-
gers passing by, hearing the wind rustling leaves in the trees, and 
hearing birds chirping.  True, there are certain things I can’t do on 
Zoom.  I can’t offer patients a Kleenex.  But I’ve found that even 
on Zoom I can maintain a therapeutic alliance with my patients and 
offer them trust, love, and empathy.   

 There are drawbacks to Zoom: There is the visual risk of 
viewing each other as talking heads rather than having the in-
person experience of seeing one another in full view, permitting 
assessment of nonverbal behaviors.  In the past, it was a crucial 
time when a patient entered the therapeutic room.  The ritualized 
encounter between psychoanalyst and patient was sacred and trans-
cendent.  During in-person sessions, my patient and I always sat in 
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the same chairs.  Our eyes met, and we talked—perhaps about ordi-
nary things, but it was still a special kind of talk.  I was aware that 
the space we were in together was sacred.  Zoom cannot deliver 
that kind of encounter. 

 Outside of Zoom therapy sessions, I got to love Zoom birth-
days, Zoom bi-coastal family gatherings, and even a Zoom bar 
mitzvah.  I was teaching three trimesters on Zoom.  I haven’t met 
any of my students in person.   

 How much of psychoanalysis on Zoom has stayed intact 
and how much of it has been lost?  In a Zoom session, both I and 
my patient have been searching to meet our eyes, and we have 
agreed that we almost did it.  But human hearts and souls can trans-
cend electronic communication and succeed in connecting.  The 
ritual of psychoanalysis, the meeting of my and my client’s con-
sciousness and unconsciousness, has continued even on Zoom.  
That connection is miraculous and numinous.  Jung describes it in 
the following way: “The meeting of two personalities is like the 
contact of two chemical substances: if there is any reaction, both 
are transformed” (Carl Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul, 
1933, 49).  Zoom is not a replacement for an in-person connection, 
but it has proved to be an effective and meaningful temporary sub-
stitute. 

 Krystyna Sanderson, PsyD, LP, is a psychoanalyst in pri-
vate practice in New York and an instructor at the Psychoanalytic 
Training Institute.  She writes and lectures regularly on topics deal-
ing with psychoanalysis in relation to art, spirituality, and the ap-
plication of psychoanalytic principles to social and historical phe-
nomena.  Dr. Sanderson is a contributing author of the Encyclope-
dia of Psychology and Religion (2010) and the author of a photo 
essay, Light at Ground Zero: St.  Paul’s Chapel After 9/11 (2003).  
She is a member of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Psychoanalysis (NAAP) who can be contacted at 
dr.krystynasanderson@gmail.com.   
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Spaces We Create, Enjoy, Fear,  
and Live in During a Pandemic 

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

Abstract: The author probes space in the different aspects of our lives and 
world.  Some of the spaces addressed include special spaces with emo-
tional importance, inappropriate spaces/medical intrusions, virtual spac-
es, and workspaces.  He specifically focuses on the way spaces have 
changed during the pandemic as well as providing personal experiences 
to illustrate the importance of the home and other safe spaces.   

Keywords: COVID-19, fantasy, Freud, home, medical-intrusions, pan-
demic, space-flight, spatial-intrusions, virtual-space, workspaces 

Home 
 A home is a special place that almost all of us enjoy wheth-

er it’s a rented apartment, a dormitory, or a house built to our speci-
fications or with our own hands.  It is the place we make our own, 
personalize, and have our stuff in, a place of warmth, home cook-
ing, and making fond and not so fond memories.  In March 2002, 

Peter Petschauer wrote a home symposium paper for Clio’s Psyche 
to which eight colleagues responded.  This was a direct response to 
the main topic of the issue, which was “The Psychology of Terror-
ism and Mourning September 11.”  With our national myth of 
American invulnerability shattered by Bin Laden’s attacks, this 
symposium helped the process of healing.  Today the invisible 
COVID-19 attack is incredibly more deadly than 9/11.  The focus 
is once again on the home, which is even more of a refuge now 
than ever before as people have abandoned their offices, class-
rooms, and so much of the outside world for the safety of their 
home.     

 What does it mean that so many young people have re-
turned to their parents’ homes during the pandemic?  In the metro-
politan New York area in which I live, the rents were already pro-
hibitively high for most young people.  Do they feel infantilized 
returning to the family nest or is it just a nice sense of comfort to be 
“home” again?  I suspect there is a lot of ambivalence.  The spaces 
in which we grew up tend to be imprinted on our consciousness, 
making them hard for many of us to leave.  Economically, it would 
make good sense for my wife and me to downsize, but we love our 
home, so it is something we’re not willing to do.  Consequently, 
due to her health, we’ve made adjustments such as chairlifts and 
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electronic chairs and beds.  Home is a safe space where we can ex-
press our emotions more freely than anywhere else, except on the 
analytic couch.   

Throughout my life, I’ve had a knack for turning uncom-
fortable environments into a home.  After basic training, once I 
heard that a personal item could be placed on my footlocker while I 
was in the inhospitable Army, I bought a prickly cactus plant to put 
there.  Plants bring me joy and I also fantasized that during an in-
spection the sergeant would suffer from a prickly barb if he 
“messed with my stuff.”  Having never had prior therapy, I initially 
felt quite exposed when I began psychoanalytic training.  I was 
growing and propagating plants as a hobby, so I placed plants in 
each office of my institute’s low-cost clinic and training center.  
This greening of the institute led me to weekly watering and feeling 
more at home as I struggled to adjust to a new way of understand-
ing myself and the world, which was so alien from the one I had 
grown up in.   

The plants were a type of Winnicottian transitional object 
connecting the safety of home with the analytic institute.  Places or 
interrupted relationships can feel and be very dangerous, but this 
threat can be mitigated by a linking object.  A senior analyst about 
to leave a new suicidal patient for a month-long vacation gave him 
a small broken wooden object to fix, which served successfully as a 
comforting transitional object.  Vamık Volkan tells of a Palestinian 
during very early peace negotiation quite anxiously sitting down 
with hated Israelis using some small pebbles in his pocket that 
came from the West Bank to comfort himself with a sense of home.      

The invasion of the home by work and school during the 
pandemic has transformed homes and placed those with small to no 
private spaces at a disadvantage.  As a historian, I am reminded that 
the separation of home from work is a fairly recent development 
associated with the English Industrial Revolution of the later 18th 
and early 19th centuries.  Previously, home and workshop were the 
same or at least connected.  Handloom weavers were so devoted to 
working in their homes that they pushed themselves to endlessly 
work in a failing struggle to remain in their home workshops, 
trapped in a hopeless competition with factory weaving.  Today 
there is much written about younger workers not wanting to return 
to the office after the pandemic is finally over; it remains to be seen 
if most employers will readily pay their workers in normal times 
while having less control.  There is greater insecurity in contempo-
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rary America with employees often staying in disliked jobs for 
health care coverage because there is much less security, as op-
posed to Western Europe where governments provide more social 
welfare protections for the worker. 

Healing Spaces  
As a lonely adolescent, I loved to wander in the woods to 

pursue my thoughts and fantasies.  There were several special plac-
es in college where I could have quiet time alone.  One such space 
was the apple orchard behind a gigantic, empty stadium, where I 
would go alone or with my girlfriend.  It was so wonderfully peace-
ful as we would be the only ones there.  The university also built 
three houses of worship on a quiet street where I felt quite comfort-
able, especially if no one else was there.  Major religious holidays 
were spent at home with my family rather than in the synagogue.   

Many of us have special, almost sacred spaces we dream of 
visiting.  Three that have appealed to me are Jerusalem, the Anne 
Frank House, and Freud’s home in Vienna.  In Jerusalem, it was 
exciting going to the Wailing Wall and Old City; but in Amster-
dam, I didn’t feel the need to cross the street on a very hot, tiring 
day after a convention presentation to go to the Anne Frank House.  
It has always been with regret that at my wife’s request we went 
elsewhere than Vienna since I would have loved to have seen that 
great city and Freud’s consulting room.  Perhaps the most awe-
inspiring place I’ve ever experienced was a redwood forest in the 
Pacific Northwest; there was such incredible silent beauty and a 
sense of our being alone.   

Particular spaces with a special individual have always been 
important.  They are imprinted on my mind and inhabit my memo-
ries.  Yet cameras and smartphones negatively impact these special 
moments.  While I’ve taken cameras on vacations, I’ve always used 
them sparingly because it seemed that so many of my fellow tour-
ists were more focused on bringing home pictures to view and 
show others than experiencing the unique qualities and beauty of 
the places themselves in the moment.   

Our Need for Touching and Inappropriate Intrusions 
 There has been an eroticization of touch in our society.  Hu-

mans need each other at every age, and especially need to be 
touched and cared for growing up.  In the pandemic we can’t even 
warmly shake hands with each other; instead, we must settle for a 
nod, fist, or elbow bump.  Without touch, even our smiles are often 



Page 144       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

nervous—when they’re not covered by our masks out of fear that 
the COVID Delta variant may be transmitted into our bodily space.   

 Our media abounds with the news of inappropriate inva-
sions of personal spaces by bosses, Boy Scout leaders, politicians, 
and religious leaders as well as the resultant police and legal ac-
tions.  One day while writing this, the paper reported former celeb-
rity chef Mario Batali’s organization paid $600,000 to accusers for 
harassment and he’s stepping down from direct management.  One 
of the managers instructed the waitresses to get breast implants and 
wear makeup.  Bosses can no longer safely get away with treating 
employees’ bodies as their property.  Today there are legal and cul-
tural protections that just weren’t present when I quit a night part-
time factory job in disgust over the sexual advances made to female 
employees and the general treatment of women workers as inferior 
to men. 

 Growing up in an era of backslapping and firm handshaking 
politicians was one reason I did my best to keep away from them.  
Impressionistically, some of it was cultural.  In my limited experi-
ence, Italian American politicians seemed more intrusive with their 
backslapping and hands-on approach than their WASPish and Jew-
ish contemporaries.  I suspect that some of Governor Andrew 
Cuomo’s current problems over touching reflect his Italian Ameri-
can heritage.  His inappropriate sexual approaches to women right-
fully threaten his political future.  It is a very good thing that politi-
cians are growing weary of putting their hands on others, which 
President Biden learned several years ago when his younger staff 
made it clear to him that old-style non-sexual political touching as 
a way of connecting was no longer acceptable.   

 In my early manhood, I experienced a lot of masculine, ag-
gressive, bone-crushing handshakes and observed unwanted, hurt-
ful hugs.  My former brother-in-law would crush hands and hugged 
an outspoken female cousin so hard that he broke ribs, all in the 
name of saying hello!  I understood why my sister reluctantly di-
vorced this generous self-made man even though he also had lots of 
positive traits.  At the moment, there’s enormous pent-up aggres-
sion in American society, which we’re seeing explode in the attacks 
on Asian Americans and the increased murder rate during the pan-
demic. 

However, some intrusions have worked out for the best.  
Mel Goldstein (1926-1997) was a wonderful psychohistorical col-
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league and mentor who looked like a Hassidic rabbi.  He had the 
initially disconcerting habit of coming up to me and several other 
colleagues and giving us each a warm bear hug.  He gave individu-
al encouragement and insights, touching me and others as we strug-
gled to understand the movement—which had some very insensi-
tive leaders—and our role in it.  As a psychoanalyst leading group 
process analysis at International Psychohistorical Association (IPA) 
meetings, he worked to make it a safe, truth-speaking place.  Henry 
Lawton, I, and others began to look forward to these hugs, which 
were part of Mel’s healing mentorship.   

Medical intrusions are welcomed with anxiety.  As my 
wife, close friends, and I age, medical intrusions seem endless.  
Our bodies become images on screens and subjects of surgery.  My 
daughter is having her fourth back surgery to replace two broken 
rods from earlier operations while my wife suffers the intrusion of 
a mammogram.  We accept these probes into our inner spaces as 
the cost of living, but they certainly are uncomfortable invasions of 
our bodies.  My way of minimizing my discomfort as my body is 
probed and manipulated for medical reasons is to connect with the 
person conducting the procedure.    

Virtual Space 
 Over 20 years ago a Colorado professor disdainfully ad-

vised me that without a substantial online presence, Clio’s Psyche 
does not exist.  He did not question our producing intellectually 
stimulating valuable scholarly issues, but the professor thought it 
not worth writing for us if he couldn’t readily access our journal 
online.  This helped prompt me to set up CliosPsyche.org.  In re-

cent years, Clio’s added abstracts and keywords in the hope that 
amidst the zillions of words that are now online, colleagues will 
subscribe and read our journal.   

As a result of the pandemic, an incredible number of us are 
working a great deal in virtual space.  While it’s a very different 
sensation than personal face-to-face, it certainly has the advantage 
of continuing to work and interact with others without going to an 
office, school, college, or conference, which would increase our 
chances of catching the dreaded virus.  Psychoanalysts have care-
fully considered the uses of the space of the consulting room and 
how the pandemic has brought radical changes to treatment.  As 
evidenced by the Concordance of the Psychological Works of Sig-
mund Freud (1983), in which Freud only used the term “space” 89 
times, there is no reason to think that the founder of analysis could 
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have imagined that in 2020 and 2021 most analysts would be see-
ing their patients on screens.  Virtual treatment is far better than no 
treatment, but much is lost in the process of seeing only a face or 
hearing a voice on the phone.  

Usufruct: What Happened to the Workspaces We Left as a Re-
sult of COVID?  

Our legalistic society focused on private ownership misses 
out on some important uses of property and psychology-of-use as a 
type of ownership.  While reading some medieval history in gradu-
ate school I was fascinated by the term usufruct, which literally 
means to enjoy the fruit of another.  Dictionaries say it is the right 
of one person to use another’s property without altering or damag-
ing it.  This meant so much to me at the time because an important 
source of my income was guarding a Lockheed Electronics plant 
for 24-hour shifts on the weekend.  After a prolonged period of this 
job, emotionally I came to feel a sense of ownership.  However, at 
7:30 a.m. on Monday morning, as the plant manager and a few oth-
er employees arrived, I was reduced to unlocking the entry door 
and feeling like a doorman.   

At my college when I arrive at seven a.m. for my eight a.m. 
class, I will occasionally find a half dozen of the nice janitorial staff 
in the conference room, some with their feet on the table.  A smil-
ing good morning hello and my turning to the photocopy machine 
quickly ends their nervous movements to vacate the premises.  As I 
prepare to partially in-person teach, I wonder who has been enjoy-
ing my nice office chair and if my computer and printer will be 
working.  How do the readers feel about the possible uses of their 
spaces? 

From Fantasy to Reality in Space and Life 
When my grandfathers were born, rigid aircraft flight was 

pure fantasy; now the loud daily flights visible to me from my deck 
are numerous.  When I was a child, space flight was for Buck Rog-
ers’ science fiction, cartoons, and movies; now it is the hobby of 
some billionaires who eventually want to make a commercial prof-
it.  Today, some news channels stopped everything else to watch 
Jeff Bezos’ Pegasus space flight.  My wife, like so many others, 
was glued to the television set watching it.  A distinguished schol-
arly friend of mine joked about having sex on his mind when he 
said that as the capsule took off, it looked like a penis in the air.  
Richard Branson recently had the thrill of going to outer space and 
it remains to be seen if Elon Musk will go.  While ordinary people 
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can see movies and cartoons about going into outer space, it is the 
billionaires who make it a reality, building on the enormous gov-
ernmental space program investment. 

 Viewing the Earth from above changes our perspective and 
provides insights strengthening the one-world movement prompted 
by the Nuclear Age and the destructiveness of World War II.  A 
psychoanalyst friend who took up flying reports that from above 
people look like ants.  Medieval demographers used the aerial de-
fense maps of England created during WWII to identify mounds of 
earth that had once been villages, combining this data with written 
records to radically change the sense of how many people existed 
in Britain at the time.  Viewing Earth from space cameras led mil-
lions to see the world as a single, fragile globe, diminishing the im-
portance of national divisions and rivalries. 

 COVID-19, like the attacks of 9/11, has engendered con-
cern for the safety of loved ones and homes.  It has also meant re-
duced contact with each other and painful separations from loved 
ones, even on their deathbeds, at a time when we desperately need 
reassurance from our fellow humans in our dangerous and fragile 
world.  Humans need touching figuratively and symbolically, 
which is greatly reduced in our era of fear of the virus and the long-
overdue exposure of inappropriate touching by authorities and in-
trusive and even sadistic touching.  Psychoanalysts, like other clini-
cians, have been quite busy helping people with their anxieties dur-
ing the pandemic while surrendering the couch for virtual or tele-
phone sessions.  One of my earliest lessons as a psychohistorian 
was that if we can fantasize something, we may be able to accom-
plish it, for better and worse.  Our domination of the Earth’s atmos-
phere and movements beyond it are illustrations of this reality.  I 
wonder what we will do next with and in our spaces.      

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor-in-chief of this journal, 
which he founded in 1994, and is director/convener since 1982 of 
the Psychohistory Forum.  He can be reached at cliospsycheedito-
ry@gmail.com.    
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Abe Isaac’s Ode to Melanie Klein’s Breast 

Howard Covitz—Psychoanalyst 

’Twas a year ago, replete with curiosity and stress, 
That I arrived to suckle from das Kleine breast. 
I chewed and bit, and gnawed and clawed 
At her Paranoid Position that others laud. 
I attempted to transcend my inclination 
To focus so heavily on maternal deprivation 
But still I sought with analytic precision 
To discredit her thinking on the Depressive Position 
As I sinned ... and continued to value less and less 
Mrs. Klein’s chilly and empty breast. 

Chorus: 
Worshipper of Logos, Slave of Eidos 
Why find ye no rest at Mrs. KleinÕs Breast? 

Truth be said and truth be told 
Your theories belong to the brave and bold. 
Those, as I, who eschew divine inspiration 
Find no joy in Splitting lactation 
Between Bad and Good Mammalian glands 
Alas!  We see with eyes and not with hands 
That can feel their way from breast to breast 
Are you kidding? Perhaps, you jest? 
From Projecting In, I need a vacation 
And a simpler model of Projective Identification. 
’Tis true, Mel, I find no rest 
Against your chilly and empty breast. 

Chorus: 
Worshipper of Logos, Slave of Eidos 
Why suffer ye duress at Mrs. KleinÕs sumptuous Breast. 

Mea Maxima Culpa!  I admit my guilt 
I’ve had it up to here!  Right to the hilt! 
With Breasts, Penises, and Feces aloft in the air, 
Which move me to seek shelter behind any chair. 
Less fearful am I of a room full of mace 
Than being slapped by a Bad Breast across my face. 
So, I wish you success and posthumous joys 
And offer this last thought to serve as counterpoise: 
If one Breast is good and the other we detest 



Space in our COVID World        Page 149          
 

 

Where is there room in your theories, Mrs. Klein, 
For a Good-Enough Breast? 

Chorus: 
(Chanted, this time, to cadence of football cheer) 
Worshipper of Logos, Slave of Eidos 
Let it go! Give it a rest! Paranoid thinking is the best! 

 Howard Covitz, PhD, ABPP, NCPsyA, has been a psycho-
analyst for 45 years and served as the director of Psychoanalytic 
Studies Institute and Institute for Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy in 
Philadelphia.  He now limits his practice to psychoanalysis, psy-
choanalytic psychotherapy, and psychoanalytic supervision.  He 
can be contacted at hhcovitz@aol.com.    

Some Reflections on Using  
and Altering Space 

Richard Booth—Black Hawk College 

Abstract: The interconnection of space and time is covered.  Every object 
and living thing uses space with some better able to alter it than others.  
Further, the author writes about the ways we shape space to reflect our 
needs and our worldview, arguing that how we fill our earth reveals our 
need to leave selective aspects of ourselves behind.  Our creations are 
metaphors for communicating meaning to each other and our progeny in 
an incomprehensible world.   

Keywords: boundaries, chronemics, landscape-modification, memorabil-
ia, monuments, proxemics, proximity, psychological-distance  

Everything exists in space with universal uses.  Even so-
called empty space is full of magnetic fields.  Nature itself fills 
space with mountains from tectonic shifts and volcanic residue; 
rains cause flooding; water erosion creates gorges; aridity attenu-
ates agriculture; rivers carry trade and serve as boundaries; and 
tempestuous winds sometimes annihilate entire environments.  Hu-
mans extend spatial modification through anthropogenic landscapes 
and have for eons.  Mental space allows us to imagine and create 
icons, gods, and symbols that help clarify the ambiguities of life, 
which become part of material culture (Laura A. King, Samantha J. 
Heintzelman, and Sarah J. Ward, “Beyond the Search for Meaning: 
A Contemporary Science of the Experience of Meaning in Life,” 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, Vol. 25, No. 4, 2016).   
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Space and time operate together, “proxemics” and 
“chronemics” being the formal words for each.  Proxemics is, 
broadly speaking, space and its usage.  Psychological preferences 
for degrees of distance are fundamental to issues of intimacy.  
Many, when others are “too close,” expand margins, whereas famil-
iarity shrinks them.  Unfortunately, those socializing children rarely 
teach them how to navigate space, except through observation.  
How close should I be to others?  How much space should exist 
between our houses?  Which societies build walls or fences and 
which remain spatially vulnerable?  What groups, if any, should be 
marginalized or put outside the circle?  Even our poetry reflects this 
universal concern, such as Robert Frost’s “Mending Walls” (1914) 
and Paul Perro’s “Hadrian’s Wall” (2018).  

Chronemics is the temporal element in spatial usage.  When 
should children marry and bear children?  When should we bury 
our dead?  At times, temporality marks great change, such as during 
the beginning of the agricultural epoch following the last Ice Age 
(c. 10,000 BCE) when one can imagine massive landscape transfor-
mations.  Water distribution systems and thwarting annual floods 
ensued with ancient windmills, aqueducts, and dams.  Pacts were 
made about irrigation and feeding herds of cattle necessary for  
survival.   

Perspective informs how people structure their space.  An-
thropologist Brian Fagan writes, “There is a close relationship be-
tween the way people perceived and exploited their environments 
and their world view, which makes… [this] a vital part of the study 
of the intangible” (From Black Land to Fifth Sun: The Science Of 
Sacred Sites, 1998, 14).  This illustrates the mind’s interaction with 
the divine; hence, the spires of the West and the domes of the East, 
the differential architecture of the cathedral, the synagogue, and the 
mosque.  Cathedrals and ziggurats (pyramidal temples) reach to-
ward heaven while mosques and Eastern churches favor the dome 
of heaven’s overarching protectiveness.  The former is more tradi-
tionally masculine while the latter is more feminine in the psycho-
analytic sense. 

One component of space is how we cognitively negotiate it 
and another is how we feel within it.  The former results from men-
tal complexity and the latter from individual emotional states and 
traits.  Research shows that spatial navigation varies by age, cere-
bral complexity, and, to some extent, gender.  The greater our navi-
gation skills, the greater our likelihood of survival.  Physical dis-
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tancing during COVID-19 is a salient model for avoiding other po-
tential dangers.  We can only imagine how our forebears felt gazing 
at the huge temples and castles of high-status persons.   

I recall teaching in Moscow immediately before the Soviet 
Union’s downfall.  As I walked the city, I felt the oppression of 
thick, gloomy gray buildings.  The only color I recall was in Red 
Square, which felt closed off by an invisible wall.  I had a sense 
that I should not enter the compound, though physically that was an 
option.  Ordinary families occupied small apartments in large, verti-
cal buildings.  People of all ages walked up endless stairs to their 
places.  Hallways were dark.  No one I met owned a personal vehi-
cle.  There were lines for food and vodka and larger apartments but 
in rural areas, people fished and hunted.  They had more space than 
urbanites and geography was less forbidding: It felt relaxed and 
natural.  I interacted by gesture with the people there and got a 
“feel” for them and their poverty.  Babushkas, whom I saw as ar-
chetypal mothers, were gathering food in the fertile woods.  I 
thought their perceptions of life must differ from my own.   

In the city, I went to a simple cement building to speak 
about treating sexual problems.  The Communist Party strictly lim-
ited journal access and psychotherapy was unwelcome, but the psy-
chologists craved treatment strategies.  Their interventions re-
mained Pavlovian, which comported well with the Soviet political 
view.  When the building’s governor learned I was to teach sexuali-
ty, he forbade it “because there are no sexual problems in the Soviet 
Union”!  His denial negated a vital dimension of his people’s hu-
manity; it was as if intimacy had no challenges.  Staff got around 
him by asking me questions “informally” over tea. 

At another time, I taught in China and visited the Great 
Wall.  This colossal structure covers about 13,000 miles of historic 
northern Chinese land, defending against nomadic tribes and acting 
as a border.  Today, hundreds of hawkers sell their wares on the 
wall, creating a polarity between the fiscal and the historical-
cultural.  It is hard to picture that area without the Wall and the 
Wall without vendors and trade. 

The Forbidden City and everyday domestic housing were 
different altogether.  Even faculty homes were incredibly humble.  
Although I was teaching at a noted university, the faculty and intel-
lectual life lacked social status.  Bathing and drinking required boil-
ing then cooling water.  Auditory space was overrun by a loud 
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voice over outdoor microphones booming propaganda about the 
West.  Numerous people lived in cramped places and students oc-
cupied very tight quarters.  Food was buried in red sauce, so I did 
not know what I was eating.  Chinese students were curious and 
tentatively approached me, but the adults glanced sideways and 
stayed away.  Police were everywhere and distanced from students; 
both groups were young and rigidly stratified. 

Spatial arrangements mediate behavior everywhere.  The 
way a door swings determines our navigating it.  Walls stop us.  
Fences both keep in and keep out.  We avoid bumping into furni-
ture.  Traffic lights, stop signs, and other vehicles shape our driv-
ing.  Social rules influence how we behave.  Situational conditions 
establish when and how we speak. 

Signs and memorials help us share common ideas and atti-
tudes but also evoke strong feelings.  Today, we mimic our ances-
tors as we use space to persuade and communicate.  When we cre-
ate sayings or memorials, we often connect them with some emo-
tion we assume others will find salient.  An example I saw recently 
is a political sign that read “In Trump we trust,” in which Trump is 
substituted for God as the replacement of a deity and an appeal to 
allegiant idolatry. 

Societies also erect massive worship centers, towers, statu-
ary, government buildings, bridges, and other structures to meet the 
multidimensional needs of the people.  It is attested that the oldest 
sacred ziggurat honors the Mesopotamian people’s goddess Nanna 
(c. 3000 BCE), and the Arkansas Ozark rock outcroppings served 
many purposes including housing, burial, and other activities start-
ing about 8,000 BCE.  Before Stonehenge and the Giza Sphinx, in-
habitants constructed ancient Ireland’s massive Newgrange mound 
(c. 3200 BCE), spread across an acre, serving as a temple and a 
tomb.  It faced ad orientem (East) and, only during the Winter Sol-
stice, the sun shot a river of fire through its roof-box, diffusing in-
ternal light slowly.  Another cosmological statement. 

One of America’s fondest edifices is the Lincoln Memorial, 
which celebrates maintaining the union, freeing many slaves, and 
serving as a sacred space to civil rights groups.  Abolitionists and 
Southern slave owners would have felt differently about this monu-
ment.  The shrine reifies our tendency to heroize our idealized 
selves.  American historian Charles Beard argued that Confederate 
troops and those who led them were traitors to America but cham-



Space in our COVID World        Page 153          
 

 

pions to the rebels who exonerated them and the “cause” (History 
of the United States, 1921).  Perspective informs the use of space.   

Statues of Robert E. Lee are very controversial today, writes 
military historian Ty Seidule (Robert E. Lee and Me, 2020).  How-
ever, generally accepted are war memorials like the American flag 
on Mount Suribachi.  Sacred and military markers were often en-
twined, as in the Akkadian Stele of Naram-Sin, the warrior-god (c. 
2200 BCE).  Images of the deity Atlas eternally holding the celes-
tial sphere apart from the terrestrial is a punishment from Zeus.  
Atlas represents not only strength and reprisal, but the excessive 
expectations of others (Alice Miller, The Drama of Being a Child, 
1990), particularly in childhood but continuing after.  It’s some-
times called the Atlas Personality (Robert Baron, Psychology, 
1995), meaning the one who carries the load for others.  The iconic 
Statue of Liberty, named for the Roman goddess Libertas, symbol-
izes American freedom and holds a special place for immigrants 
arriving in New York City.  We have historically peppered the land 
with memorabilia and honoraria, seeking to motivate and persuade.  
But would anything be different if others had been memorialized 
than those who were?  Who, for instance, might we substitute on 
Mount Rushmore?   

 To emphasize anthropogenic landscaping as universal, we 
need only consider five additional examples: one, Turkey’s Gobekli 
Tepe, built before the agricultural age (c. 10,000 BCE), an ancient 
temple and gathering place; two, Italy’s bell Tower of Pisa, the 
iconic memorial of Pisa’s conquest of Palermo in 1063 CE; three, 
Egypt’s pyramids—sacred entombments of pharaohs; four, Eng-
land’s Stonehenge, a lithic structure attested to be a burial site con-
structed in about 3,000 BCE; and five, the recently excavated stone 
of Romulus and Remus (c. 49 CE) on Rome’s ancient city walls.  
These are tributes to humanity’s creativity and appreciation of 
beauty, memory, and cosmology.  We are animals who relish leav-
ing vestiges behind as symbolic of our immortality.   

 We know that nothing lasts forever, including human crea-
tions and Earth’s topography.  Today, Americans debate what is 
sufficiently offensive to warrant removal.  Are those seeking re-
dress overidentifying with a past they were not a part of, or not?  
This is not only about history and identity but also an emotional 
reaction to a threat to certain behavioral freedoms.  

 Spatial arrangements are both constant and changing.  
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Should a hero forever be considered heroic?  Unease about remov-
ing a Lewis and Clark statue is ongoing because Sacagawea ap-
pears to some as subordinate to the explorers.  But do we judge that 
statue in terms of its own time or ours?  Could the adolescent Sho-
shone girl have appeared equal to White, male explorers at that 
time on a monument?   

Humans will continue to alter space even though pipelines 
and nuclear centers may leak, lead may contaminate water, and in-
dustrial detritus may penetrate the slim ozone layer.  Solar and 
wind energy “farms” now also mark the land.  We continue to 
shape space for our own purposes.  When we are gone, later gener-
ations will judge us.  How will they interpret who we were?  
Among other things, they will look at what we did with the space 
we had and evaluate us according to their own worldview. 

 Richard Booth, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of Psychology 
at Black Hawk College and retired Adjunct Professor of social and 
behavioral sciences at the University of Maryland.  He has pub-
lished in this journal and numerous others.  Dr. Booth is a licensed 
psychotherapist whose interests are transdisciplinary.  He can be 
reached at dickbooth1@aol.com.   

 

The Mission of the Psychobiography Group is to 
 

 Foster and promote psychobiographical research and publication on 
the psychobiographical study of lives  

 Promote emphasis on the childhood and life passage of the whole 
person, going beyond personal characteristics and traits 

 Help transmit the knowledge of an older generation of 
psychobiographers, political psychologists, and psychohistorians to 
those just entering the field 

 Teach psychobiography 

 Showcase psychobiography in the academic and general 
communities 

 Connect with interested colleagues around the world to create a 

worldwide group, bringing together insights from different cultures, 
mind-sets, perspectives, and theories 

More information regarding the mission statement, definition, benefits 
to members, and methodology can be found at CliosPsyche.org.  
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Inner Spaces During COVID-19:  
Mount Meru 

Padmavathy Desai—Object Relations Institute 

fluffy 

soft rose petals 

flowering my skin 

a warm place to rest, belly full 

this is mine 

golden nectar 

cardamom pods and rose water 

flowing from lord shiva to goddess parvathi 

out of matted hair and cobra’s ecstasy 

in endless union of eternity 

when bundle of things laid down 

bringing relief 

go away 

i want to run and play! 

 Padmavathy Desai, LMHC, LPC, is a psychoanalytic psy-
chotherapist practicing in New York with extensive experience in a 

wide range of clinical settings.  She is an advanced candidate at the 
Object Relations Institute for Psychoanalysis and Psychotherapy in 

New York, member of the American Psychoanalytical Association, 
member of the Psychotherapist Associates Committee of APsaA, 
Editor of the Psychotherapist Associates E-Newsletter, and Re-

search Assistant for the Inter-Regional Encyclopedic Dictionary of 
Psychoanalysis.  Padmavathy is also involved with the Internation-

al Psychoanalytical Association in ongoing training and develop-

ment.  She can be contacted at padma@padmadesai.com.   

Announcing the February 12, 2022, book celebration for The Many 
Roads of the Builders of Psychohistory. 

Details to be provided. 
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Space and Transcultural  
Identity Development 

Claude-Hélène Mayer—University of Johannesburg 

Abstract: The article reflects upon Arjun Appadurai’s concept of 
“worldwide connectedness” through ethnoscapes and ideoscapes.  It also 
analyzes their implications for shared spaces and transcultural identity 
development from an individual’s point of view. 

Keywords: Arjun Appadurai, culture, global-connectedness, identity, 
identity-development, scapes, space, transculture  

Identity Development, Space, and Ethnoscapes  
 As a psychobiographer, ethnologist, and psychologist, I be-

lieve that space is very much informed by global and individual 
cultural flows, which ask for positioning and thereby (re)
constructing the self within the space.  While finding oneself within 
the space that is informed by various constantly changing scapes, 
individuals are required to construct their own identities.  Thus they 
strive to integrate various identity aspects while unifying different 
constructed identity parts in multiple spaces across the lifespan de-
velopment.  Experiences of frictions and differences within oneself 
and concerning others need to be constantly renegotiated to con-
struct identities that can connect to “the other” and become trans-
cultural.  To build holistic, peaceful, and transcultural identities of 
individuals that bridge gaps in communication and common cultur-
al understanding, identity work across the lifetime is needed.   

 I am indebted to the Indian American anthropologist Arjun 
Appadurai who developed the concept of global cultural flows as 
part of globalization, which he defines as “worldwide connected-
ness” (Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, 
1996).  He emphasizes in this concept that there are five dimen-
sions of global “scapes”—ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 
finanscapes, and ideoscapes—that form a complex of “fundamental 
disjunctures between economy, culture, and politics” (Arjun Appa-
durai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Econo-
my,” Theory, Culture and Society, Vol. 7, Nos. 2-3, 1990, 328).  
These scapes need to be understood as an interrelated framework to 
better comprehend the processes of the “new global cultural econo-
my” (328).  They are, at the same time, impacting individual living 
spaces.  Examples of identity work in the spaces of the scapes are 
given in the following: Ethnoscapes are spaces in which human mi-
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gration and flow of people takes place.  They are prevalent contexts 
when it comes to identity development.   

 I grew up in an industrial area in a medium-sized town in 
Germany where most of the neighbors were Turks, Yugoslavians, 
or Albanians.  Very early in my life, I realized that the space of the 
street belonged to the ones who made it their own and that this 
space was dynamically recreated through presence, languages spo-
ken, gendered concepts, and defined activities.  While my first lan-
guage was German and I was female, most of the other kids in the 
street were male and spoke Turkish, Yugoslavian, or Albanian.  
The other girls who lived in the street, except me, were not allowed 
to join the public space that was informed by the soccer-playing 
street gang and had to stay in their homes. 

 Because I come from a very liberal, middle-class back-
ground, my parents never told me that I could not join the kids on 
the street, no matter what background they had, the gender they 
were, or which activities they pursued.  Early on I realized that the 
individual and family cultures coming together in this street were 
informed by many differences in languages, gender role definitions, 
and preferences.  This meant that creating space for oneself within 
the intercultural group dynamics was only possible through the in-
terplay of adapting and standing one’s ground and reflecting on cer-
tain moves one did and discourses of taking space and freeing space 
independently of what language one spoke.  Space was often taken 
through presence and non-verbal actions, not necessarily language, 
and we created our own street culture with different hierarchies, 
which depended on skills (who was the best soccer player), gender 
(who was allowed to join in), age (who took the leadership role and 
was accepted as such), and external influences (who was allowed 
by parents) as well as social status (how the parents earned their 
living).   

 The street space was a microcosm of globalized dynamics 
that provided me with the ability to negotiate my way through a 
male-dominated ethnoscape early in my life.  These spaces were 
highly dynamic and founded in a complex cultural gendered setting 
anchored in a male-dominated soccer-player street context.  Every 
day I found myself in a socio-cultural context that was driven by 
minority-majority dynamics and strictly gendered landscapes.  
However, it was also impacted by different religious rituals and 
routines, such as the Friday prayers of my Muslim friends and the 
Sunday church time of the Christians. 
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 In this context and fluctuant dynamics, I had to renegotiate 
the question of who I was constantly; I also had to make informed 
decisions for myself about which spaces I wanted to take (being the 
goalkeeper, the observer, or the striker) and which ones I would let 
go of.  I had to reflect upon where I wanted to take a lead and how I 
would be able to manage that with my intersectional background 
and identity markers.  I developed an observing attitude that aimed 
at reflecting upon the moves of the street gang members, exploring 
their personality preferences and negotiations about street spaces.  
Based on my observations, I created my own dynamics and activi-
ties within it.  I started to learn about the different motivations and 
cultural values, the interpretations of different situations and identi-
ty ascriptions, and then finding myself within the setting.  I started 
to negotiate with myself about who I was and who I wanted to be, 
what was important to me, and what I aimed to fight for.  The life 
within the transcultural dynamics of street space built the basis for 
my transcultural identity today. 

Ideoscapes, Space, and Transcultural Identity Development 
 Globalization has made it possible to experience and learn 

from various transcultural flows of ideas, images, and nexuses to 
build transcultural identities based on the evaluation of ideoscapes.  
While my ideological home started in a politically liberal, catholic 
home base, within a space that was very much focused on entrepre-
neurial, business, and economic dynamics, I developed my identity 
by expanding my ideoscapes through exploring first Eastern and 
then, later on, African ideologies and philosophies.  I believe that 
certain ideologies fit one’s personality and identity concepts better 
than others.  The creation of ideoscapes through global movements 
has made it easy to connect to like-minded individuals to explore 
specific philosophical ideas or political agendas across cultures and 
previously perceived boundaries.   

 Western philosophical theories, such as the French existen-
tialism, as well as African philosophies, such as Ubuntu, have 
opened spaces for me to interact with individuals from all around 
the world to exchange ideas and start building transcultural philo-
sophical spaces in which theoretical thoughts are discussed, com-
pared, and developed further.  These exchanges of flows of ideas 
support the development of philosophical assumptions and have 
impacted on developing transcultural identity further.  Ideoscapes 
have increasingly gained in importance through providing new 
spaces for socio-philosophical and political discourses in transcul-



Space in our COVID World        Page 159          
 

 

tural interactions.  The spaces where this advancement of ide-
oscapes happens are spaces of open discourses, freedom of speech, 
and transcultural interaction. 

 Scapes as fundamental disjunctures between economy, cul-
ture, and politics form spaces in which identities are renegotiated 
and where transcultural connections and understanding are built.  
They can become spaces of transcultural identity development 
when mindful reflection is applied and awareness is created. 

 Claude-Hélène Mayer, PhD, is a Professor in Industrial 

and Organisational Psychology at the University of Johannesburg, 
Johannesburg, South Africa.  Her main research areas are psycho-

biography, women in leadership, shame, and the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution.  She can be contacted at claudemayer@gmx.net.  ❑  

Mean Girls Go Online while Invading the 
Psychological Space of Others 

Karyne E. Messina—Johns Hopkins Medicine 

Abstract: Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye is analyzed for its portrayal of 
female bullies as well as how projective identification is inflicted through 
bullying in both fiction and reality.  The personal and digital spaces used 
today to foster bullying are explored in-depth as well as the methods used 
to bully girls, including gaslighting and discriminating against and others 
as well as acting aggressively toward the girls that they sense are weaker.  
The author believes projective identification is the foundation of bullying, 
which must be discussed to treat it. 

Keywords: bullying, Cat’s Eye, digital-space, identity, Margaret Atwood, 
personal-space, projective-identification 

 In today’s society, the emotional life of sensitive teenagers 
is established and frequently maintained online.  Margaret Atwood 
provides considerable insight in her novel Cat’s Eye (1988).  She 
explores the invisible horror suffered by Elaine at the hands of a 
trio of middle school girls led by the seemingly indomitable Cor-
delia.  Recently having returned to her hometown of Toronto after a 
year away, Elaine is initially terrified at the prospect that she won’t 
have any friends as a socially awkward outsider slow to pick up on 
subtle social cues.  Cordelia senses this almost immediately and 
draws Elaine into an ever-escalating spiral of bullying and demoral-
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ization.  She rapidly invades the girl’s thoughts, tormenting and 
picking her apart with deft precision.   

Everything about Elaine is dubbed “bad”; at one point, Cor-
delia brings a mirror to school and forces her victim to examine all 
of her own faults.  “She takes it out of her pocket and holds the mir-
ror up in front of me and says, ‘Look at yourself! Just look!’ Her 
voice is disgusted” (Atwood, Cat’s Eye, 1988, 170).  She doesn’t 
come right out and judge Elaine’s so-called imperfections, but the 
tone of Cordelia’s voice suggests that Elaine has committed a horri-
ble transgression.  Eventually, the girl’s power becomes so absolute 
that Elaine loses nearly all hope and resorts to self-mutilation, 
which envelopes her swirl of emotional pain.    

 Tragically we learn that Elaine peels the skin off the unseen 
part of her feet so that no one will see as a result of Cordelia’s bul-
lying; this is perhaps a masochistic maneuver that helps her defend 
against her emotional despair.  Eventually, we learn that Cordelia’s 
own home life is far from perfect for various reasons, and she’s 
found a way to channel her frustration and inability to control her 
situation by manipulating the girls in her group.  Without realizing 
it, Cordelia is shifting blame for her own struggles onto Elaine—
that’s projective identification right there on the printed page.  
Since Cordelia can’t tolerate aspects of her internal world, she 
foists her own unbearable feelings onto Elaine to rid herself of 
them. This works temporarily, but she has to keep an eye on her 
victim to make sure the negative qualities continue to reside in her.  
This unconscious defense mechanism protects her from experienc-
ing the feeling of being a “loser” herself.  

 In Cat’s Eye, Elaine does break free of Cordelia while sa-
distically exacting some revenge of her own, but she is never com-
pletely free of the trauma that Cordelia inflicted upon her.  
Throughout her adult life, Elaine has trouble developing and sus-
taining meaningful friendships with other women.  She is regularly 
beset by a roller coaster of emotions that stem from her childhood 
experiences.  According to Ryu Takizawa, Barbara Maughan, and 
Louise Arseneault, “Like other forms of childhood abuse, bullying 
victimization has a pervasive effect on functioning and health out-
comes up to midlife” (“Adult Health Outcomes of Childhood Bul-
lying Victimization: Evidence From a Five-Decade Longitudinal 
British Birth Cohort,” The American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 
171, No. 7, July 2014).  This is because bullies invade the psycho-
logical space of vulnerable girls who are often in the process of ex-
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ploring and accepting their identity, a developmental interference 
that can cause this lifelong damage. 

 Mean girls seem to dominate the secondary school social 
structure by setting up invisible virtues, and their methods to con-
trol other girls are often rooted in projective identification.  They 
employ an arsenal of strategies that are laced with discrimination, 
gaslighting (manipulating someone to doubt the veracity of their 
own thoughts), sabotage, groupthink, and outright aggression—all 
of which are enabled by blame-shifting.  Mean girls don’t disappear 
when school’s out; if mean girls don’t get help for their behavior 
when they’re young, they become mean women.   

 Now, rather than taking place between classes, much bully-
ing between girls occurs virtually in the form of nasty texts or in the 
secret confines of gossipy chat rooms—but the tactics used to ma-
nipulate and bully others are strikingly similar to the behaviors girls 
encounter in the real world.  Personal space in the digital age is 
nearly nonexistent; where Elaine felt pressure to self-mutilate even 
when Cordelia wasn’t present, today’s girls face even greater pres-
sures with more frequency.  This invasion of psychological space—
the place where we accept ourselves and what we do—is in flux for 
teenage girls and invading or manipulating that has become easier 
for bullies because of social media and cellphone ubiquity.  

  Swedish physician Peter-Paul Heinemann first employed 
the term “mobbing” to describe the aggressive behavior of school-
age children who ganged up on others deemed weak and different 
(as referenced in Robert Thornberg, Dziuginta Baraldsnes, and 
Herner Saeverot’s “Editorial: In Search of a Pedagogical Perspec-
tive on School Bullying,” Nordic Studies in Education, Vol. 38, No. 
4, April 2018).  The paper set off a global firestorm in the field of 
childhood cognitive development.  Yet, only within the past few 
decades has the concept of mean girls merited study on its own.  It 
can be argued that mean girls as a cultural touchstone took hold of 
our collective consciousness in 2004 when comedian Tina Fey 
wrote the screenplay for the blockbuster Mean Girls.  Since then, 
countless books and articles have been devoted to both understand-
ing and combating this type of bullying.  An example of a text that 
deals with projective identification in relation to “mean girls” and 
bullying is Jody N. Polleck’s  “Adolescent Literature Book Clubs: 
A Forum for Cultivation of Peer Relationships with Urban 
Adolescent Females” (ALAN, Vol. 39, No. 1, 2011).  Understanding 
the source of this behavior is essential to treating it. 
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  Mean girl bullying is largely unseen, whether online or 
physically in person.  These girls thrive on soliciting reactions—
think public shaming via group text.  In “Do Girls Manipulate and 
Boys Fight? Developmental Trends in Regard to Direct and Indirect 
Aggression,” the authors posit that, “…the usage of indirect meth-
ods is dependent on maturation and on the existence of a social net-
work that facilitates the usage of such means for inflicting pain on 
one’s enemy (Kaj Björkqvist, Kirsti M. J. Lagerspetz, and Ari 
Kaukiainen, Aggressive Behavior, Vol. 18, No. 2, 1992, 126). 

Female bullies are experts at toeing the line between two 
worlds—presenting an idealized, socially codified “good girl” im-
age to parents and teachers so that their acts of cruelty against their 
peers will proceed undetected.  In other words, girls employ forms 
of indirect aggression to manipulate others and avoid punishment, 
and the virtual world provides substantial cover for mean girls to 
act on their deepest impulses.  As Elaine laments in Cat’s Eye, the 
painful bruises are invisible, making it that much harder for girls to 
get help: “I’m ashamed. I’m afraid he’ll [my brother] laugh at me, 
he’ll despise me for being a sissy about a bunch of girls, for making 
a fuss about nothing” (Cat’s Eye, 16). 

 A mean girl’s weaponry includes sneak attacks that appear 
accidental—in the real world, that might mean knocking books off 
a desk or “discovering” a nasty note.  Online, this could involve 
posting anonymous comments about the victim in an online forum, 
creating a mean webpage, or doxing (when a bully makes public a 
victim’s private information, such as links to social media accounts, 
their phone number, address, or passwords).  Unlike in-person bul-
lying, virtual bullying can be unending.  As such, the real personal 
space of a victim becomes the domain of a virtual bully. 

Although cyberbullying is hard to detect, there are outward 
indicators, even when the victim is unwilling to talk about it.  Signs 
include feeling sad and withdrawn, an increase in anxiety, disrup-
tions in sleeping and eating patterns, and a sudden decline in 
grades.  It may be tempting to brush off these warning signals as 
mere adolescent phases.  However, something much worse could be 
happening that requires parental or adult intervention. 

Girls don’t just start bullying because it’s fun to do.  Mean 
girls target those they perceive as weaker and more likely to toler-
ate being pushed around.  But again, the motives run deeper than a 
simple desire to control others; as we see in Atwood’s story, Cor-
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delia faces pressure at home that she can never reconcile.  She and 
her three sisters live in a tightly ordered world where Cordelia sits 
at the bottom of the social hierarchy.  Her position in the family is 
one of the reasons she taunted Elaine.  (In other words, bullies are 
victims of bullying, abuse, or neglect.)  

As the story unfolds, we learn that her siblings are much 
more adept at dealing with their fragile mother and their aggressive 
father than Cordelia.  They navigate the world by doing what they 
wish without disappointing their mother, but Cordelia is not as 
clever or shrewd.  To Cordelia, her mother says, “I am disappointed 
in you,” something she never says to her other daughters (Cat’s 
Eye, 79). 

Cordelia will never match her sisters’ wit in front of her in-
timidating father or soothe her fragile mother because she is too 
nervous and afraid.  But Cordelia isn’t afraid of her peers, especial-
ly Elaine. Although she doesn’t realize it since defense mechanisms 
are unconscious, Cordelia appears to project all the disappointments 
she feels at home onto some of her friends, especially Elaine.  This 
makes her feel better, but only momentarily.  As the story progress-
es, Cordelia’s antics become increasingly desperate and depraved 
until, after a particularly devastating near-death experience, Elaine 
realizes that Cordelia and her cronies are not her friends, and she 
finds a new group.  Eventually, in high school, Elaine overtakes 
Cordelia as the alpha girl.  In a stunning reversal, Cordelia winds 
up in a psychiatric ward.  But life needn’t imitate art.  We can stop 
the bullying before it leads to such an ending. 

Sometimes girls don’t even realize that what they’re doing 
has negative consequences for those around them.  But it is im-
portant to make this discovery: Mean girls can suffer from bouts of 
depression just as often as their victims. Some parents—often from 
different cultures—encourage their daughters to be “tough” and 
face the world with a point of view that the game is already stacked 
against you, so if you don’t fight to survive, you’ll lose.  For exam-
ple, in Raising Black Children: Two Leading Psychiatrists Confront 
the Educational, Social, and Emotional Problems Facing Black 
Children (1992), authors James Comer and Alvin Poussaint explain 
that “growing up black in America, where most policy-making and 
attitudes are influenced and controlled by white people who are of-
ten antagonistic or indifferent to the needs of blacks, poses special 
problems for black parents and their children” (13).  Racist attitudes 
and an unfortunate belief that Black children are more incapable of 
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meeting societal standards than White children leaves Black fami-
lies feeling that the only path of self-preservation is increased ag-
gression.  Unfortunately, this kind of training results in a willful 
decoupling of empathic tendencies and an increase in self-isolation, 
which more than likely will only be self-destructive over the long 
term.   

It’s also never too early to be attuned to mean girl behavior 
since studies have shown girls can start bullying as early as kinder-
garten.  Mean girls have a deep desire to be in control but lack em-
pathy for others and are easily frustrated.  Infiltrating the digital 
space will allow parents to monitor and react to bullying.  Examin-
ing the source of this behavior is essential to restoring balance in 
physical and online spaces.  

  Karyne E. Messina, EdD, has been treating psychoanalyt-
ic as well as psychotherapy patients for the past 30 years.  She is a 
psychologist and supervising and training analyst at the Washing-
ton Baltimore Center for Psychoanalysis and is on the medical staff 
of Suburban Hospital at Johns Hopkins Medicine in Bethesda, 
Maryland.  She maintains a full-time private practice in Chevy 

Chase, Maryland.  Her third book, The Rise of Trump-Influenced 
Projective Identification and the Proliferation of Global Populism, 
examines projective identification as it is manifested by populist 
leaders, and it will be published by Routledge Press in the spring of 
2022.  She can be contacted at dr.karynemessina@gmail.com.   

The False Neutrality of Corona Maps 

Peter W. Petschauer—Psychohistory Forum Res. Assoc. 

Abstract: Human beings have used maps since ancient times to define 
territories.  Today maps pinpoint GPS locations, illustrate weather pat-
terns, areas at war, and the spread or recession of COVID-19.  The au-
thor argues that this readily available visual access originates with our 
understanding of our bodies’ borders and thus threatens many individu-
als. 

Keywords: borders, coronavirus, COVID-19, delta, distancing, human-
body, injections, maps, masks  

The coronavirus is a significant worldwide disturbance.  
The Delta variant, one of its later iterations, is aggressive, dynamic, 
and seemingly unstoppable.  It infects, in some cases disables, and 
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in all too many instances, kills.  COVID does not worry about 
whom it infects, whether it be a poor person in Bangladesh or a 
wealthy one in the United States.  No one is immune, and thus it 
frightens many around the world as illness and death plague and 
overtake persons near and far.   

We do however have defenses against this plague.  One of 
the most significant is vaccines, another is wearing masks, and still 
another is distancing at 1.5 meters in Europe and six feet in the U.S.  
But we do not have ready defenses against the anxiety of falling ill 
and dying.  This in spite of having gained many ways of speaking 
about or representing this assault on health and life.  (Sadly, ani-
mals, especially those who are restricted in zoos, are also being in-
fected.) We tell stories to family members and friends, read anal-
yses, and view reports about it on TV, and through other media.  
But no one seems fully capable or willing to represent all aspects of 
the disease.  Thus, we have confused and puzzling situations when 
health care providers and politicians debate publicly about steps 
that save lives.  At the same time, most societies face extreme opin-
ions that frighten others of us: Individuals and groups argue against 
measures advocated by governments and other entities to vaccinate 
and/or to take steps to save lives.  With over seven billion doses 
given so far (according to https://covidvax.live/, the live COVID-19 
vaccination tracker), and thousands of lives saved in the U.S. alone, 
one may question the efficacy of objections, but not alleviate the 
unease with this disease (Sumedha Gupta, The Conversation, “How 
many lives have coronavirus vaccines saved? We used state data on 
deaths and vaccination rates to find out,” October 15, 2021).   

Another way we represent the virus is through figures, like 
the numbers of people who have been infected, fallen ill, been hos-
pitalized, or died.  We can express these numbers linearly, on 
charts, or situate them on maps.  Numbers are very helpful; for ex-
ample, one can say that 78 persons per 100,000 are infected during 
a particular period and that the number is in a downward trend 
from, say, 85 infected persons in a prior period.  Der Tagesspiegel 
in Berlin can use this numerical approach because its readership has 
learned to visualize what they mean.  It potentially says, “we need 
to do more to press these numbers downward further.”  But it is dif-
ficult for members of some other communities or societies to visu-
alize the meaning of such numbers. 

Charts, scatter plot representations, and maps are therefore 
more helpful in practically all cultures because most people can 
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readily spot visual trends and compare them.  So, one can capture 
the beginning of the virus spreading in March 2020, the numbers 
escalating in certain areas, decreasing during the summer of the 
year, and then gradually increasing during the fall.  As winter ap-
proaches, we’re again entering a problematic stage of the pandemic.  
Almost all representations alert us to its dangers and thus increase 
the level of anxiety, even despair.   

 Still, not everyone is readily capable of reading charts or 
interpreting dot patterns and that may create additional problems; 
these forms of presentation are not often taught in schools and are 
relatively new for some of those who follow the spread or decline 
of the virus.  Thus, geographical maps have been even more helpful 
in virtually all cultural settings.  One of the many reasons they are 
so much easier to work with is that most of us have grown up look-
ing at weather maps on television, computers, and phones; more 
recently, we are focusing on maps that are based on the GPS on our 
cars’ navigational screens.  Almost everyone with internet access 
has become used to representations of the paths of storms, includ-
ing hurricanes, on highly refined maps.  Such representations are 
visually and psychologically comfortable on one level.  If seen on a 
map, they appear reliable, simply because it is visually recogniza-
ble.  But this very accuracy can evoke concerns.   

Maps enable viewers to discern how certain areas compare 
to other areas as infection rates increase or decrease depending on 
the steps taken to contain them.  Mapmakers usually apply certain 
color schemes that make it possible to represent visually what vari-
ous local and state agencies report out.  We tend to regard the virus 
as being aggressive and maps have been used in the past to repre-
sent aggressive and troublesome situations, like wars, floods, and 
hurricanes.  Maps have also often been used as early as in elemen-
tary schools by teachers to explain that an area was taken over by 
either the forces on “our side” or those “opposing us.”  Most adults 
probably also learned in school to regard white spaces as being un-
occupied or unexplored and green spaces as being occupied.  Thus, 
map representations usually move from white or soft green spaces 
in which there are no or few infections prevalent to those in deep 
red in which infection rates are extremely high.  We have a similar 
pattern for traffic lights around the world: Green allows us to pro-
ceed, yellow cautions us against moving forward, and red tells us to 
stop.  In other words, we are asked to associate red with danger.   

When one then compares the different areas of the world 
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today, one can quickly understand those that are effectively sup-
pressing the virus with appropriate steps and those that are not.  The 
United States, with its current complicated political situation, has 
become one of the most infected nations in the world; world maps 
show it in deep red or burgundy.  But that image is not the whole 
story.  Even within the country, one can detect through maps which 
counties or states are affected by higher infection rates and then 
compare the steps that have been taken or not to contain the virus.  
Through this approach, one quickly locates the red splotches on the 
map as having settled mainly in the South, colloquially “the Old 
South.”  Connecting the outbreaks to the states’ political leanings is 
one way to understand the experience.  The irony is that red has 
traditionally been associated with Communism and National So-
cialism, but in this country, Republicans have accepted ownership 
of it.  Most U.S. counties now in COVID red voted for former Pres-
ident Donald Trump.  (This situation is especially clearly illustrated 
by charts and scatter plots by David Leonhardt’s The New Y ork 
Times article “Good Morning.  Covid’s Partisan Pattern is Growing 
More Extreme” from September 27, 2021.)  These displays enhance 
fear of the virus because of these areas’ potential impact on the rest 
of the country and individuals thus far living with relatively low 
infection rates.   

Borders originate with our body as we learn about it first in 
relation to our mothers and those immediately around us.  Almost 
unconsciously, we discover its parts and map them.  Sooner or lat-
er, we recognize our skin and how it circumscribes or contains the 
innards of our body.  But it is not just the skin that we recognize as 
a border.  Our body’s ability to sense movement, action, and loca-
tion (proprioception) teaches us early on that we must watch the 
end of our bodies to not hurt ourselves by hitting a table or a door 
frame.  This perception is similar to borders with which we observe 
or identify the physical space of our condo, house, or even the 
streets that we frequent on foot, by car, or with public transporta-
tion.  Like other unwanted intrusions into these spaces, the virus 
threatens us.   

Given that we recognize certain limits to “our world,” we 
may avoid certain areas because we know or have heard that they 
are dangerous.  Think for a moment of the 16th century Portuguese 
sailors’ belief that they would fall off the earth if they ventured too 
far into the ocean; thus they avoided doing so.  The same is true 
with our awareness of COVID.  We avoid, even move away from, 
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others who are said to have COVID and areas with high infection 
rates.  Conversations or media may inform of threatening situations, 
reinforced by maps that indicate areas in red and therefore danger-
ous. 

Many of us do not retreat from the virus but actively fight it.  
That is, we view the red areas on the map and highlight the men 
and women in our neighborhoods who resist vaccination and mask-
wearing.  We assume them to be the cause of our troubles.  This 
recognition in turn leads us into an angry tension between them and 
us that potentially leads to violence and violation of our body bor-
ders.   

To reiterate, one of the reasons maps are particularly ap-
pealing to many people is that many civilizations used them in the 
past.  Until we develop other readily understood methods of pre-
senting data than charts and dot patterns, maps will continue to as-
sist with readily comprehending the spread or recession of COVID.  
They are also more easily understood than numbers alone; most 
societies simply do not have the experience of representing com-
plex data in this format.  However, the very fact that maps are more 
readily understandable allows them to create dread of the deadly 
virus’s impact. 

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

136.  ❑ 

Cinema: The Art of Psychogeography 

Holger Schumacher—filmpsychoanalyse.de. 

Abstract: Psychogeography shows that the way we view, describe, and 
build the outer world is a revival of primal experiences connected to 
space.  Cinema can be regarded as an artistic reproduction of this ele-
mentary process.  The film experience resembles the prenatal stage of our 
development.   

Keywords: cinema, cultural-studies, fantasy-analysis, film, metapsycholo-
gy, psychogeography, psychohistory, space  

When we discuss the relationship between film and psycho-
geography, we must initially resolve a common misconception.  
From the perspective of psychohistory, this area of research is not 
devoted to an examination of the so-called “spirit of place.”  In-
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stead of investigating the effect of urban or rural surroundings on 
the human psyche and the representation of it in art, it deals with 
the opposite.  To quote Howard F. Stein, “The scope of psychoge-
ography is the unconscious construction of the social and physical 
world.  Men and women fashion the world out of the substance of 
their psyches from the experience of their bodies, childhoods, and 
families.”  They then “project psychic contents outward onto the 
social and physical world, and act as though what is projected is in 
fact an attribute of the other or outer.  What we attribute (verb) to 
the world we subsequently take to be an attribute (noun) of the 
world” (“The Influence of Psychogeography Upon the Conduct of 
International Relations: Clinical and Metapsychological Considera-
tions,” Psychoanalytic Inquiry, Vol. 6, No. 2, 1986, 194). 

This brief definition emphasizes projection as the core as-
pect of psychogeography.  The way we view, describe, and build 
the outer world is an echo of inner dynamics, a literal revival of pri-
mal experiences connected to space.  Space and its limitation are 
driving factors of our existence.  “The outer constriction enforces 
birth,” as Rolf-Arno Wirtz put it, overcoming the inner one leads to 
death (in German, “Introduction,” Life Happens While We Are 
Making Different Plans, German Society for Socioanalytical Re-
search, 2011, 1).  Our procreation starts with the sperm cell travel-
ing through vast darkness toward the ovum.  In our very early 
childhood, we experience the world and its inhabitants as a mere 
extension of ourselves.  Subsequently, in a shock of recognition, we 
comprehend reality as an indifferent void around us.  The other fac-
tor is time: Our ontogenesis is a time-lapse reproduction of phylo-
genesis.  Procreation reiterates the big bang.  When we are born, we 
move from a watery surrounding to solid ground.  Language then 
enables us to replace an inarticulate emotional release through mu-
tual understanding, science, and poetry as the most subtle way of 
expression. 

According to Friedhelm Bellingroth, the image is “the very 
own form of experience and expression” that the human soul knows 
(in German, Instinctual Effects of Film on Teenagers, 1958, 113).  
Given that we picture the world based on our earliest experiences, 
we must develop a form of perception that retranslates the projec-
tive imagery.  A case in point is our fascination with space flights.  
If we want to understand it, we must return to the roots of our exist-
ence.  Then the journey of spaceships through never-ending dark-
ness and toward mysterious, unknown planets reminds us of the 
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sperm cell on its dangerous but promising way to the ovum.  We 
suddenly understand that our passion for discovery is based on a 
primal adventure.  We project the microcosm and the big bang of 
our existence onto the macrocosm.   

Reverting to the Womb 
This perspective opens a deeper understanding of film as an 

art form.  If “[h]umans live out their fantasies on the stage of reali-
ty” (Stein, “The Influence of Psychogeography,” 193-222), we can 
regard cinema as the art of psychogeography, an artistic reproduc-
tion of this elementary process.  Films project our inner world by 
creating a condensed imitation of reality.  They transform emotion 
into motion and thus evoke emotion again in the spectator.  Space 
and projection are decisive factors when we “go to the movies.”  
The spatial experience in darkness simultaneously seems to expand 
and contract our surroundings (Georg Simmel, in German, 
“Sociology of Space,” in Gustav Schmoller, ed., Y earbook for Leg-
islation, Administration and Economics in the German Empire, Vol. 
1, No. 27, 1903, 27-71).  It induces a process of projection and in-
trojection.  That is, we transfer our inner conflicts and desires to the 
characters on the screen “and subsequently incorporate their mental 
structures” so that we can see ourselves in a different way (Holger 

Schumacher, “Cinema as an Art of Healing,” Clio’s Psyche, Vol. 
27, No. 2, Winter 2021, 250).  At the same time, the projection ex-
pands into the auditorium, and we mentally merge with the people 
around us, “with whom we laugh and cry together” (Schumacher, 
250).  Thereby, we regress to an earlier phase of our development, 
in which the distance between individual and collective as well as 
between imagination and perception dissolves.  

In many ways, being at the movies resembles the intrauter-
ine experience and the birth process: The dark evokes a floating 
state, an in-betweenness where we contentedly sip from soft drinks 
instead of amniotic liquor.  (This parallels the function of oral ad-
dictions to alcohol or cigarettes as a surrogate of intrauterine securi-
ty and satisfaction.)  When the curtain opens, unveiling the screen, 
we are ready to dive into the light, which leads us to a different 
world.  To illuminate the film experience, we therefore must incor-
porate pre- and perinatal psychology like Ludwig Janus’ work on 
“culture as reenactment of the unconscious” (in German, Human 
History as Psychological Development Process, 2008, 19).  This 
leads us to a further aspect: The psychohistorical interpretation of 
movies as collective self-narrations. 
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Toward a Metapsychology 
Stein calls psychogeography a “metapsychology of culture,” 

which analyzes and evaluates “projected symbols of shared intra-
psychic conflicts,” targeted toward one’s own group and others 
who are therefore perceived as enemies (Stein, “The Influence of 
Psychogeography,” 198, 200).  Here, another parallel between sci-
ence and art becomes apparent.  In the movie theater, human de-
sires, existential needs, and obsessions merge between scriptwrit-
ers, directors, actors, and their audience, by which a groups’ collec-
tive unconscious becomes tangible.  The screen heroes we love and 
the antagonists we fear or detest are two sides of the same coin; 
agents of our interior conflict being transferred onto different char-
acters.  Thus, movies externalize and reenact the inner process of 
splitting and projection so that the viewer is reconciled with his or 
her contradictions after the “projection.”  For this reason, we can 
call cinema a healing art (Schumacher, “Cinema as an Art of Heal-
ing,” 250). 

Popular movies unfold a panorama of the unconscious, 
granting us deep insight into the past, present, and future develop-
ment of a group or society.  Alfonso Cuarón’s Gravity (2013), for 
example, deals with a group of astronauts threatened by the debris 
of a satellite, which destroys their space shuttle and catapults Dr. 
Ryan Stone into open space.  Rotating uncontrollably around her-
self, she is rescued by her colleague Kowalski.  He manages to sta-
bilize Stone by tethering her to him.  They decide to reach the Inter-
national Space Station (ISS) with the rest of the oxygen and fuel in 
Kowalski’s Manned Maneuvering Unit.  In a temporary moment of 
security, Stone tells Kowalski about the loss of her daughter, with 
which she still is unable to cope.  But events escalate again.  Trying 
to grab hold of the ISS, the astronauts hang by a thread.  The only 
method that prevents their drifting away into death is Stone’s leg 
being entangled in a parachute cord.  Kowalski saves Stone again, 
this time by cutting the bond between them.   

With her last reserve of oxygen, Stone enters the space sta-
tion, which leads to a breather in the plot.  Cuarón stages her rescue 
as a rebirth.  In a short moment of silence, he shows Stone floating 
weightlessly in the position of an embryo.  Overcoming her resig-
nation, she finally manages to travel again; she maneuvers a space 
capsule back to earth where she lands in a lake.  In a second birth 
scene, we see her exiting the capsule and swimming to the beach.  
With solid ground under her feet, it is difficult for Stone to walk 
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upright. 

It becomes apparent that Gravity is subdivided into two 
broad parts.  The first one deals with the problem of binding and 
bonding, the opposition between holding on and letting go.  The 
second part is about the dilemma between stagnancy and activity, 
isolation, and sociableness.  Obviously, Cuarón tells us a story 
about depression.  The main protagonist is a woman who must 
learn to lay her late daughter to rest.  Kowalski’s sacrifice enables 
Stone to relive her trauma and find a new coping strategy.  What 
could have been a conventional drama about loss and its digestion 
is projected into outer space, by which the conflicts gain a 
“universal” dimension.  The darkness and vastness of outer space 
reproduce the spatial experience of the movie theater.  In combina-
tion with the 3D effect, the director thus intensifies the viewer’s 
identification. 

“Planetarium of Culture” 
What is the collective fantasy conveyed and displayed in 

this film, thus generating its broad impact?  The mystery unravels if 
we link its subject to our current way of dealing with sexuality and 
partnership.  We observe a lack of emotional commitment in favor 
of interchangeability and instability.  In the age of online dating 
with applications like Tinder, we are used to dismissing contacts 
easily.  The present zeitgeist values freedom much more than en-
gagement.  Thereby we unlearn to develop and design our relation-
ships properly, to become substantially involved with someone.  
This is accompanied and fueled by corresponding developments.  
Viagra has become the male revenge for the pill, whereby men turn 
the female indeterminacy against their partners.  Conceptions like 
gender studies proclaim an indifference between the sexes, leading 
to a drift-inversion where the lust for creation withers into dullness 
and despair.  Yet, the “reverse angle” of these paradigms is a long-
ing for stability and deep relationships. 

Gravity highlights these collective conflicts in a concrete 
narration, expressing that we have reached the peak of develop-
ment.  The big wave, which started as a liberation movement in the 
’60s, now washes back because ultimate freedom has turned into 
loneliness and disorientation.  The example of Cuarón’s movie il-
lustrates how psychogeography can pave the way for a deeper com-
prehension of cinema as an art form.  In our psychohistorical stud-
ies, we can use it as a “planetarium of culture” (Dirk Blothner, in 
German, “Film as Cultural Medium,” in H. Fitzek and A. Schulte, 
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eds., Reality as an Event, Vol. 1, 1993, 169).  Like the starlight, the 
“projections” in the movie theater let us observe hidden develop-
ments, which originate inside of us. 

Holger Schumacher is a filmmaker and journalist based 
in Cologne, Germany.  He is a member of the German Association 
for Socioanalytical Research and the Association for Psychohistory 
and Political Psychology (GPPP) as well as editor of filmpsycho-
analyse.de.  His book, Panorama of the Unconscious (in German, 
2021), may be accessed at Schwabe Basel/Berlin (https://
schwabe.ch/Holger-Schumacher-Panorama-des-Unbewussten-978-
3-7574-0076-7).  He can be contacted at editor@filmpsychoanaly 
se.de.     

Space in a Time of Pandemic and Madness 

Norman Simms—Waikato University (Retired) 

Abstract: Touching on ancient works from a variety of sources, the author 
compares the knowledge of the past to the present.  The focus of the past 
pieces and the current one is on space and trauma.   

Keywords: abyss, crisis, Freud, history, knowledge, mise-en-abyme, sci-
ence, trauma  

 In Rabelais’s comic pentalogy of novels Gargantua and 
Pantagruel (1532-1564), the father giant hopes to create a school 
syllabus that will turn his offspring into “an abyss of science” (as 
quoted by William N. West in “Encircling Knowledge,” Renais-
sance Quarterly, Vol. 68, Vol. No. 4, 2015, 1327-1340).  The term 
“science” is meant, of course, as the knowledge that comes from 
books and is therefore already known and memorable.  But what 
about the “abyss”?  It is a steep, deep hole in the ground, sea, or 
sky, and those who stand on the brink become dizzy.  They suffer 
terrible vertigo, which makes them feel like they are about to be 
driven by an intolerable fascination and leap in or be pushed over 
the edge by some external force.  This plunge into the dark, un-
knowing place of non-being, descent or ascent into the empty heav-
ens where all is empty and meaningless, our sense of space, the out-
er reaches of the cosmos—into a black hole.  Romain Rolland cap-
tures this feeling in Jean-Christophe: “So, that evening, he was 
sunk in an exhausted torpor….  He had no thought of anything. He 
felt the void growing, growing from moment to moment.  He tried 
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not to see the abyss that drew him to its brink: and in spite of him-
self he leaned over and his eyes gazed into the depths of the night,” 
going on to write, “In the void, chaos was stirring, and faint sounds 
came from the darkness.  Agony filled him: a shiver ran down his 
spine: his skin tingled: he clutched the table so as not to fall, con-
vulsively he awaited nameless things, a miracle, a God” (trans. Gil-
bert Cannan, 1938; original French in 10 volumes, 1904-1912, Vol. 
I, 252). 

 This is what is called a “mise en abyme” (Marcus Smith, 
Into the Abyss: A Study of the Mise en Abyme, PhD thesis, London 
Metropolitan University, 2016): Into the regress of a person holding 
a mirror showing a man holding a mirror showing the mirror ad in-
finitum, being thrust back further and further into the trauma of all 
beginnings.  Or the opening of Russian matryoshka dolls, one in-
side the other, smaller and smaller, until there is no space left, con-
sciousness having swallowed itself.  Some writers have written of 
an abyss of abysses, filled with overwhelming knowledge, down-
ward or upward, each mise en abyme contradicting the other, can-
celling it out, and then leaving no room for awareness—an episte-
mological crisis.  Beyond the aporia, the place where logic gives 
out, paradigms fail, and the blind spot at the center of perception 
and memory is swallowed up by its own abject silence.  

 Space no longer exists.  Time vanishes.  This is the point of 
all difference, otherness, and new beginnings.  Before there were 
words or images, recognizable sensations or phantoms of self, there 
is nothing—prehistory, an Urwelt (original world) of primary trau-
ma.  Therefore “We are, so to speak, placed in a labyrinth out of 
which we cannot any longer find the thread that leads us back: and 
perhaps we should not even find it.”  Therefore, “we tie together 
the thread of history, where the thread of our own memory breaks, 
and live, where our own existence fades away, in the existence of a 
prehistoric world [Vorwelt]” (Andreas Gailus, “A Case of Individu-
ality: Karl Philipp Moritz and the Magazine for Empirical Psychol-
ogy,” New German Critique, Vol. 79, 2000, 67-105). 

 Nothing makes sense anymore; normalcy disintegrates and 
a great cloud of unknowing covers all (Anonymous, The Cloud of 
Unknowing, from the second half of the 14th century).  New 
knowledge is made, not out in the environing world of institutions 
and authority, but in the interior landscape of the mind, which slow-
ly, gradually, and agonizingly reconfigures itself.  Old things attract 
but cannot be deciphered or categorized.  The world becomes un-
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heimlich (uncanny or bizarre, grotesque, and unsettling), as Yeats 
said so well: 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity… 
(W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming,” 1919) 

 These times of crisis and trauma come to individuals and 
nations sometimes more than once in a lifetime.  They do not al-
ways come into awareness with the shock of recognition as they do 
with revolutions, civil wars, and world wars, as well as with natural 
disasters, epidemics, and climatic shifts, as in Freudian dream anal-
ysis and tracing back the origins of everyday tics and malapropos, 
with rabbinical midrash and Talmudic exegesis focusing on contra-
dictions, misplaced words, and orthographical peculiarities.  In Aby 
Warburg’s mapping, the growth and development in repeated pa-
thos-laden formulae in works of art where hidden and suddenly re-
vealed glimpses of freedom and consolation break into the static 
images of the academic convention.  As Franco Bernabei writes in 
“Jan Biaŀostocki, Formalism, and Iconology,” “The profound 
yearning for human freedom develops within the scholar through an 
awareness, rarely found in art historians, of the conditioning faculty 
of the ‘dark side’—in short, his consciousness of walking on the 
edge of the abyss” (Artibus et Historiae [Of the Arts and Histories] , 
Vol. 11, No. 22, 1990, 11).  In fact, “That is why Warburg’s dis-
course is so stirring, with its complex weave of science and magic 
and the relative independence of form from a subject, who in turn is 
decentered from the traditional territories of inner nature” (Artibus 
et Historiae, 11). 

 Where Warburg saw the Nachleben (afterlife) of these pow-
erful triggers of engrammes (mental energy), Freud started to see 
something more dynamic: Nachträglichkeit (Allesandra Campo, 
Nachträglichkeit: Il contributo della psicoanalisi alla definizione di 
una filosofia del processo [Nachträglichkeit: A Contribution to 
Psychoanalysis Through the Definition of a Philosophical Pro-
cess] , 2014-2015).  As he traced back the repeated and reconfig-
ured memories in the so-called Wolfman, Freud developed an idea 
that subsequent traumatic shocks not only could be seen to trans-
form earlier moments of fear, humiliation, and suffering, but the 
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later dreams, phobias, and resistances became part of a new pattern 
of unconscious energy breaking through the surface of awareness.   

But before Freud came Karl Philipp Moritz’s Anton Reiser: 
A Psychological Novel (trans. Ritchie Robertson, 1997; Original 
German, 1782-1783).  As described by Andreas Gailus in “A Case 
of Individuality: Karl Philipp Moritz and the Magazine for Empiri-
cal Psychology,” “The human mind, for Moritz, was no longer an 
atemporal substance with universal features; it was a singular con-
stellation of ideas which an individual had acquired over time.”  
Furthermore, “To study the mind, it was therefore necessary to fol-
low simultaneously two paths of inquiry: to attend to the behaviour-
al oddities and idiosyncrasies that characterizes a specific human 
being, and to make legible these features by tracing them back 
through time to the moment of their formation” (New German Cri-
tique, Vol. 79, 2000, 410). 

 During this moment in time, that place in the dark abyss of 
the mind was not unique to an eccentric individual but shared with 
a historical group whose cultural traumas were shaped over thou-
sands of generations.  Today we are again standing on the edge of 
the abyss where the maelstrom of stupidity swirls.  The whirlwind 
of pandemic sucks us in and the tourbillon (whirlwind) of tyranny 
threatens everything we thought we knew, including the reality that 
seemed secure. 

 Norman Simms, PhD, born and educated in the United 
States, now retired from university lecturing in New Zealand, was 
one of the founding editors of Mentalities/Mentalités, an interdisci-
plinary journal.  He continues independent scholarship and can be 
contacted at norman.simms@waikato.ac.nz.     

Recuperative Spaces in African American 
Children’s Literature 

Mark I. West—University of North Carolina at Charlotte 

Abstract: This essay examines the role that recuperative spaces play in 
three award-winning children’s books by African American writers: Faith 
Ringgold’s Tar Beach, Virginia Hamilton’s The Planet of Junior Brown, 
and David Barclay Moore’s The Stars Beneath Our Feet.  The author 
shows how these spaces provide the protagonists with safe places where 
they can develop their imaginations, form emotional bonds with others, 
and cultivate a sense of self-worth. 
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I recently taught a graduate seminar on urban children’s lit-
erature, and we read several books set in Harlem.  We started with 
Faith Ringgold’s picture book Tar Beach (1991), then Virginia 
Hamilton’s The Planet of Junior Brown (1971), and finally David 
Barclay Moore’s The Stars Beneath Our Feet (2017).  In discussing 
these books, my students and I noticed that their central characters 
all spend time in secluded spaces.  While in these safe spaces, the 
characters let their guards down, engage their imaginations, form 
emotional bonds with others, and cultivate their sense of self-worth.  
These spaces allow the characters to confront and deal with their 
emotions in ways that would be impossible to do in their usual ur-
ban environments.  In a sense, these are recuperative spaces where 
psychological healing can take place.   

Tar Beach: The Freedom of a Rooftop 
I started off our discussion of Tar Beach by reading the 

book aloud to the students.  I am sure that they were not expecting 
to be read to in a graduate course, but I wanted the students to expe-
rience this picture book in the same way that young children usual-
ly experience picture books.  I opened the book and started reading 
about eight-year-old Cassie Louise Lightfoot and her love of spend-
ing time on the roof of the tenement building where she lives with 
her family during the 1930s.  While reading aloud and talking about 
the illustrations, I was reminded of an old Motown hit by The Drift-
ers called “Up on the Roof.”  I grew up listening to Motown songs 
on my transistor radio, so I happen to remember the words to this 
song.  Much to my students’ horror, I started singing “Up on the 
Roof” right in the middle of my presentation.  I am a terrible singer, 
but the lyrics seemed so apropos to the book that I just couldn’t 
help myself.   

“Up on the Roof” is all about escaping the “hustling crowd” 
and “rat race noise” by climbing “up to the top of the stairs” and 
spending time in the “trouble proof” space “up on the roof.”  This 
summary of the song equally applies to Ringgold’s Tar Beach, but 
Ringgold’s story goes beyond the theme of escape.  In the book, 
Cassie relishes the time she spends with her family and next-door 
neighbors on their “tiny rooftop,” which she calls her “Tar Beach.”  
Her parents put a mattress on the rooftop for Cassie and her little 
brother to sleep on while the adults are visiting and playing cards.  



Page 178       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

For Cassie, “Sleeping on Tar Beach was magical.  Lying on the 
roof in the night, with stars and skyscraper buildings all around me, 
made me feel rich, like I owned all that I could see” (Tar Beach, 5).  
In the context of the story, Cassie fantasizes that she can fly.  The 
illustrations depict her soaring above New York City, claiming the 
George Washington Bridge and other landmarks as her own.   

Ringgold portrays the rooftop as a liminal space where real-
ity and fantasy merge.  On the one hand, the rooftop is a place that 
is associated with real-world details, which is reflected in the fol-
lowing scene: “Tonight we’re going up to Tar Beach.  Mommy is 
roasting peanuts and frying chicken, and Daddy will bring home a 
watermelon.  Mr. and Mrs. Honey will bring the beer and their old 
green card table” (Tar Beach, 21).  On the other hand, the rooftop 
functions as the launching pad for Cassie’s night flights around the 
city.  In Cassie’s mind, the rooftop is above all else a safe space 
where she feels secure enough to let her imagination take flight.    

In her fantasies, Cassie can help her father overcome the 
real-world discrimination he faces because he is half African Amer-
ican and half American Indian.  Within the context of her fantasy 
world, she feels good about herself because she can make life better 
for her whole family.  Her imagination corresponds to a point that 
Bruno Bettelheim makes the healing power of fantasy: “While the 
fantasy is unreal, the good feelings it gives us about ourselves and 
our future are real, and these real good feelings are what we need to 
sustain us” (The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Im-
portance of Fairy Tales, 1977, 126).  For Cassie, her good feelings 
are inextricably linked to the time she spends on the rooftop.  The 
story concludes with Cassie introducing her younger brother, Be 
Be, to her fantasy world: “I have told him it’s very easy, anyone 
can fly.  All you need is somewhere to go that you can’t get to any 
other way.  The next thing you know, you’re flying among the 
stars” (Tar Beach, 24). 

The Planet of Junior Brown: The Liminal Space  
of a Secret Room 

Virginia Hamilton’s The Planet of Junior Brown also in-
volves a liminal space where the central characters’ imaginations 
take flight.  Written while Hamilton was living in Manhattan, The 
Planet of Junior Brown grew out of an experience she had while 
sitting with her young daughter in a park.  She noticed a homeless 
boy nearby and began wondering about the nature of life.  She im-
agined that this boy might have a friend and perhaps a caring adult 
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in his life.  Drawing on this experience, she created the three central 
characters in the novel: Buddy Clark, a homeless boy living on the 
streets of Harlem; Junior Brown, an overweight boy who has a low 
sense of self-esteem even though he is a musical prodigy; and Mr. 
Pool, a former science teacher who works as a school janitor.  
These three characters come together in a secret room in a school 
basement complete with a mechanical model of the solar system.   

For the three main characters, the secret room in the school 
basement is a protected space where they can take shelter from all 
of the negative influences that surround them.  Mr. Pool presides 
over this space and makes it available to Buddy and Junior Brown 
when he realizes that these boys need help.  The two boys feel as if 
they can let their guards down when they are here.  The mechanical 
solar system located in the center of the room takes on special sig-
nificance when Mr. Pool declares that this version of the solar sys-
tem includes “a fantastic planet known as Junior Brown” (Planet of 
Junior Brown, 4).  Junior Brown is intrigued with the idea of hav-
ing a planet named after him, and he soon begins to come up with 
fantasy stories related to this new planet.  For Junior Brown, having 
a planet named after him eventually helps him gain a better sense of 
self-worth.  

Over the course of the novel, this room is where the boys 
forge a relationship with each other.  While in this safe space, they 
learn about each other’s problems and begin to look out for each 
other.  For Buddy, this room provides him with the sense of securi-
ty that helps him move beyond being one of the “tough, black chil-
dren of city streets” (The Planet of Junior Brown, 13). He sets out 
to help Junior Brown, and in the process, he begins to imagine a 
new future for himself and others.  The room also becomes a heal-
ing place for Mr. Pool.  As is stated in the novel, “Only now, 
through his work with Buddy Clark and the example of Buddy’s 
devotion to Junior Brown, did Mr. Pool slowly begin to believe in 
himself again” (13).  Although they eventually have to vacate the 
room, the relationships nurtured in this liminal space live on. 

The Stars Beneath Our Feet: Legos and Repressed Emotions 
David Barclay Moore’s debut novel, The Stars Beneath Our 

Feet, came out in 2017.  Like Hamilton, Moore spent time in Har-
lem, and he drew on this experience when writing The Stars Be-
neath Our Feet he reports that “I lived in Harlem for several years 
and also worked there.  During the eight years that I spent as com-
munications coordinator at Harlem’s Children’s Zone, one of the 
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country’s most successful anti-poverty organizations, I got to expe-
rience Harlem’s people in a different way, a much more intimate 
way.”  It was “Harlem and its residents inspired much of The Stars 
Beneath Our Feet” (“A Conversation with David Barclay Moore,” 
The Stars Beneath Out Feet, Teacher’s Edition, 2017, G9).  

 Lolly Rachpaul, the central character in The Stars Beneath 
Our Feet, is a 12-year-old boy whose life is upended when his old-
er brother Jermaine is shot in a gang-related incident.  In addition to 
responding to his brother’s violent death, he is facing major chang-
es in his family situation.  Shortly before the novel’s opening, his 
parents separated, and his mother’s girlfriend moved into their 
apartment.  Lolly reacts to these events by withdrawing from his 
friends and family members.  His depression and unfocused anger 
cause him to lose interest in everything except building with his 
Lego blocks, an activity he used to do with his brother.  Lolly’s anti
-social behavior brings him to the attention of Mr. Ali, a school 
counselor.  He attempts to get Lolly to talk about his feelings, but 
Lolly seems unable to express his emotions.  Mr. Ali, however, re-
alizes that Lolly’s passion for Legos might provide Lolly with the 
key to unlocking his repressed emotions.   

 Mr. Ali repurposes a large storage room in the school in-
tending to provide Lolly with a safe place where he can build his 
Lego creations.  One day after school, Mr. Ali leads Lolly to the 
door of the storage room and then tells Lolly, “Your world 
awaits!” (Stars Beneath Our Feet, 96).  For the first time since the 
death of his brother, Lolly feels that he has a place where he is in 
control of his life.  After Mr. Ali gives him access to this storage 
room, he begins thinking of this room as “my world” (96).  He ini-
tially uses this space to build his “fantasy fortress” (97), but he soon 
starts adding other buildings.  For each building, he comes up with 
an accompanying story.  In his words, “I was creating my own new 
world and getting lost in it” (97).  This repurposed storage room 
becomes a healing place for Lolly.  While he is in this room, he is 
not just building a community out of Lego blocks; he is also re-
building his damaged sense of self and slowly coming to terms with 
his repressed emotions associated with his brother’s death. As he 
tells Mr. Ali, “I feel like Jermaine’s there too when I’m build-
ing” (108).   

 As the story progresses, Mr. Ali lets an autistic girl named 
Big Rose also use the storage room to create her own Lego build-
ings.  At first, Lolly is not pleased that he has to share this room 
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with Big Rose, but gradually he warms to the idea: “It’s different 
having somebody else in there with me, even though she stays on 
the other side of the room working on her stuff.  I kinda feel like 
we’re working on something together” (Stars Beneath Our Feet, 
133).  During their time together in the storage room, Lolly and Big 
Rose slowly become building partners and then friends.  The once 
unused storage room becomes a place where two isolated and un-
happy children can bond over Legos blocks, and in the process, 
begin building a more hopeful future for themselves.  

 Faith Ringgold, Virginia Hamilton, and David Barclay 
Moore are by no means the only African American writers who in-
clude recuperative spaces in their fiction.  As Christine Maksi-
mowicz points out in her article titled “Enchanted Third Spaces: 
Play and Recuperation in Toni Morrison’s Love” (American Imago, 
Vol. 76, No. 2, Summer 2019), this theme also runs through some 
of Toni Morrison’s works.  Maksimowicz concludes her analysis of 
Morrison’s Love (2003) by saying, “Love explores a healing pro-
cess in and through an imaginative third space where boundaries 
between past and present, self and other, and death and life no long-
er hold” (220).  Her words also apply to Tar Beach, The Planet of 
Junior Brown, and The Stars Beneath Our Feet.  All three of these 
books deal with imaginative third spaces where boundaries between 
reality and fantasy blur and where healing takes place.   
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Symposium on the Paranoid Tradition 
in American History and Politics 

An Introduction to Paranoid Politics 

Partisanship and some paranoia flourish during the height of 
presidential campaigns.  The following articles were written mostly 
shortly after the 2020 contest between then-President Donald J. 
Trump and now current President Joseph R. Biden.  Normally, the 
election is followed by a cooling of emotions and an acceptance by 
the losing political party who plan to weaken the winning candidate 
and party in the midterm elections and the next presidential contest.  
Thus, when the Supreme Court decided in favor of accepting a Re-
publican win in Florida, Vice President Al Gore accepted defeat for 
the good of the country despite having about 540,000 more popular 
votes.  Again in 2016, Hillary Clinton acknowledged Trump’s sur-
prise Electoral College victory even though she had almost 2.9 mil-
lion more popular votes.  In a break with American tradition and as 
a continuation of his assault on truth, former President Trump in-
sists on ignoring the approximately seven million more popular 
votes his opponent received and claims that the 2020 election was 
stolen.  Trump’s insistence of this being so willingly received by a 
majority of polled Republicans is indicative of his playing to the 
paranoid style and characteristic of our recent political rhetoric.   

What is most dangerous to our democracy is not Trump’s 
claims but that a majority of the Republican leadership is, for a va-
riety of reasons, going along with the ex-president’s assertion that 
the assault on democracy occurred not on January 6th when his sup-
porters stormed the Capitol after he whipped them up into a parti-
san frenzy but on November 3rd (Election Day).  In Peril (Simon & 
Schuster, 2021), Bob Woodward and Robert Costa spell out this 
and other dangers, including voter suppression laws being enacted 
and the decline of local newspapers keeping tabs on the political 
machinations threatening our democracy.  Given the assault on the 
democratic process following the election, there is good reason for 
vigilance and the protection of our democracy.  If this borders on 
more than normal paranoia, which I wrote about last year in 
“Degrees of Suspicion and Paranoia: The Need for More In-Depth 
Psychohistorical Analysis,” then so be it!  We are living in a time 
when we all need to be alert to threats to our precious democracy.  
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The Paranoid Style in American History 
and Politics: A Psychohistorical  

Examination 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

Abstract: The paranoid style in American politics has a long history of 
ebbs and flows dating back to the revolutionary period.  It has flourished 
once again since the onset of the 2008 Recession in our current era.  This 
paper describes the components of the paranoid style, how it manifests 
among those on the Right, what conditions activate this conspiratorial 
style, and how it has surged during the Obama and Trump eras.    

Keywords: American-political-history, Barack Obama, conspiracies, 
Donald Trump, nativism, paranoid-style, political-liberty, projection, rac-
ism, the-radical-Right      

 Many Americans became unmoored during the Trump era.  
Among those with an aversion to this former President, some devel-
oped what psychiatrist Steven Buser called “Post-Trumpmatic 
Stress Disorder” (A Clear and Present Danger, 2017).  Yet there 
was also the flourishing of radical Right hate groups that demon-
ized others.  These discontented, often paranoid activists took their 
cue from a candidate and President who at rallies talked of being 
violent, found good people among anti-Semites and White suprem-
acists, and described those who invaded the Capitol as special peo-
ple whom he loved.  Courting the ultraright was a staple of the 
Trump presidency.  These phenomena are part of a paranoid style 
that has been around since the American Revolution.  This essay 
focuses on the psychology and history of this sensibility, which oc-
curs throughout the political spectrum, but those on the political 
Right will be the focus here. 

 It was historian Richard Hofstadter who coined the phrase 
“the paranoid style” in American politics in a 1964 essay in 
Harper’s Magazine.  Others have adapted his assessment.  By early 
2021, the paranoid style had 24,900,000 hits on Google.  In 1962, 
Hofstadter wrote of the “wildest fancies… the most paranoid suspi-
cions” and “the most bizarre apocalyptic fantasies” present in 
American politics.  He called these phenomena “projective poli-
tics” (Radical Right, 2008, 99-100).  In 1964, when using the term 
paranoid style, Hofstadter said he was “not speaking in a clinical 
sense,” but of “the use of paranoid modes of expression by more or 
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less normal people.”  The “paranoid style” is used because it 
evokes “the qualities of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and 
conspiratorial fantasy” that recur in our politics (Richard Hof-
stadter, Paranoid Style, 1964, 3-4).  The Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) describes para-
noia as involving “pervasive distrust and suspiciousness of others” 
and that “their motives are interpreted as malevolent” (2013, 649).  
Historian David Brion Davis saw “the paranoid style” as “a psycho-
logical device for projecting various symbols of evil on an oppo-
nent,” which enabled fears and anxieties to be “exorcised through 
projection to a negative reference group” (The Slave Power Con-
spiracy and the Paranoid Style, 1969, 4, 58-59).   

 “Projection,” according to psychoanalyst Nancy 
McWilliams, “is the process whereby what is inside is misunder-
stood as coming from the outside….  In its malignant forms, projec-
tion breeds dangerous misunderstanding.”  This is particularly so 
“when what is projected consists of disowned and highly negative 
parts of the self.”  She also says that when projection and introjec-
tion “work together,” it can be “called projective identification.”  
McWilliams saw “similar processes at work” in projection and pro-
jective identification (Psychoanalytic Diagnosis, 1994, 107-108).  It 
is a belief in conspiracies, stereotyping and/or demonizing oppo-
nents, and projections that characterize the paranoid style.   

 These phenomena appear in the revolutionary period (1775-
1783).  A recurring theme in American politics is that unjust au-
thority seeks to impose a tyrannical rule.  Historian Bernard Bailyn 
said “that the fear of a comprehensive conspiracy against liberty… 
lay at the heart of the Revolutionary movement” (Pamphlets of The 
American Revolution I, 1965, x).  Similarly, another historian, Gor-
don Wood, found a “prevalence of conspiratorial fears among the 
Revolutionaries.”  This included a “paranoiac obsession with a dia-
bolical crown conspiracy… in the thinking of Adams and Jefferson 
themselves” (Gordon Wood, Idea of America, 2011, 83, 47).  The 
Declaration of Independence finds a “design to reduce” the Ameri-
can colonists “under absolute despotism,” for the “present King of 
England” has as a “direct object the establishment of an absolute 
tyranny.”  This quote is characteristic of the paranoid style with its 
projection of evil onto malevolent political authorities and assign-
ing virtue to the rebels. 

 American liberals, conservatives, and radicals draw inspira-
tion from the Declaration.  Among conservatives, there are at least 
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three political traditions, which may or may not have paranoid ele-
ments.  These three traditions are personal liberty, associating capi-
talism/freedom, and racism/nativism.  In the early 21st century, con-
servatives consist of traditional Republicans, libertarians, free-
market capitalists, the Tea Party, and White supremacist groups, 
among others.      

 Regarding the first of these political traditions, personal lib-
erty, psychoanalyst Erik Erikson claimed that the male 
“descendants of the Founding Fathers… continued to cultivate the 
role of freeborn sons.”  They were “in fear of ever again acquiesc-
ing to an outer or inner autocracy” (Childhood and Society, 1963, 
295-296, 291).  Among these freeborn aspirants were libertarians 
who maintained that the government had little or no right to place 
restrictions on individual freedoms.   

 The second conservative variety is the association between 
capitalism and freedom.  What is considered to be free enterprise 
has become an essential component of the American civic religion.  
To some conservatives, whatever is seen as restricting economic 
liberties is un-American.  These concerns that business is being un-
justly fettered often have paranoid and projecting elements to them.  
Liberals and leftists are seen as at fault for what may be failures 
within big business, such as bad investments. 

 The third conservative tradition involves what Gunnar 
Myrdal in 1944 called the “American dilemma.”  The Declaration 
of Independence states “all men are created equal” with natural 
rights to life and liberty.  But there is still much racism and nativ-
ism in American history.  Blacks, Jews, Muslims, Latinos, and 
Asians have been stereotyped and targeted.   

 If we look at our history, it will be evident that there are pe-
riods when the paranoid style surges and times when it is less 
prominent.  The surges have occurred following significant reces-
sions and depressions, increased racial and ethnic tensions, radical 
Left prominence, and when there are changing realities in foreign 
affairs.  The intensity of a paranoid style in White racism, particu-
larly in the South, is persistent, yet does ebb and flow.  In 1928, 
historian Ulrich B. Phillips wrote, “the central theme of southern 
history” is that “it shall be and remain a white man’s country,” for 
“the white men’s ways must prevail” (The Slave Economy of the 
Old South, 274, 276).   

 Many strands go into preserving White supremacy.  Nation-
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al Book Award and Bancroft Prize-winning historian Winthrop D. 
Jordan found sexual reasons among them.  During the slave period, 
it was common for Southern White men to perceive Black female 
slaves as passionate and male slaves as sexually potent.  These im-
ages of the highly sexual “Negro was rooted… firmly in deep strata 
of irrationality.  For it is apparent that White men projected their 
own desires onto Negroes.”  White male sexual longing for slave 
women was not acceptable and so it was often turned around and 
projected onto the enslaved.  “Imputing” these sexual desires onto 
slaves “in some measure” helped to ease the White man’s “anxiety 
and guilt.”  The “White men” were also “anxious over their own 
sexual inadequacy.”  Some imagined that “the Negro better per-
formed his nocturnal offices than the white man.”  These anxieties 
and fears were manifest in the dread of slave conspiracies that 
would lead to violent revolts.  Any slave insurrection “threatened 
the White man’s dominance, including his valuable sexual domi-
nance.”  It was easier for the White southerner to “impute” his own 
“sexual aggressiveness” to “others” (Winthrop D. Jordan, White 
Man’s Burden, 1974, 80-81).    

 Restricting the access of African American men to White 
women was a priority.  Around 1700, according to Jordan, a Penn-
sylvania court told a Negro male “‘never more to meddle with any 
White woman more upon paine of his life’” (White Over Black: 
American Attitudes toward the Negro, 1550-1812, 1968, 139).  Af-
ter Reconstruction, if a southern Black man was thought to desire a 
White maiden, hanging him from a tree was a common result.  Par-
allel stereotyping and projections are applied to other scapegoated 
ethnic and religious minorities.   

 White supremacy groups are increasing in the 21st century.  
Changing demographics have added to their worry and surge.  Ac-
cording to the United States Census Bureau, in 1970, 16.5% of the 
population were minorities; by 2010, it was 36.3%, and the projec-
tion is that in 2042, 50.1% of us will be minorities (2019).  Ezra 
Klein reports that 2013 was the first year more than half of Ameri-
cans under a year old were non-White (Why We’re Polarized, 
2020, 103-104).   

 For libertarians, whose prevalence increased after the 1989 
end of the Cold War, the focus moved from the dangers of com-
munism to the threats emanating from the powers of the U.S. gov-
ernment.  Some individuals of this persuasion believed the state 
was conspiring to deny them personal choice, and in turn, they 
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bought guns or joined militias to protect themselves.  Today, many 
refuse to wear face masks during the pandemic.  Malevolent moti-
vations are regularly projected onto authorities perceived as desir-
ing to deny personal choice.   

 Then there is capitalism.  The paranoid style surge here oc-
curs in times of economic troubles.  During U.S. industrialization 
after the Civil War, worship of wealth and an intellectual champi-
oning of laissez-faire capitalism emerged.  The government could 
enhance business prospects, but restricting the natural functioning 
of the free market was un-American.  This was a period when 
prominent Social Darwinists proclaimed that natural selection 
should not be derailed by government regulation of business.   

 Something seems to crack in the political psyche of many 
conservatives following economic catastrophes.  Many in this camp 
displace failures in American capitalism by demonizing liberals and 
leftists.  In our history, stereotyping reformers and radicals targeted 
the populists following the 1893 depression.  During the Great De-
pression, “un-American” leftists were often blamed rather than the 
faults within large banks’ corporations.  Following the 2008 Great 
Recession, President Obama was demonized, thus displacing the 
massive failures of big business.  Trump exploited these common 
political projections.  His antics were the most recent manifesta-
tions of embracing the paranoid style following severe economic 
downturns.   

 Meanwhile, the foreign affairs arena arouses conservative 
conspiratorial suspicions.  As the Cold War between the U.S. and 
the USSR unfolded in the 1940s, the Red Scare of this period, with 
assertions of a worldwide communist conspiracy became common.  
The House Un-American Activities Committee became one venue 
promulgating communism’s ominous threat.  In 1950, Wisconsin 
Senator Joseph McCarthy proclaimed that many card-carrying com-
munists held positions in the State Department.  While McCarthy 
never actually exposed any actual communists in the government, 
he became a media sensation for four years.  During his ascendan-
cy, a paranoid style fear of communist subversion in the U.S. be-
came a national political preoccupation.   

 Following the Great Recession in 2008, another conspirato-
rial surge emerged.  Not surprisingly, biracial President Obama was 
blamed and caricatured.  All sorts of anger and projections were 
directed at him by paranoid rightists.  Martin Parlett documented 
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that some media commentators accused Obama of being a Marxist-
Leninist and a fascist.  Radio host Rush Limbaugh said Obama was 
like Hitler.  TV commentator Glenn Beck used photos to reveal 
Obama’s communist family tree.  In 2008, the year Obama was 
elected, there were 149 hate groups and armed militias in the U.S.  
Martin Parlett determined that by 2012 that number had jumped to 
1,360 (Demonizing a President: The “Foreignization” of Barack 
Obama, 2014, 25, 164-169).  

 In the Trump era, the Democratic Party remained the venue 
for the projection of anxieties and fears of many conservatives 
while President Trump often characterized the opposing party as 
radical, socialist, and a danger to American values.  According to 
Gary Wills, in our history, we have often created “two classes of 
citizens – those loyal and pure in doctrine, and those who, without 
actually breaking any law, are considered un-American” (Scoundrel 
Time, 2000, 18-19).  On December 11, 2020, Democrat Chris Mur-
phy said on the Senate floor, “The majority of Republicans in the 
House of Representatives apparently believe that if a Democrat 
wins an election, it's illegitimate by definition.”  Given this, it was 
not surprising to Murphy that “Republicans, including the Presi-
dent, have just come to the conclusion that Democrats must have 
cheated because Democrats are evil.”  The prevalence of this para-
noid assessment of Democrats by many, though not all, Republi-
cans, has contributed to the significant political divisions in the 
United States.  From 2009 through early 2021, the U.S. has wit-
nessed a political polarization that is only rivaled by the period be-
fore the Civil War.   

 Contributing to these divisions are the resentments and dis-
content of White supremacists and many among the radical Right.  
Starting in 1968, every successful Republican presidential candi-
date, except the second George Bush, followed a southern strategy 
of playing the race card during their campaigns.  In both the Obama 
and Trump years, the number of White supremacist and radical 
Right groups grew substantially.  The number of U.S. hate crimes 
also jumped 31% from the year before Trump announced his run 
for the presidency through his first year in the White House.  This 
is the largest four-year increase since the FBI started posting hate 
crime reports in 1996 (FBI, “Hate Crime Statistics,” 2018).    

 Domestic terrorism in the U.S. was also on the rise.  Wesley 
Lowery, Kimberly Kindy, and Andrew Ba Tran reported that of the 
politically motivated terrorist attacks in this country between 2010 
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and 2017, 92 were perpetrated by Right-wing individuals, Islamic 
terrorists committed 38 attacks, and Left-wingers 34 (“In the Unit-
ed States, right-wing violence is on the rise,” Washington Post,  
November 25, 2018).  Seth G. Jones, Catrina Doxsee, and Nicholas 
Harrington found that “Right-wing extremists perpetrated two 
thirds of the attacks and plots in the United States in 2019 and over 
90 percent between January 1 and May 8, 2020” (“The Escalating 
Terrorism Problem in the United States,” CSIS Briefs, June 17, 
2020).   

 Much of this conspiratorial activity developed following the 
severity of the 2008 Great Recession.  Robert D. Atkinson reported 
that 33% of U.S. manufacturing jobs were lost in the first decade of 
the 21st century; this percentage was higher than in the 1930s de-
pression (“Magical Manufacturing Thinking: Manufacturing NOT 
the Bright Spot in the U.S. Economy,” Information Technology and 
Innovation Foundation, January 6, 2012).  Eduardo Porter found 
that during this recession, Whites ages 25 to 54 lost 6.5 million jobs 
more than they gained (“Where Were Trump’s Votes? Where the 
Jobs Weren’t,” New York Times, December 13, 2016).  It was less 
educated males who were most vulnerable to layoffs (Laurent Bel-
sie, “Explaining the Growth of the Alternative Workforce,” Nation-
al Bureau of Economic Research, No. 12, December 2016).  Many 
of these displaced White men voted for Trump in 2016. 

 A rightist political movement with tinges of the paranoid 
style also appeared, which displaced blame from capitalism’s flaws 
to big government.  The Tea Party movement also emerged during 
Obama’s first term.  While this loose set of groups was initially 
critical of both major political parties, they ended up being part of 
the Republican Party (GOP).  Later, Donald Trump put together a 
coalition that drew in discontented Whites from the manufacturing 
sector, Tea Partiers, and many traditional Republicans, White su-
premacists, and other radical rightists.  The paranoid style found a 
home in the resentful and rage-filled New York businessman.  He 
mesmerized the American public as hardly any other political fig-
ure has.  He intensified the polarization that had been plaguing the 
nation.  With the possible exception of Nixon, no other American 
president has been as susceptible to suspecting plots against him 
and the country as Trump. 

 Trump also has long had an affinity for each of the three 
components of American conservatism described in this paper.  
First, Trump distrusts the authorities in Washington.  In his own 
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business career, he resented the ways governments and banks have 
restricted him.  He had an ideological disdain for mobilizing the 
federal government in economic matters.  This became quite clear 
during the 2020 COVID-19 crisis.  Trump could have mobilized 
federal resources under existing statutes to combat the pandemic, 
but he did not.  In March 2020, Trump said he resisted a coordinat-
ed national plan and was reluctant to utilize the Defense Production 
Act because “We’re a country not based on nationalizing our busi-
ness….  The concept of nationalizing our business is not a good 
concept” (Ayesha Rascoe, “Trump Resists Using Wartime Law To 
Get, Distribute Coronavirus Supplies,” NPR, March 25, 2020).  
Trump confused having the government direct the coronavirus fight 
with nationalizing the means of production.  Given this refusal, the 
U.S. ended up having 20% of the world’s COVID-19 cases with 
just 4% of its population.  Capitalist ideology trumped public 
health.   

 Second, Trump rebels against any attempt to restrain per-
sonal choice.  During the pandemic, for instance, he usually refused 
to wear a mask.  At the height of the epidemic, he called on states 
to be liberated from COVID-19 restrictions.  Liberty over lives.   

 Third, his racist history dates back at least to the 1970s 
when the federal government sued him and his father for refusing to 
rent to African Americans in Trump properties.  His acts as Presi-
dent reflect his racial preferences.  He played the race card in re-
sponse to the racist Charlotte Unite the Right Rally in 2017, and 
once again in response to the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests.  
His first appointees to the Cabinet were Whiter and more male than 
any President since Reagan (Jasmine E. Lee, “Trump’s Cabinet So 
Far Is More White and Male Than Any First Cabinet,” New York 
Times, January 13, 2017, updated March 10, 2017).  Trump was 
the first President since Nixon to make no appointment in the first 
term of a Black judge to the federal appeals court (Madison Alder 
and Jasmine Ye Han, “Trump Nears Post-Nixon First: No Black 
Circuit Judges [Corrected],” Bloomberg News, June 24, 2020, up-
dated June 25, 2020).   

 Trump has also stereotyped and demonized other minorities.  
During his June 2015 announcement of his presidential candidacy, 
he talked of Mexico sending their rapists and criminals to the U.S.  
Later, during the 2016 campaign, he proposed a Muslim immigra-
tion ban.  Trump’s racist and nativist allegations are a prime exam-
ple of the American paranoid style.   
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 Trump’s conspiratorial sensibility is evident in his attrib-
uting fraud in American presidential elections.  After Obama was re
-elected in 2012, Trump tweeted that the results were “a total 
sham,” and “We should march on Washington and stop this traves-
ty.”  In October 2016, he proclaimed the election was being 
“rigged” for Hillary Clinton (Terrance Smith, “Trump has 
longstanding history of calling elections ‘rigged’ if he doesn’t like 
the results,” ABC News Radio, November 11, 2020).  Following his 
defeat by Biden in 2020, Trump often repeated that the election was 
stolen from him.  

 In 2021, Trump called for flocking to Washington to pre-
vent the results, and at the January 6, 2021 rally, he proclaimed that 
we won’t have a country anymore if the stolen election results were 
not overturned.  He directed the crowd to march on the Capitol.  
Trump sees plots whenever he perceives things not going his way.  
Others with similar mindsets stormed the Capitol that day and 
wreaked havoc.  During the Capitol invasion, there were chants to 
hang Vice President Mike Pence.  There was also the hunting of 
Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, bringing the Confederate 
flag into the halls of Congress, and a man wearing a Camp Ausch-
witz shirt.  Organized members of the Proud Boys and Oath Keep-
ers were no longer standing by but taking action.  It was as if the 
Capitol insurrection was a convention of the conspiratorial Right.   

 But Trump loyalists go beyond the ultraright.  On January 6, 
2021, 65% of House Republicans voted to decertify the 2020 Penn-
sylvania election tally (Andrew Solender, “Majority Of House Re-
publicans Vote To Reject Pennsylvania, Arizona Electors,” Forbes, 
January 7, 2021).  As late as February 2021, 67% of Republicans 
thought the 2020 election results were invalid (Jonathan Easley, 
“Majority of Republicans say 2020 election was invalid: poll,” The 
Hill, February 25, 2021).  These actions and sentiments are con-
sistent with a 2016 poll that found that 72% of registered Republi-
can voters doubted Obama’s U.S. citizenship (Josh Clinton and 
Carrie Roush, “Poll: Persistent Partisan Divide Over ‘Birther’ 
Question,” NBC News, August 10, 2016).  Despite the decisions of 
60 court cases and declarations by Trump’s Attorney General that 
there was no significant election fraud, these widespread Republi-
can tendencies to believe false statements remain.  They recall Sen-
ator Chris Murphy’s statements that Republicans doubt the legiti-
macy of any actual Democratic presidential victory.  Many Repub-
licans cannot handle uncomfortable truths and embrace conspirato-
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rial fiction.  These Republican beliefs are reflections of how many 
rightists have become unmoored and removed from factual realities 
since the Great Recession.  There is a widespread Republican and 
ultraright susceptibility to believe dire things about the opposition, 
including that domestic conspiracies are corrupting our nation.  Pol-
itics has become even more of a venue for projections.  That these 
paranoid political fears have engulfed so many is worrisome.   

 Again, it is following economic catastrophes and significant 
foreign affairs alterations that the paranoid style flourishes.  Attacks 
on Democrats as un-American occurred in the late 1930s, then 
again during the McCarthy era.  They faded some in the late 1950s 
and came back in full force after the 2008 economic collapse.         

 American political life has often been characterized by cy-
cles.  The paranoid style has had its ebbs and flows.  The Obama 
and Trump years witnessed a flourishing of often vile and malevo-
lent mental paranoid states.  Hofstadter said American politics have 
been characterized by uncommonly angry minds (Paranoid Style, 
3).  Anger is one thing; threats, violence, domestic terrorism, and 
storming the U.S. Capitol is another.   

 Examining the paranoid style and its history gives us some 
understanding of how we arrived at this contemporary state of po-
larization.  Beyond these unsettling phenomena are questions: To 
what extent is this partisanship a reflection of serious erosion of 
faith in republicanism?  To what extent is there a residual belief in a 
government of, by, and for the people?  Subsequent papers will ex-
plore this crucial topic.   

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

  

 
Virtual and hybrid meetings have the  

potential to open up our Work-in-Progress 
seminar meetings to the entire world. 
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Degrees of Suspicion and Paranoia:  
The Need for More In-Depth  

Psychohistorical Analysis 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistory Forum 

Keywords: followers, Ken Fuchsman, leaders, paranoia, politics,  
psychohistory, suspicion 

 Ken Fuchsman has done a fine job of surveying uses of par-
anoia from colonial times up to the present in “The Paranoid Style 
in American History and Politics: A Psychohistorical Examina-
tion,” although I wish he would have included the Know-Nothing 
(anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant, and anti-Irish) Party of the 1840s 
and 50s.  My goal here is to probe the uses and degrees of paranoia 
among leaders and followers in modern history, as well as to sug-
gest some more psychohistorical avenues of inquiry that Professor 
Fuchsman could develop.  

Paranoia Among Leaders 
 In terms of conscious motivations, paranoia abounds in pol-

itics and among political leaders.  Suspicion and mild paranoia in 
politics may even be requirements for long-term political success.  
Political leadership is a highly competitive, cutthroat business; 
those who are successful need to be constantly aware of the dan-
gers, especially from potential rivals.  This caution applies to demo-
cratic as well as dictatorial leadership.  Intense suspicion is so prev-
alent in the business of politics that it becomes a habit of mind and 
may not even be a conscious process.   

Of course, an excess of paranoia can ruin a politician’s ca-
reer.  Thus, Richard Milhous Nixon’s viewing his cabinet as ene-
mies was one of the components in his downfall.  At the moment, 
many Republican legislators are so driven by a realistic (or is it par-
anoid?) fear of being primaried by followers of former President 
Trump that they continue to go along with his “big lie” of having 
the 2020 election stolen from him despite Trump losing by over 
seven million votes.  Even after Saddam Hussein lost the Gulf War 
of 1990-1991, his generals, party leaders, and populace dared not 
go against a paranoid leader who was so murderous that he had first 
killed someone when he was about 12 years old.  Although he had 
destroyed his most feared weapons of mass destruction before the 
2003 Gulf War, Hussein feared being seen as weak without them so 
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much that he sought to keep their destruction a secret, even though 
this admission, along with thorough U.N. inspections could have 
averted the war and his ultimate death. 

 In teaching about the Third Reich, I’ve often wondered why 
Adolf Hitler was so much more successful than his numerous com-
petitors for domination of the Right-wing opposition to the Weimar 
Republic.  The answer I usually end up with is three-fold.  One, he 
was simply more sincerely paranoid in his belief in the stab-in-the-
back myth of why Germany lost World War I, causing most of his 
competitors to fall in line behind him.  Two, the National Socialist 
Workers’ Party that he built up from its very small beginnings gave 
him a greater base of support than his competitors.  Three, he was a 
highly decorated veteran of the trenches, unlike his competition. 

 In terms of unconscious motivations, there is also the issue 
of reasons behind the reluctance of what could be lifesaving para-
noia leading to protective actions.  Abraham Lincoln’s dismissal of 
a dream depicting his own assassination about a week before his 
actual assassination may be a reflection of a death wish.  Even 
those who find this possibility to be far-fetched need to contend 
with the reality of Lincoln, known to have bouts of suicidal depres-
sion, sometimes being dismissive of the real threats to his life, and 
not taking adequate precautions.  Leon Trotsky’s ambivalence 
about fighting for the leadership of the Russian Revolution upon 
the death of Lenin would cost him both the leadership and ultimate-
ly his life.      

Paranoia as an Electoral and Leadership Strategy 
 Fuchsman does a good job of providing examples of the us-

es of paranoia by successful leaders in America.  He even provides 
sound evidence of the fears that the leaders are trying to stoke with 
their rhetoric and scapegoating.  This is especially true in terms of 
White fears of Blacks and other non-Whites.  Both Nixon and Joe 
McCarthy rose to power based on the paranoid fears of Russian 
communism and the fantasy that it was the U.S. that had “lost” Chi-
na to communism.   

 Ultimately, Soviet communism would collapse because 
Gorbachev’s attempts at reform seriously reduced Russian paranoid 
fears of the United States (which was becoming a model of a more 
efficient, prosperous society), prompting a collapse from within the 
USSR as captive national groups pushed for their independence.  
Conservative claims that Reagan brought down the Soviet Union 
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are off the mark or at least greatly exaggerated.  Paranoid fantasies 
can help leaders come to power and help others hold on to power.  
However, in the long run, leaders must deal with the realities of the 
countries they lead.   

Psychohistorical Interpretations of the Paranoid Tradition in 
American Politics 

 Professor Fuchsman does a fine job of providing examples 
of the waves of political paranoia in our history and politics.  He 
does an especially good job covering Trump’s paranoid movement 
as well as racial elements in paranoia.  However, he does not write 
very much about the psychohistory of paranoia.  To my mind, it is 
insufficient to quote David Brion Davis and Nancy McWilliams on 
the basic terminology of paranoid projection, reference Steven 
Buser’s theory of Post-Trumpmatic Stress Disorder, and write 
about Erikson’s theory of how the Founding Fathers saw them-
selves as “freeborn sons.”  These references are insufficient.  It 
would be good to see Fuchsman’s own detailed and explicit psy-
chohistorical interpretation.  The only time he uses the term psy-
chohistory (in any of its forms) is in his title.   

It is my hope that in his response to the commentaries and in 
some future scholarship, Fuchsman will turn his considerable erudi-
tion and intellectual powers to the psychodynamics of paranoia.  
The splitting of the world into “good” and “bad” starts in the mind 
of the infant.  Fear of both the real and the imagined is the basis of 
paranoia.  Paranoid othering starts in the minds of ordinary Ameri-
cans, then gets projected onto politics and used by politicians for 
their purposes.  Although Fuchsman has some discussion of it, this 
fear and its origins need to be examined in greater psychoanalytic 
depth.  Reading (or rereading) Julia Kristeva’s Strangers to Our-
selves (1991) might be a useful starting point for his response to 
commentaries, and even for Fuchsman’s work-in-progress opus, 
The Nature of Being Human.  While appreciating his current work, 
I also look forward to Professor Fuchsman’s future psychohistorical 
contributions to this important subject. 

 Paul H. Elovitz’ biography can be found on page 147.    

  

Young Scholar and Clinician Subscription 
and Membership Awards are available. 
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Sources on the Psychology of Conspiracy 
to Supplement Fuchsman’s  
Political Approach 

Ted Goertzel—Rutgers University  

Keywords: agreeableness, Big Five-personality-traits, conspiracy-
ideation, literature, psychohistorian, psychology, rhetorical-device, Rich-
ard Hofstadter 

 Ken Fuchsman’s presentation was strong on political histo-
ry with only brief comments on the underlying psychology.  This 
has also been true of many discussions on the Psychohistory Fo-
rum’s Listserv.  This may be because psychohistorians read politi-
cal news, but many don’t follow the psychological research on con-
spiracy ideation.  Fuchsman asked me to suggest some references to 
this literature, which I will do here.   

Richard Hofstadter’s phrase “the paranoid style” naturally 
suggests looking at research on paranoid delusions.  But Hofstadter 
was talking about a rhetorical style, not a mental illness.  Psycho-
logical research has confirmed Hofstadter’s observation that people 
who use conspiracy ideation are not suffering from mental illness, 
perhaps with rare exceptions.  A readable essay on this is Preston 
Bost’s “Crazy Beliefs, Sane Believers: Toward a Cognitive Psy-
chology of Conspiracy Ideation” (Skeptical Inquirer, Vol. 29, No. 1, 
January 2015), which you can easily find on the web. 

Preston Bost reports that studies using the Big Five 
measures of personality traits have had some success.  The Big Five 
personality traits are openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism.  Can you guess which of these five 
is most correlated with conspiracy ideation?  If you read David 
Brooks’ column titled “Our Herd Immunity Failure” in the May 7, 
2021 New York Times, you will get a hint.  The trait that correlates 
best with conspiracy ideation is the lack of agreeableness, defined 
as being affable, tolerant, sensitive, trusting, kind, and warm.  This 
meshes with Brooks’ discussion of how high levels of “distrust, 
suspicion, and alienation” have marred American politics.  Lack of 
interpersonal trust is the key psychological factor here. 

If you are open to a statistical study, I can recommend Cam-
eron Kay’s “Predicting COVID-19 Conspiracist Ideation from the 
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Dark Tetrad traits” (not yet published but available on the web).  
The traits that are investigated are Machiavellianism, narcissism, 
psychopathy, and sadism.  Kay finds relationships with Machiavel-
lianism, a generalized distrust of others, with being rash and gener-
ally unconscientious. 

Conspiracy theories are often used as rhetorical devices to 
persuade others, even if the speaker has no strong belief in them.  If 
you are interested in this, I can recommend my article, “The Con-
spiracy Meme” (Skeptical Inquirer, Vol. 35, No. 1, January/
February 2011), easily found online.  If you want to be prepared to 
treat clients who are involved with conspiracy theories, I would rec-
ommend looking at a website called Conspiracy Theory Addiction.  
Everyone finds that you can’t talk people out of conspiracy beliefs; 
indeed, arguing with them typically makes the problem worse.  
What you may be able to do is help them to be less obsessed with 
them.  Strong beliefs don’t change abruptly, but they do fade away 
as people work on other problems. 

There is a huge psychological literature on conspiracy idea-
tion, much of it based on experimental studies and population sur-
veys.  I can recommend a review by Michael Butter and Peter 
Knight, “The History of Conspiracy Theory Research: A Review 
and Commentary.”  This is in a book edited by Joseph Uscinski 
called Conspiracy Theories and the People W ho Believe Them  
(2018), which has a lot of interesting papers (full disclosure: It in-
cludes one of mine).  It is available on Amazon in Kindle or print 
format and is well worth reading. 

Drawing links between the political history Fuchsman re-
viewed so well and the psychological literature isn’t easy, but psy-
chohistorians have the skills for it.  This can include biographical 
studies of leaders who use conspiracy theories as a rhetorical de-
vice, although it is hard to know when they believe what they say 
(sometimes) or when they are being manipulative (usually).  If you 
have clients who are obsessed with conspiracy beliefs, you might 
get insights from them that could be written up as case studies.  Ac-
ademic social psychologists often do experiments where people are 
exposed to conspiracy arguments.  Sociologists and political scien-
tists are more likely to analyze population surveys or review politi-
cal history.  Each of these approaches has its strengths and weak-
nesses; I believe they can reinforce each other. 

Ted Goertzel, PhD, is Professor Emeritus of Sociology at 
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Rutgers University.  He is author or co-author of Turncoats and 
True Believers (1992), Linus Pauling: A Life in Science in Medicine 
(1996), Fernando Henrique Cardoso: Reinventing Democracy in 
Brazil (1999), Brazil’s Lula: Rise and Fall of an Icon (2018), and 
other works.  His website is http://crab.rutgers.edu/~goertzel.  He 

can be emailed at tedgoertzel@gmail.com.  ❑ 

Targeting the Foreign Evil 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Keywords: axis-of-evil, chosen-enemy, delusion, group-fantasy, group-
trance, paranoid-style, projection, projective-identification, U.S.-foreign-
policy 

Ken Fuchsman’s incisive paper concentrates mainly on 
American domestic policy while analyzing the historical 
continuities of the paranoid style.  In only one passage, he refers to 
the foreign issues concerning McCarthyism and Americans’ anxiety 
of communism.  In this commentary, I want to add some reflections 
on U.S. foreign policy and international relations as an area for 
paranoid projections and projective identifications.  I exemplify the 
topic by analyzing the “axis of evil” and its different versions as 
projective constructions, from George W. Bush to John Bolton. 

To safeguard American national interests and exceptional-
ism, ideological arguments and even state violence have been con-
tinuously used as defenses against foreign contamination and intru-
sion.  Still clinging and aligning to unilateral power positions in a 
multipolar world is prone to produce group-fantasies and enemy 
images that induce trance-like behaviors, fatal decisions, egregious 
errors, and nightmarish scenes.  The projected enemy is no longer 
national but transnational, crossing nationalities.  The projector be-
comes partly fused with the projected enemy.  Consequently, the 
projector is anxiously tied to monitor, check, and control what the 
projected enemy is planning. 

In the restaging of the earlier traumas as depicted by Lloyd 
deMause in The Emotional Life of Nations (2002), people can first 
become hypervigilant and paranoid, then engage in ritually inflict-
ing the traumas upon others (the chosen enemies).  Delusional 
group-fantasies are adopted, and splits are acted out.  While de-
tached and estranged from their usual ways of feeling and behav-

http://crab.rutgers.edu/~goertzel
mailto:tedgoertzel@gmail.com
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ing, people are led to exploit and abuse others.  For steering people 
in their group-trance to accept and to accomplish the mission of the 
(preemptive) “War on Terror,” leaders must feed and seduce their 
supporters with subliminally effective images, words, tokens, and 
symbols. 

For example, when the “axis of evil”—first called the “axis 
of hatred” by President George W. Bush’s speechwriter David 
Frum—was proposed by Bush in his State of the Union address on 
January 29, 2002, it was meant to describe foreign enemy govern-
ments that allegedly sponsored terrorism and were about to use 
weapons of mass destruction.  The notation of the “axis of evil” as 
a projective construction was targeted against the foreign threats of 
that time after the 9/11 attacks by three countries: Iran, Iraq, and 
North Korea.  In response, Iran formed a political alliance, the anti-
Western “axis of resistance” comprised of Iran, Syria, and Hezbol-
lah, which later added the Iraqi Shia militias and the Houthis.  
North Korea continued its paranoid hypervigilance.  In the spring of 
2002, then-Undersecretary of State John Bolton gave a speech on 
“Beyond the Axis of Evil,” including Cuba, Libya, and Syria in the 
list of enemy states.  Libya and Syria were soon to become fields of 
utmost destruction.  Such violent scenes are far from the heroic pro-
motion of democracy and maintaining international peace.  

Thus, mutual enemy labeling results in vertigo, a vicious 
circle of extended projections where both competing coalitions are 
intertwined and embedded more deeply as enemies.  In such vertig-
inous dissociations, the enemy—the object of projection—can be 
partly aware of such projections.  However, in complex projective 
identification processes, the projected enemy can start to believe 
that they have the projected qualities, but it is also possible that the 
projected enemy neither internalizes nor completely identifies with 
the projected qualities.  Instead of that, the projected content can 
become outright rejected and counter-projected.  An example 
would be the “Great Satan” America, which regularly happens at 
Iranian rallies.  

The projected part of the mind contains unacceptable, re-
pressed “bad-self” (as well as “good-self”) representations.  They 
are felt to be better in control when externalized onto the outside 
world and the other’s face that reflects one’s own unknown face.  It 
is a shock to notice that omnipotent control is vulnerable and that 
threats to internal security do not arise solely from outside (from 
“them”) but are also haunting from inside, already dwelling among 
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“us,” which is manifested in riots and channeled through criminals, 
terrorists, hackers, and “Chinese viruses” acting all around “us.” 

Projections and projective identifications are not totally one-
way transfers from one mind to another but ways of unconscious 
interactive communications between two minds.  Subjects can be 
crushed by extensive and explosive projections, but they can also 
reach a better understanding of mutual relations if projections and 
projective identifications are dialectically discussed, their meanings 
negotiated, and the ensuing conflicts resolved.   

  Among Donald J. Trump’s national security advisors, both 
Michael T. Flynn and John Bolton carried on the American projec-
tive style with their stereotypical versions of the “axis of evil.”  
Flynn, the former U.S. intelligence officer, believed that the United 
States must wage global war, especially against “radical Islam” and 
its main rogue state supporters, identified by him as Iran and Rus-
sia.  For him, China was more an economic adversary, although 
Asia-Pacific enemies were also out there with an enormous number 
of “cyber warriors.”  In Michael Flynn’s work with Michael Le-
deen, The Field of Fight (2016), he approvingly referred to the an-
cient Chinese military strategist Sun Zi, who stressed the im-
portance of knowing your enemy.  Flynn’s vision of anti-West, anti
-American, and anti-Judeo-Christian enemies tied together ji-
hadists, their supporters, the Asia-Pacific adversaries, and the U.S. 
Democrat “progressives” (for him, “socialists”) who were, accord-
ing to his exaggerations, planning to impose Islamic laws on the 
citizens of Florida. 

In November 2018, John Bolton, as Trump’s national secu-
rity advisor, labeled Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua a “troika of 
tyranny” and a “triangle of terror,” at the same time hailing Brazil’s 
far-right president-elect Bolsonaro as a “positive sign” (Julian 
Borger, “Bolton praises Bolsonaro while declaring ‘troika of tyran-
ny’ in Latin America,” The Guardian, November 1, 2018)-—thus 
reversing President Barack Obama’s policies.  Such rhetorical de-
vices condense the images of threatening enemies and the suspi-
ciously alert U.S. superpower.  In his memoir, The Room Where It 
Happened (2020), Bolton expresses his lack of insight into a 
changed world view, continues to defend unilateral interventionism 
and endless wars for peace, and even projects the new structures of 
deterrence against potential enemies as far as to cyberspace.  Ironi-
cally, during Trump’s administration, the United States became en-
tangled in its own web of evil when it declined to support interna-
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tional agreements and was included in the “axis of environmental 
evil” by several international environmental organizations. 

As Jeremi Suri comments, John F. Kennedy and other for-
eign-policy makers learned to rethink after the Bay of Pigs and the 
Cold War, but “Bolton and Trump brought out the worst in one an-
other, multiplying the enduring harm to U.S. national interests and 
the international system” (“Bolton Is the Villain of His Own Mem-
oir,” Foreign Policy, June 24, 2020).  They combined their projec-
tive conspiratorial thinking and loose slogans, co-authoring manip-
ulative maneuvers at political, social, economic, and psychological 
levels. 

Researchers have recently studied U.S. liberals and con-
servatives to measure the relationship between political ideology 
and conspiratorial thinking and have found phenomena consistent 
with Richard Hofstadter’s account of the paranoid style.  The re-
sults of four large studies showed that a strong distrust of official-
dom and paranoid ideation was higher among conservatives, who 
were more likely than liberals to endorse specific conspiracy theo-
ries as well as conspiratorial worldviews in general.  Concerning 
the extremes, extreme conservatives were significantly more likely 
to engage in conspiratorial thinking than extreme liberals (see 
Sander van der Linden, Costas Panagopoulos, Flávio Azevedo, and 
John T. Jost, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics Revisited: 
An Ideological Asymmetry in Conspiratorial Thinking,” Political 
Psychology, Vol. 42, No. 1, 2021, 23-51). 

Targeting the foreign enemy in U.S. policy is based on the 
power constellations and internal images that remind me of James 
M. Glass’s depiction of the delusional world of the schizophrenic 
patient oscillating between the feelings of the victim and victimizer 
in Delusion: Internal Dimensions of Political Life (1985).  Political 
leaders whose success depends on the omnipotent feelings of domi-
nation and torment of the helpless reenact the delusional dramas 
and projective targeting on collective levels.  

In Strangers to Ourselves (1991), philosopher-
psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva argued that the capacity to tolerate the 
foreigner within us is a prerequisite for maintaining a cosmopolitan 
attitude and a non-subjugating encounter between people.  Not tar-
geting but embracing the foreigner makes for mutual wellbeing. 

Juhani Ihanus, PhD, is Associate Professor Emeritus of 
Cultural Psychology at the University of Helsinki, Associate Pro-
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fessor of the History of Science and Ideas at the University of Oulu, 
and Associate Professor of Art Education and Art Psychology at 
Aalto University.  He is also an international member of the Psy-
chohistory Forum who has published books and articles on psycho-
history, cultural and clinical psychology, the history of psychology 
and psychoanalysis, and biblio/poetry therapy.  Dr. Ihanus may be 
reached at juhani.ihanus@helsinki.fi.   

Some Psychodynamic Interpretations of 
the Paranoid Tradition 
Dorothea Leicher—Philadelphia School of Psychoanal. 

Keywords: biology, Haidt, moral-psychology, neuropsychoanalysis, para-
noid-schizoid, Sapolsky, Solms 

A major benefit of Ken Fuchsman’s paper is the investiga-
tion of when the paranoid style rises.  The following comments add 
information from experts in biology, neuropsychoanalysis, and 
moral psychology to expand on the economic and defensive func-
tions of the phenomenon. 

The discussion of the paranoid-schizoid position can be ex-
panded: Mark Solms analyzes the most basic emotion/
consciousness as a signal of moving to homeostatic balance 
(“good”) or away from it (“bad”).  As a corollary, survival re-
sources are essential in these assessments, linking morals and eco-
nomics.  Emotions respond to an imbalance that requires new solu-
tions to reestablish homeostasis.  In Melanie Klein’s “paranoid po-
sition,” the “good/bad” evaluation supersedes object constancy.  
Development proceeds through projective identification in which 
threatening emotions get projected onto someone who is hopefully 
more able to integrate them, and then are incorporated.   

The paranoid use of projection, where the threatening con-
tent is left with the despised other, is a truncated version of a nor-
mal developmental process used to exclude the other from the “in-
group” of concern.  Thus it is a form of psychological exploitation 
making someone else do your integrative work—a psychological 
“payoff” for paranoia.  According to James Gilligan in Why Some 
Politicians Are More Dangerous Than Others (2011), paranoia is a 
symbolic alternative to open aggression that also fluctuates with 
social and economic stressors.  The paranoid-schizoid position is 
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followed by the depressive position in which mourning is estab-
lished.  Paranoids can’t mourn. 

As survival threats, economic stressors can be expected to 
impact fluctuations of paranoia as a special case of terror manage-
ment theory.  In most complex animals, especially primates, surviv-
al fears are also sublimated to social standing in the group.  In Rob-
ert Sapolsky’s book Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best 
and Worst (2017), he documents that subjective lowering of status 
increases stress, whereas positive status-reminders—including dis-
placement-aggression—lessens it.  Agriculture and specialization 
vastly increased surpluses, resulting in the development of hierar-
chies and the exploitation of children, peasants, serfs, slaves, and 
women.  

Jonathan Haidt’s theory of moral development in The 
Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and 
Religion (2012) is consistent with Solms’ focus on emotions.  Haidt 
highlights the cooperative function of morals and their antonyms: 
care/harm, fairness/cheating, liberty/oppression loyalty/betrayal, 
authority/subversion, and sanctity/degradation.  He describes our 
Western culture as a rationalistic and individualistic outlier com-
pared to the rest, which are more collective-oriented.     

Haidt also emphasizes that our cognition did not develop to 
discern “objective” truths but to get allies in the tribe for our own 
projects, which puts our present subjectivity and polarization into a 
still unflattering perspective.  His theory can explain the increased 
paranoia in the Declaration of Independence: The declaration was 
an assault on the authority foundation and only palatable if the king 
was a tyrant, justifying fighting under the liberty/oppression foun-
dation—thus becoming an economic fight changed into a moral 
one.  James W. Loewen describes how the image of indigenous 
peoples changed similarly to justify their exploitation in Lies My 
Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got 
Wrong (1995).   

Erik Erikson’s emphasis on “freedom” amongst the Found-
ing Fathers and their “fear of submitting to inner or outer autocra-
cy” indicates a defense to a repressed trauma.  It hints at psycholog-
ical “orphaning” and fosters individualism, which is a problematic 
American hallmark as it leads to suspicions of the common good as 
represented by the community.  In an ironic return of the repressed, 
the adulation of corporations reintroduces an economic quasi-feudal 



Page 204       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

system in which loyalty is praised unconditionally and systemic 
failures are vehemently projected (“austerity” fights).  The return of 
the repressed can also explain the discrepancy between our egalitar-
ian ideals and actions: Our practice followed the predatory imperi-
alism we protested much more closely than the ideals we pro-
claimed.  The more a culture is unable to mourn injuries and losses, 
the more likely it is to inflict their trauma onto others because that 
is the only way left to reduce the impact of the trauma.   

The triggers for increased paranoia (e.g., economic reces-
sions/depressions, racial/ethnic tensions, the prominence of the 
Left, and changes in foreign affairs) have a common denominator 
as internal or external threats to the “tribal”/in-group homeostasis.  
The amount of underlying panic in these reactions indicates a con-
siderable fragility/lack of maturity.  The strong current of White 
supremacy goes in the same direction of primitive biological urges 
being pursued in an unquestioned and unprocessed manner.  In this 
context, a limitation of Fuchsman’s paper stands out: By focusing 
on the Right, although acknowledging that paranoia also occurs on 
the Left, the paper loses an important comparison.  I suspect the 
preponderance of left paranoia might be less, just like the cited pro-
portion of violent hate crimes, but this would make analyzing the 
differences all the more useful.  Haidt warns of pathologizing con-
servatism, which is well-taken; it is all too easy to take our ideolo-
gies as unquestioned “givens” that then bias our research.  The ref-
erence to the current polarization being reminiscent of the pre-Civil 
War period may give a clue as our society is in the throes of major 
lifestyle reforms that are needed if we want to survive, so the ideo-
logies harden on both sides out of fear of annihilation. 

The projection of sexual superiority on enslaved Black peo-
ple may have had a kernel of truth for most slaves did not experi-
ence the persistent sexual repression of Christian cultures.  This 
could have aroused envy, to be acted out with vengeance.  I suspect 
that these fears are still current and now foster the “replacement 
theories” which increase racism.  An increase in paranoia after the 
collapse of the USSR is also to be expected—the paranoid faction 
had lost a “safe” distant container for “toxins” and the main re-
placements were internal substitutes closer to home. 

Additionally, after WWII, the U.S. had the advantage of 
having a powerful economy without the war damages of others but 
the glory of a winner.  Using Kevin Phillips’ logic about wealth in 
Wealth and Democracy (2002), a “windfall” of this sort is a prob-
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lem since, statistically, it has to be followed by a let-down, regres-
sion toward the mean.  Usually, the accidental success has been in-
corporated into a hypo-manic defense of “we are that good,” which 
makes changing more difficult.  We are still struggling to come to 
terms with our equalization internationally and our legacy of mar-
ginalized groups internally, which both threaten sacrifices by for-
merly privileged groups.  One rarely acknowledged truth is that 
since the beginning of agriculture, the generators of wealth (farmers 
and artisans) have usually not been compensated for their back-
breaking contribution to social wealth.  The credit went to military 
and religious/administrative elites who usurped distribution.  The 
paradigm of physical labor not being prized may be biological: All 
animals prey on plants and many prey on each other, a natural ver-
sion of “corporate” greed.  Nevertheless, it is a bias to be rectified.  
Our future progress may depend on helping the paranoid popula-
tions on either side to advance to being able to mourn so we can 
progress to a sustainable culture. 

Dorothea Leicher, NCPsyA, was born in Germany and 
came to the U.S. in 1976 to complete her training in social work 
and psychoanalysis.  Besides practicing, she was the administrator 
of the PSP clinic and accredited the clinic to a managed care mod-
el for Medicaid patients.  She retired from clinical practice in men-
tal health and addiction in 2017 and has been cruising on a sail-
boat ever since, partly to experiment with lifestyle changes in the 
face of climate disruption.  She can be contacted at dlei-
cher@dleicher.com.   

Mass Psychosis and the Paranoid Style  

David Lotto—The Journal of Psychohistory 

Keywords: clinical-paranoia, Left, paranoid-schizophrenia, politics, poor
-reality-testing, projection, psychosis, Right, splitting, Trump  

There are two issues I’d like to briefly address in Dr. 
Fuchsman’s excellent paper.  The first is my response to the sen-
tence at the end of his opening paragraph: “this essay focuses on 
the psychology and history of [the paranoid style], which occur 
throughout the political spectrum...”  He then goes on to give sever-
al examples which, except for the somewhat paranoid statements of 
some of our founding fathers regarding King George, are all acts 
and beliefs that come from those on the political Right.  Regarding 
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the paranoid style on the political Left, it’s fair enough if one in-
cludes characters like Stalin and Mao as well as Pol Pot, Hoxha, 
Ceaușescu, and maybe even Fidel and Chavez as Left, not Right.  

 But in the U.S., the current context of the Left essentially 
means being a Bernie Sanders progressive democrat.  None of the 
alleged leftists in the rogue’s gallery mentioned above could re-
motely be considered liberals or hold traditional liberal humanistic 
values.  A long way from being progressive democrats, they gov-
erned using authoritarian methods with little respect for human 
rights.  They can be considered to be on the Left because of their 
adherence to communist or socialist economic models, and they are 
bitter enemies of private capitalism.  But it would be most accurate 
to describe their economic systems as state capitalism where gov-
ernment bureaucrats essentially play the same role as the CEOs of 
private corporations under traditional capitalism. 

 I would make the argument that the paranoid style is an es-
sential aspect of the American Right.  The main characteristic of a 
paranoid stance is that the world, and the “others” in it, have bad 
intentions toward you.  There are enemies out there who want to do 
you harm.  This characteristic underlies such Right-wing proclivi-
ties as Nativism and xenophobia (e.g., those immigrants are going 
to take our jobs and live off our hard-earned tax dollars), racism 
(e.g., if we don’t keep them in their place they will do us harm, they 
will “replace” us), belligerent foreign policy preferences (e.g., the 
Russian and Chinese communists are our mortal enemies and they 
must be contained, otherwise they will storm and overrun the West-
ern World), and fondness for weapons (e.g., we have to be prepared 
to defend ourselves when our enemies, foreign or domestic, come 
after us).  Another characteristic of the Right is the embrace of 
chauvinistic patriotism and its chief symbol, the flag.  This is chau-
vinistic if along with the pride in being “American” comes the be-
lief that Americans are superior to others.  To use psychological 
terms, the contention here is that splitting and projection in the po-
litical arena is far more prevalent on the Right than it is on the 
Left—or everywhere else for that matter.   

 The second issue is one that came up in the discussion fol-
lowing Dr. Fuchsman’s presentation at the Forum concerning the 
meaning and use of the term paranoia or paranoid.  There was a 
question about distinguishing between “clinical paranoia” and those 
employing the paranoid style.  I have had some experience working 
therapeutically with people diagnosed as paranoid schizophrenic.  
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The main difference between my patients, concerning beliefs and 
belief systems, and those who firmly believe that the election was 
stolen, along with a variety of other clearly delusional beliefs, is 
that my patients, in their saner moments, know there is something 
wrong with their thinking. 

 I believe that the current Trump-and-his-followers’ phe-
nomenon is best characterized as a mass psychosis.  Recent polling 
data finds that 70% of self-identified Republican voters hold the 
delusional belief that the election was stolen and that Biden is not 
the legitimate president of the United States (Berkshire Eagle, May 
7, 2021, A6).  That’s a lot of people.  We are truly dealing with a 
mass psychosis.  The historical precedents would be things like the 
widespread belief in the very real existence of witches, Satan, or 
both.  The era most like this in recent American history, with a 
widespread delusional belief system, was at the height of the 
McCarthy era when his claim that communists intent on destroying 
the American way of life were everywhere, which was believed by 
many.  I do think the Trump era has reached a fevered pitch where 
many, including a large number of Republican Representatives and 
Senators, are swearing fealty to their leader.  The delusional belief 
that the election was stolen is the price of admission to the cult of 
Trump.  

 One of the main features of the mental aberrations, in the 
area of cognition, is called “poor reality testing.”  We see this in 
individuals who are diagnosed with psychosis, and the term means 
having trouble distinguishing between what is reality and what is 
fantasy.  It can manifest as perceptual hallucinations (usually hear-
ing voices), but most often, particularly in paranoid schizophrenia, 
it manifests as being in thrall to a delusional system. 

 Delusions have three defining features.  First, they are 
false; second, they are emotionally significant beliefs or belief sys-
tems; and third, they are strongly and rigidly held and largely im-
pervious to information that would suggest what they believe does 
not match reality.  Those loyal followers of Trump who truly think 
that the election was stolen, particularly those still holding onto this 
belief at this time, close to six months past the election, are suffer-
ing from a psychotic illness.   

My prediction is that at some point the psychosis will sub-
side, either in a sudden collapse or, more likely, that the true believ-
ers will gradually become marginalized and find their place at the 
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fringes of the political spectrum where they have lurked through 
most of this country’s history. 

 David Lotto, PhD, is a veteran psychologist, psychoana-
lyst, and psychohistorian who is a longtime member of the Psycho-
history Forum.  He practices psychotherapy in Western Massachu-
setts, edits The Journal of Psychohistory, and may be reached at 
dlotto@nycap.rr.com.   

The Geographical “Solution”:  
A Source of National Paranoia? 

Candace Orcutt—Psychohist. Forum Research Associate 

Keywords: collective-self, developmental-stage, freedom, paranoia, pro-
jection, psychoanalysis, Westering 

 Dr. Fuchman’s evocative and topical presentation opened 
the way to exploring a problematic cultural stance in this country: 
attribution of our social woes to the influence of “alien” groups and 
movements (both domestic and foreign).  This was described as a 
“paranoid” phenomenon—ranging from suspiciousness to psycho-
sis—that could extend beyond individual opinion to political con-
viction. 

 I would like to propose that the American tendency toward 
paranoia might be further understood if the psychoanalytic defini-
tion of paranoia is considered.  As put forward by analyst Melanie 
Klein, a paranoid reaction is one in which undesirable psychic 
states in the individual are attributed to external sources (notably to 
others), often with great intensity.  Klein attributes this to an imma-
ture capacity to contain and manage negative feelings and reac-
tions, therefore “projecting” responsibility for them to a location 
(notably human) outside the self.  Thus, it would seem that in this 
example blame belongs with “him,” not “me,” or in the case of so-
cial groups, with “them,” not “us.”  Klein sees this as a normal de-
velopmental stage that becomes pathological if it persists to adult-
hood.  It is a distortion of the normal dependent child-state preced-
ing the more mature stage of responsibility.  Normal development 
would next facilitate the individual ability to modify subjective 
wants with a realistic understanding of the needs of others—a stage 
described by Klein’s colleague, Donald Winnicott, as “the capacity 
for concern.”  Caught in a developmental passing-the-buck, howev-
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er, the paranoid individual will continue to locate the source of con-
flict outside the self.  

 Other psychoanalysts, Freud and Jung in particular, suggest 
that social groups may act as though they were collective individu-
als, and subsequently may evolve through stages of psychic growth 
parallel to those experienced in the development of the individual 
self.  It then could be argued that a young and growing nation might 
be subject to emotional passages similar to those experienced by 
young and growing persons, and to a similar distortion of those pas-
sages.  In America, a substantial part of the population might be 
overly inclined to locate social problems with “others” rather than 
adapt to the needs of a wider social context along with the needs of 
their own group. 

 Sometimes, clinicians ironically refer to this psychological 
maneuver as a “geographical solution,” as the patient decides to 
move out of town, job, partnership, or even psychotherapy to evade 
dealing with personal change.  The patient acts as if psychic con-
flict over adaptation can be literally located outside the self and 
moved away from. 

 Before going further, it should be said that the complex tap-
estry of national paranoia cannot be woven with just one thread.  
However, there seems to be merit in considering that American par-
anoia may have become more pronounced as “Westering” to unset-
tled land has ceased to provide a “geographical solution” to social 
conflict.  If projection is still used to avoid self-awareness, the time-
honored device of scapegoating may become the predominant 
means of locating blame elsewhere.   

 It might even be said that the United States was founded as 
a geographical solution to social conflict.  The country was settled 
by those seeking freedom from social constraint, even persecution, 
in their place of origin.  They looked for space to settle as they 
chose either to develop a more desirable form of government to live 
with or pursue a specific way of life or belief without outside regu-
lation.  Those in the first group tended to settle in place and develop 
agreed-upon rules respectful of individual approaches to mutual 
goals while those in the second group remained less encumbered by 
the demands of any growing, diverse social context by continuing 
to move westward.  North America seemed to offer endless territo-
ry to accommodate (for instance) the idealized lone cowhand or the 
religious sect.  In all fairness, it should be noted that neither the first 
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nor second group necessarily came into existence for paranoid rea-
sons; the need to relocate was often based on a very real need to 
survive.  The paranoid inclination, when present, developed parallel 
to the situation and likely over time. 

   Curiously, it would seem that America was founded on a 
contradictory concept of freedom as understood by these two 
groups.  On the one hand, democratically inclined settlers perceive 
freedom as the outcome of cooperation among individual differ-
ences.  On the other hand, Westering settlers tended to define free-
dom as the unquestioned right to do whatever they had chosen to 
do.  For the latter group, the geographical solution allowed the pro-
jection of social conflict room enough to seem inconsequential and 
even a heroic expression of freedom.  But when space ran out, the 
problematic nature of projection appeared increasingly in persecu-
tory manifestations of “us” and “them” paranoid thinking. 

 The paranoid part of America, accustomed to being able to 
locate the source of conflict outside the self—indeed, even identify-
ing this stance with a patriotic belief in freedom—sees its national 
idealism as threatened.  It is then difficult, sometimes impossible, to 
argue reasonably that social freedom can only be maintained when 
we are all willing to make some space for each other.  However, in 
a world growing steadily smaller, finding a place where no one is in 
disagreement seems increasingly unlikely.  A realistic degree of 
change in the self is a necessary part of growing up.  Our collective 
self would seem to have as difficult a time as our child self in com-
ing of age. 

 Candace Orcutt, MA, PhD, is a clinical social worker and 
psychoanalyst specializing in the teaching and supervision of psy-
choanalytic psychotherapy.  She is the author of The Unanswered 
Self: The Masterson Approach to the Healing of Personality Disor-
ders (2021), which was recently released with Karnac/Confer, and 
she is a Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  She may 
be contacted at Candacephd@optonline.net.   

 

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on Our Emotional Connection to Art & Music    
 

 What draws us to particular art?  To what elements of our conscious and 
unconscious does it connect?  To what extent are we curious about what the artist 
experienced in the act of creation?  What does it feel like to possess great art?   

 Ways in which music serves as an identifier of individuals, generations, and groups  

 How certain music, such as rock, define generations  
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Seeking to Understand the Fears  
Leading to Paranoia 

Pamela Steiner—Harvard School of Public Health 

Keywords: Armenia, Azerbaijan, environmental-destruction, fear, histori-
ans, pathologize, Trump, Turkey 

As I detail some comments and associations to Ken 
Fuchsman’s “The Paranoid Style” paper, I also pose open-ended 
questions to the readers.  Let me refer to the paragraph in his paper 
starting with “These phenomena appear in the revolutionary peri-
od….”  If I understand correctly, the discussion that follows refers 
to the “comprehensive conspiracy” that historians Bernard Bailyn 
and Gordon Wood claim some American revolutionaries had about 
the British crown’s intent.  Was conspiracy what the revolutionaries 
were convinced of and lacked evidence for, or were they conscious-
ly propagandizing?  

In my ignorance of the historians, I find the statement in the 
Declaration of Independence one of fact.  Fuchsman sees it differ-
ently: “This quote is characteristic of the paranoid style with its 
projection of evil onto malevolent political authorities and assign-
ing virtue to the rebels.”  Might the statement in the Declaration 
perhaps instead be understood as a generalization about a political 
situation, possibly exaggerated because of the necessity to be brief, 
at least in the first place?  If not, how do you think the Declaration 
writers could have phrased it better?  

I agree with Bessel van der Kolk’s view that our “emotions 
tell us what we value” and therefore are where we should look to 
understand minds’ beliefs and individuals’ actions.  When what we 
value is threatened, we feel in danger of great loss, and if we do not 
experience ourselves as having the power or means to prevent that 
great loss, we fear and—under certain circumstances in the outside 
world—our fears run away with us.  So when I see fear, I am inter-
ested in learning about its source in the real world and how it’s con-
structed by the speaker.  

Fuchsman’s analysis finds White supremacists claiming and 
protecting various forms of superiority such as entitlement to abso-
lute freedom, great material wealth, unchallengeable sexual poten-
cy, and being a majority in their country.  Underlying all the claims, 
isn’t the fear associated with losing that superiority real, even if 
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some of the fears are way off target?  

Fuchsman speaks of Hitler and Trump.  During the earliest 
days of Trump’s presidency, if not before, Michael Moore likened 
Trump to Hitler because of his threat to our democracy.  I was 
frightened and enraged by Trump more deeply and earlier than my 
less-Left-leaning husband.  If Trump had won in 2020, I spoke of 
going onto the street to fight.  If the Right-wing becomes widely 
active on the streets, then what?  Were and are my fears paranoid?  
How are we to judge? 

One implication of this is that it seems to me to be less 
pathologizing if pathologizing at all.  It normalizes what the mind 
does to the threats and fears as natural results of extreme external 
threats and events.  The implication also seems to support Richard 
Hofstader’s claim that he was not using paranoid “in a clinical 
sense.”  To me, labeling individuals or their thinking as “paranoid” 
imposes a negative, pathologizing judgment in ordinary parlance.  
Hofstader’s work emerged in 1964 well before trauma psychology 
became a dominant approach.  

In general, I do not wish to pathologize others.  Apart from 
being able to find some extreme fantasies and thoughts in myself or 
at least an understanding of them, my primary reason for wanting to 
understand them and for wanting to understand them as I do is be-
cause I work to change the minds of people who hold political val-
ues that I do not support.  The two primary values I take a moral 
stand on are human rights and the processing of difference produc-
tively or constructively.  My whole background leads me to commit 
to understanding peoples’ anti-human rights (e.g., White suprema-
cy) and anti-productive, anti-democratic rule of law (i.e., non-
violent), processing difference while sometimes simultaneously 
judging.  At the same time, I advocate that those who act to violate 
the human rights of others should be held accountable.   

Pamela Steiner, EdD, MEd, is a Senior Fellow with the 
François-Xavier Bagnoud (FXB) Center for Health and Human 
Rights at the Harvard School of Public Health where she directs 
the Intercommunal Trust Building Project.  She is also a psycho-
therapist focusing on trauma and author of Collective Trauma and 
The Armenian Genocide: Armenian, Turkish and Azerbaijani Rela-
tions since 1839 (2021).  She welcomes help from those among us 
with an interest in designing a group format for processing collec-
tive trauma among Armenians, Turks, Azerbaijanis, and others 
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whose positions are infused with elements of “paranoid style.”  Dr. 
Steiner may be contacted at psteiner@hsph.harvard.edu.   

The French: European Champions of  
Anxiety and Mistrust? 

Brigitte Demeure—Société française de psychohistoire 

Abstract: Collective anxiety and mistrust are growing in France due to a 
major civilizational shift that has taken place in the last 40 years.  The 
ultimate consequences left on French society due to this shift are dis-
cussed.   

Keywords: collective-anxiety-and-distrust, economic-insecurity, far-
Right, French-political-history, immigration-from-Arab-Muslim-
countries, Ken Fuchsman, René Kaës   

Ken Fuchsman’s paper opens up a world of America with 
paranoid, evangelical, and millenarist conspiracies as well as hate 
speech that is so foreign to me that it feels like another planet, not 
of Martians, but Trumpians!  I will take this opportunity to discuss 
the very different evolution in France where anxiety and mistrust, 
but not paranoia are strong.  

For several decades, France seems to have been leading the 
world in the consumption by inhabitants of psychotropic drugs 
(e.g., antidepressants, tranquilizers, sleeping pills, neuroleptics).  It 
is also one of the European countries with the highest suicide rates.  
In terms of the World Happiness Report, France places quite low, 
toward the bottom of the index, while Northern European countries 
are in the lead.  Researchers Yann Algan and Pierre Cahuc explain 
that the difference in performance between France and the Nordic 
countries is because the French don’t trust anything (i.e., govern-
ment, national elected officials, companies, media, unions, justice) 
or anyone (see “Inherited Trust and Growth,” American Economic 
Review, Vol. 100, No. 5).  When asked if it is possible to trust oth-
ers, nearly 80% of French people answer “no” while 60-70% of 
people in Nordic countries answer “yes.”  Researchers say that this 
mistrust not only explains our country’s low economic and social 
scores, but they also claim that it is the reason why France ranks 
relatively low in terms of happiness.   

For Jérôme Fourquet, political analyst and director of the 
Opinion Department at French Institute of Public Opinion (IFOP—
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opinion polls and marketing studies), France has been going 
through profound changes for several decades.  It is these changes 
that I will present here, which could help explain this major feeling 
of mistrust.  Fourquet explains in his book, L'archipel français - 
naissance d'une nation multiple et divisée (The French Archipelago 
- Birth of a Multiple and Divided Nation, 2020), that for a large 
part of the 20th century, elections were determined by the religious 
variable.  Whatever the social class, from one region to another, it 
was the Catholicism/Republicanism divide that determined the out-
come of elections in France.  According to this political scientist, 
we have gradually witnessed the disappearance of the religious ma-
trix, which constituted the invisible or unconscious foundation of 
our society.  Entire sections of the Judeo-Christian frame of refer-
ence appear to be shattered and obsolete, which constitutes a major 
civilizational and anthropological shift.   

Since the 1970s, we have witnessed the end of the rural-
peasant society, the decline of the structuring institutions that were 
the Church and the Communist Party, the advent of the consumer 
society, the rise in the standard of living, and sexual liberation.  
Moreover, there has been a shift from a demographically homoge-
neous society of pre-1970 to an ethnocultural diversified society.  
This fundamental change occurred in the space of about 40 years, 
which constitutes another major sociological and political fact.   

Northwestern African immigration became visible in 1983.  
There was a sudden emergence of this social group in the landscape 
and collective representations.  This generated an awareness that 
had long-lasting and profound repercussions, particularly in the 
electoral field.  This year was a tipping point and corresponded to 
the establishment of the extreme Right-wing National Front party.   

Several events (including 9/11 in the U.S.) have induced 
deep anguish in the population and a hostile climate to Islamism.  A 
demographic change is currently at work since the share of the pop-
ulation coming from the Arab-Muslim world will represent one out 
of five inhabitants, or possibly one out of four in a few years.  Fur-
thermore, a growing gap is emerging between a majority of the 
population engaged in a process of definitive secularization and 
groups (such as Muslims, evangelicals, conservative Catholics) 
marked by a religious revival and a strong conservatism in terms of 
morals (sexuality, procreation, etc.).   

From the economic point of view, there is also a correlation 
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between the vote for the far-Right party and the growing unemploy-
ment rate, economic insecurity, feelings of abandonment, and an-
ger.  Unlike in the U.S., as described by Ken Fuchsman in his arti-
cle, “The Paranoid Style in American History and Politics: A Psy-
chohistorical Examination,” there is still little or no polarization of 
social life. 

According to Jérôme Fourquet, we are currently witnessing 
the birth of a French nation made up of an archipelago of islands 
that ignore each other: the elites, the working classes, the Catholic 
and Islamic minorities, and the dislocation of common cultural ref-
erences.  In addition to the anxieties caused by these societal up-
heavals, there is also the fact that we live in a culture of mistrust.  
In his book Le Malêtre (The Distress, 2012), French psychoanalyst 
René Kaës proposes a contemporary revision of Freud’s Civiliza-
tion and Its Discontents (1930).  He underlines one of the roots of 
the current malaise, which would correspond to a disruption of the 
guarantors that allow the humanization of society.  The author de-
fines four metasocial guarantors that ensure trust in society: Reli-
gion, which guarantees against death anxiety; Law, which protects 
against arbitrariness; Culture, which supports our capacity to repre-
sent the world; and Science, which protects against submission to 
ignorance.  Their function is to guarantee sufficient stability of so-
cial formations and their legitimacy.  Their bankruptcy, failure, or 
insufficiency have generated mistrust.   

Kaës describes distrust as a defensive measure against a 
threatening danger.  It is a withdrawal of trust that indicates one 
cannot definitively rely on anything.  The world, others, and oneself 
are no longer reliable.  This hardly perceptible decomposition of 
trust generates uncertainty and reactionary regressions toward radi-
cal religious, and ideological positions, and anguish in front of 
these crises.  However, it is not a question of paranoia as indicated 
by Fuchsman, as it is possible to observe in the U.S., but of very 
strong anxiety, even if conspiracy theories flourish on social net-
works.   

There are many ways to deal with the resultant anxiety and 
anguish.  But whereas some time ago the French seemed to con-
sume less psychotropic drugs, consumption exploded again during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  A study confirms the degradation of the 
mental health of the French under the effect of the health crisis (Le 
Monde, May 28, 2021).  According to René Kaës, new guarantors 
leading to restored trust have to be invented or restored.  Fortunate-
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ly, many societal creative initiatives exist in France.  However, 
since they have not yet reached a critical mass, they are not always 
known by the general public. 

Brigitte Demeure, PhD, has worked for many years in in-
ternational trade and is also an activist and member of the board of 
various international solidarity non-governmental-organizations 
(NGOs) defending workers’ rights.  She holds a master’s degree in 
intercultural negotiation, a PhD in history, and is a qualified trans-
lator and author of many psychohistorical articles published in 
France, Germany, and the United States.  Dr. Demeure has re-
ceived two awards from the American College of Psychoanalysts 
(ACOPSA) in the U.S.  She can be contacted at brigit-

tedemeure@wanadoo.fr.  ❑ 

The Paranoid Style Revisited 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

Keywords: American-politics, conspiracy-theories, delusions, mass-
psychosis, polarizing, political-opponent, political-psychology, psychoa-
nalysis, psychohistory 

The paranoid style is prominent in this era of highly partisan 
American politics.  The period after the Obama presidency is the 
most polarizing time since the Civil War era.  One recent sign of 
this division is a CBS/YouGov poll where 57% of Republicans 
considered Democrats to be enemies and 43% as political oppo-
nents, while for Democrats 41% of Republicans are seen as ene-
mies and 59% as the opposition (Anthony Salvanto, “Majority fa-
vor conviction as impeachment trial begins, but many Republicans 
urge loyalty to Trump — CBS News poll,” CBS News, February 9, 
2021).  David Lotto in his paper cites an early May 2021 poll where 
70% of Republicans believed that Biden was not legitimately elect-
ed as President (Berkshire Eagle, May 7, 2021, A6).  Both Dr. Lot-
to and I are seeking to explain the extraordinary divisiveness and 
how so many Americans believe the falsehood that Trump won the 
election.  For David Lotto, the “delusion” can be understood as a 
“mass psychosis.”  He says that those who are diagnosed with psy-
chosis have poor reality testing and are subject to delusions.   

To Lotto, delusions are false assertions that are part of a be-
lief system, impervious to change when confronted with reality.  He 
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says that Trump’s followers at this point are “suffering from a psy-
chotic illness.”  How do we make sense of Lotto’s characteriza-
tions?  The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
Fifth Edition (DSM-5) says that psychotic disorders have abnor-
malities in one or more of the following: delusions, hallucinations, 
disorganized thinking, abnormal motor behaviors, and negative 
symptoms.  Delusions are “deemed bizarre if they are clearly im-
plausible and not understandable to same-culture peers” (DSM-5, 
87).  The belief that Trump won the election may not be bizarre, as 
many Republican peers think it is plausible and even accurate.   

Lotto has extracted one of five possible symptoms of psy-
chosis and then applies psychosis to those who support the big lie 
that Trump won the election.  What distinguishes a delusion from a 
false belief?  Might false beliefs also have the same characteristics 
as delusions without an individual being psychotic?  In a parallel 
case, Hofstadter used the term paranoid style rather than paranoia 
for a reason.  As Dr. Goertzel reports: “Psychological research has 
confirmed Hofstadter’s observation that people who use conspiracy 
ideation are not suffering from mental illness, perhaps with rare ex-
ceptions.”  Certainly, as a historian dependent on documentation 
Hofstadter had no way of knowing whether those in the political 
arena who believed conspiracy theories were paranoid in the rest of 
their lives.  For that reason, the paranoid style was a better choice 
than paranoia.  Would this also then apply to what Dr. Lotto pro-
poses?  Would mass psychotic style be a more advisable term than 
mass psychosis?  Does labeling Trumpites as psychotic bring un-
derstanding or does it lessen the humanity of those who embrace 
untenable positions? 

Some of my questions concerning Lotto’s assertions apply 
to Paul Elovitz’ paper.  He uses the word paranoia or paranoid 15 
times and paranoid style just three times, always referring to the 
title of my paper.  I am not discussing paranoia itself but instead 
using Hofstadter’s paranoid style.  For the reasons elucidated 
above, it may have been advisable for Elovitz to have done the 
same.  On other occasions, Dr. Elovitz has said that my writings are 
not psychohistorical because they are not sufficiently psychody-
namic.  In this paper, he says I need greater psychoanalytic depth 
and that I should use psychoanalysis to investigate paranoia.  As 
indebted as I am to a psychoanalytic approach, I have reservations 
about psychoanalysis being psychohistory’s center. 

While Freudian psychoanalysis is one of the great contribu-
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tions to human understanding, our field is psychohistory and not 
psychoanalytic history.  Therefore, we need to first rigorously inte-
grate the findings of psychoanalysis and academic psychology, as 
neither are sufficient by themselves.  Second, for all its brilliant in-
sight, Freud’s theories have issues.  Martin Bergmann finds that, 
unlike natural sciences, psychoanalysis does not have methods of 
resolving differences through empirical testing.  “Disagreements 
between psychoanalytic schools…more closely resembled religious 
and philosophical disputes” (Understanding Dissidence and Con-
troversy in the History of Psychoanalysis, Martin Bergmann, ed., 
2004, 2).  Psychoanalysis has epistemological dilemmas.   

Third, Freudian psychoanalysis focuses more on internal 
dynamics than an integration of the internal with the external phe-
nomenon.  This is unfortunate as psychoanalysis needs to thorough-
ly interconnect the psychical with other experiences.  Fourth, 
Freud’s writings focus much more on pre-puberty than on subse-
quent periods.  Since Freudian psychoanalysis has epistemological 
challenges, does not have a strong connection between the external 
and internal, nor does it often adequately include development 
throughout the life span, Freud’s doctrines have limited use as full 
human psychology or as the central foundation for psychohistory.  
If we become partisans of psychoanalysis, with its virtues and 
flaws, over other psychologies, we cannot get to the comprehensive 
human psychology that helps us better understand what it means to 
be human. 

Paul Elovitz implies that I am not that psychohistorical as I 
only use the term in my title, and Ted Goertzel asserts that my pa-
per is “strong on political history with only brief comments on the 
underlying psychology.”  As I find these characterizations perplex-
ing, I will address them.   

First, the paranoid style is a psychological term.  It can be 
used both outside and inside the realms of traditional politics.  Non-
political uses of the term could include an executive in a large or-
ganization who suspects rivals are plotting to get him or her re-
moved.  When the paranoid style becomes political, the phrase re-
mains psychological and also becomes psychohistorical.  To me, 
psychohistory entails integrating the psychological with the histori-
cal.  It is advisable to rely relatively equally on both psychological 
and historical research.    

My paper focuses on three traditions among American con-
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servatives and presents their ideological and underlying psychologi-
cal characteristics.  There are also periods when the paranoid style 
peaks and other times when it is recessive.  Addressing reasons why 
the paranoid style becomes more prominent is intrinsically psycho-
historical.  I identify a specific phenomenon that triggers a crack in 
the collective American political psyche, which subsequently leads 
to a surge in the paranoid style.  We cannot understand our trou-
bling present without seeing what led to or correlated with compa-
rable patterns in the past.  

In discussing the paranoid style in history, it is not easy to 
untangle the psychological from the political.  Still, Ted Goertzel is 
accurate in that I did not include the substantial research on con-
spiratorial ideation.  The fact that I did not know this scholarship is 
an extensive gap in my paper that requires correction.  I believe the 
research that a lack of agreeableness can be connected to being sus-
ceptible to believing in conspiracies.  As conspiracy theories can 
either be political or apolitical, are there studies that indicate what 
leads paranoid style individuals to gravitate toward political con-
spiracies?  Is there scholarship about what makes distrustful con-
spiratorial persons gravitate toward joining a paranoid style politi-
cal group?  What makes these believers in political conspiracies 
become conservative, liberal, or leftists?  Or are they already one of 
those?  These questions connect the paranoid style in politics and 
conspiratorial ideation.   

I found much of Pamela Steiner’s reflection illuminating.  
Like Hofstadter, she advocates using the term paranoid style rather 
than paranoid.  Steiner says, “labeling individuals or their thinking 
as ‘paranoid’ imposes a negative, pathologizing judgment in ordi-

nary parlance.”  Steiner does object to my treating the Declaration 
of Independence as full of conspiratorial ideation.  She says that 
document should be treated as “a generalization about a political 
situation.”  Yes, but the road to the American Revolution was pecu-
liar.  While the Declaration itself focuses on King George, most of 
what the colonists had objected to since the 1765 Stamp Act were 
acts of Parliament.  The rebels’ slogan was taxation without repre-
sentation is tyranny.  But colonists declined to be represented in 
Parliament.  The reason the British taxed Americans was the enor-
mous debt the Empire incurred in the Seven Years War that, among 
other things, kept the Mississippi Valley out of the hands of the 
French.  Parliament believed the colonists should pay for some of 
the British costs of war; the colonists did not.  The Declaration pre-
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sented the rebels’ side of the conflict.  In any dispute, we need to 
understand both viewpoints, including that the Americans saw a 
royal conspiracy.   

Dorothy Leicher’s response brings in various sources that 
add to this discussion.  Her rich accounts evoked the following 
thoughts.  The paranoid style in politics presents dangerous political 
opponents as a challenge to one’s own identified group.  Feeling 
threatened by powerful others can cause a reactivation of feelings 
generated in infancy.  The mother or other primary caregivers, in-
stead of being protective, may be perceived as invasive, hostile, and 
violating.  The youngster could be projecting his or her aggressions 
onto the caregiver and/or the youngster is mirroring the anger and 
rage a nurturer is enacting on the vulnerable child.  Feeling endan-
gered by nurturers, if followed by other experiences of the same 
kind, can generate later paranoid style projections.  Perceiving en-
dangerment resulting in a paranoid style can also originate in later 
experiences separate from being nurtured as a baby.   

Juhani Ihanus reports the findings of political psychology 
that conservatives were more likely to employ paranoid ideation in 
their distrust of political authority and to hold conspiratorial 
worldviews.  An example of the twists and turns in a paranoid style 
conservative is Michael Flynn.  Ihanus reports that in 2016 Flynn 
identified U.S. enemies as a radical Islam backed by Iran and Rus-
sia.  Yet in 2015 Flynn had sat next to Putin at a big Moscow dinner 
and gave the Russian leader a standing ovation.  Flynn also started 
focusing more on perceived internal enemies.  At the 2016 Republi-
can convention, he said “Lock Her Up” about Hillary Clinton.  In 
2021, he called for a military coup to occur in the U.S. (Maggie As-
tor, “Michael Flynn suggested at a QAnon-affiliated event that a 
coup should happen in the U.S.,” New York Times, June 1, 2021).  
Flynn retains a paranoid style through his shifting targets.  Ihanus 
also gives a good account of the projection in the George W. Bush 
administration’s announcement of an axis of evil.   

Dr. Demeure’s thoughtful paper helps us understand the 
similarities and differences between the French and Americans psy-
chologically.  Both countries exhibit much collective anxiety and 
distrust, and both have become concerned with the impact of immi-
grants of differing ethnic and religious backgrounds.  While France 
ranks 20th in the 2020 World Happiness Report, the U.S. is 14th 
(John F. Helliwell, et al., eds., World Happiness Report, March 20, 
2021).  What appears to distinguish France from the United States 



The Paranoid Tradition      Page 221 
 

 

is that in the political arena Americans may be more likely to direct 
their distrustful anxiety toward blaming and suspecting others.  In 
this era, as well as aliens, fellow Americans are too often perceived 
as enemies.  The United States is in the odd position of being rela-
tively happy and deeply polarized.        

 Ken Fuchsman’s biography can be found on page 192.        

From Suspicion to Paranoia:  
The General Case  

Richard Booth—Black Hawk College 

Abstract: Paranoia is a fascinating but hardly novel state of mind.  
Streams of unremitting doubt periodically permeate America with impuni-
ty.  Moreover, mistrust has escalated beyond normal bounds to the extent 
that we wonder if there is an honest, straightforward foundation for any-
thing we hear, read, or even witness.  Whom and what can we trust?  
How firm is the foundation of a truth statement?  What about the conta-
gion of ideologies?  What is the etiology of our suspiciousness?  This arti-
cle seeks to explore some of these questions. 

Keywords: adaptation, cultural-recognition, hypervigilance, mistrust, 
paranoia, religions, survival-relatedness, suspiciousness 

Cautionary alertness has made its way into professional and 
cultural literature, including the Hebrew Bible (or the Tanakh), in 
which the writer has YHWH (the personal name for God) say, 
“When a person, without knowing it, sins against any of the Lord’s 
commandments… and then realizes his guilt, he shall be subject to 
punishment” (Leviticus 5:17).  Written in the late 6th to early 5th 
centuries BCE, the expectations are that humans must be worried 
about even that which they are oblivious to, and if the fear of pun-
ishment is sufficiently potent, a constant preoccupation or obses-
sion may render the person overwhelmingly scrupulous.  The pat-
tern of punishing behavior without regard to intention lasted until at 
least 1050 CE, the era in which personal reflection and individual 
choice entered the Western cultural scheme.   

The “Sayings of the High One” (Odin the Norse god) also 
delivers warnings.  They were first compiled in 1270 CE from 
much earlier oral Scandinavian tradition.  These wisdom books ad-
monish people to remain alert, even hypervigilant.  (Greek and later 
Shakespearean tragedies enact the same thing: Life is not to be 



Page 222       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

trusted; anything could happen at any time.  Keep your eyes open to 
the dangers of evil and betrayal that surround you!)  Interestingly, 
the poet has Odin say: “Never forget: No matter where you are you 
might find an enemy.”  Even a former professor of mine often re-
minded us (and wrote on the board) everything must be doubted.  
There is a limit to the accuracy, and hence the acceptability, of 
knowledge.  The uncertainty principle in physics underscores this 
dictum.  

Diverse cultural traditions caution us about a world filled 
with disappointment and pain.  It seems that the need to be suspi-
cious is part of our ancestral heritage—an adaptive survival tech-
nique.  Some prehistoric animal cave drawings have been interpret-
ed to mean that these beings are worshiped, obeyed, sacrificed to, 
and altogether feared.  Adoring, sacrificing, obeying, and fearing 
are common expectations of deities.  Certain shamanic cultures 
wear disembodied skins of animals during their transcendent jour-
neying, sometimes to frighten observers into remaining aware of 
who dominates the universe.  Religions, prehistoric and later, pro-
vided ritualistic stability and predictability to an uncertain life.  In 
ancient Greece, the polis was the center of living that sheltered peo-
ple from their fears of inconstancy.  It reduced confusion about 
what was important and what could be trusted.  Roman ideals of 
power and heroism served similar purposes.  Customs, norms, rites, 
and structure all serve to ground human experience as something to 
rely upon.   

In addition to sacred writings, paranoia made its way into 
ancients’ works such as ones by Aeschylus, Euripides, Aristopha-
nes, Plato, Aristotle, and Hippocrates.  Etymologically, the word 
“paranoia” denotes a deviation from, or “to the side of” (para), the 
norm of the thinking process (noos, noeo).  In other words, some-
thing is amiss about the way a paranoid person is conceptualizing 
and interpreting reality as we consensually define it.  Paranoia is 
replete with conceptual confusion and cognitive distortion. 

Some humans thrive on creating an environment in which 
we feel threatened and anxious.  They beleaguer us with endless 
alerts about being hacked, suffering a drive-by shooting, being ac-
costed, being “canceled,” becoming COVID positive, and believing 
what politicians say.  Some of us wonder how to frame the COVID-
19 pandemic—if it was purposely exported by foes and if its treat-
ment vaccines are life-threatening.  We are acutely aware that we 
can be killed in the corner store, the classroom, or a place of wor-
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ship.  The stress of being constantly vigilant is almost palpable.   

Alternatively, paranoia is an exaggerated form of the natural 
tendency to remain vigilant to a presumed or legitimate danger.  It 
is an extreme adaptive style without foundation, an exaggerated 
type of predator-avoidance, which can become habituated and a 
relatively intransigent, stable trait.  One person might be comforta-
ble with the delusion while another might desperately fear it.  For 
example, if I believe I am Jesus Christ, I might feel grandiose about 
that; but I might also feel like a persecuted victim because I know I 
will go through the terrible agony of a sacrificial crucifixion.  In 
this case, I have expropriated another person’s identity while cogni-
tively transforming my own into non-existence, locking both into a 
focused concrete belief.   

Therefore, paranoia is not the natural condition of animals, 
including humans, unlike suspicious skepticism.  When reasonable 
suspicion transforms into paranoia, cognitive flexibility shuts down 
and falsifies a delusion in the face of new information.  A paranoid 
person may hold on for dear life since the delusion has become the 
essence of their psychological survival and, to some extent, their 
identity.  They may even choose to die before they sacrifice their 
belief.  At this point, generating alternatives has all but vanished.  
They may become more susceptible to certain influences if those 
influences are consistent with their delusion. 

Moreover, the force of internal preoccupation and rumina-
tion can lead to bursts of highly critical language, aggression, or 
defensive acting-out behaviors.  Certain stimuli may become pair-
associated with delusional material.  The reasons for this are sound: 
Experiences that accompany a central thought or belief become part 
of that cognitive construction.  In other words, if I have been eject-
ed from the police academy, this will be on my mind.  The ejection 
will have occurred within a broader context of situational factors 
and internal states, the most salient of which may well be introject-
ed.  So, humiliation or anger and certain officers, an image of uni-
forms and guns, as well as other factors, might be associated with 
the core experience.   

In addition, human and animal studies have shown a natural 
tendency to notice and remember novel or unusual events in our 
surroundings.  It is not an everyday occurrence that I am ejected 
from the academy; rather, it is a novelty that I may generalize to 
other situations in the form of, for instance, “they are out to get/
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destroy/shun me.” Anomalous experiences feed our innate curiosity 
motive.  If I really need to be grandiose, my delusion may be that 
“everyone is watching everything I do” (due to my extreme im-
portance).  Yet I may also experience persecutory delusions that are 
sometimes apparent reversals of grandiosity, such as “the FBI is 
looking at me from the television” (due to my extreme importance).   

The excessive suspiciousness or paranoia in American cul-
ture is only different from other societies’ experiences in that cul-
ture invariably colors how we think and behave.  In a society with 
no guns, I will not fear being shot.  The history of fearing the out-
sider is the history of humanity.  Hence, following the example of 
ancient cultures, we ask similar questions: Should we let these peo-
ple in or keep them out?  Will either option benefit us more?  Given 
that immigrants tend, in the short term, to destabilize the world of 
the indigenous, do we need temporary destabilization in service of a 
longer-term goal?   

Many have seen Donald Trump as an unusual president who 
behaved in some very uncommon ways.  Numerous people who 
appreciate the outrageous identify with his rhetoric and may feel an 
affinity with him.  If they saw in him attitudes present in them-
selves, they would have been likely to over-identify with him.  
When he appears threatened, they feel threatened.  When he prevar-
icates, they believe him.  His enemies become their enemies, and if 
he claims that people are trying to destroy him, his supporters will 
do what they can to defend him.  Obedience is correlated with over-
identification and idealization.  He became the champion of their 
frustrated desires to seek revenge through “stop the steal.”  If his 
supporters felt they had been ignored and he tells them that he loves 
them and they are good people, why would they not appreciate 
that?  What if he said the enemies are in the Capitol and they want 
to destroy us?  Could he draw a crowd?    

 Such dynamics have been studied across time and cultures.  
Inequity exists in myriad institutions for many reasons; when peo-
ple are dismissed, they can become frustrated regardless of their 
race or social position.  Coming from centuries of slavery or condi-
tions inimical to a decent life, some immigrate to America.  If parts 
of the “in-group” are threatened, they may defy the government and 
harm immigrants, justifying their behavior with slogans or stereo-
types.  This is a common after-the-fact justification.  If supporting 
their ideology is important, the group might use an inappropriate 
“appeal to authority” argument like “The Bible says….”  Making 
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matters more complex is the emotional attachment to an ideology 
or leader.  Studies in social psychology tell us that an idea held by a 
group is less likely to change than the same idea held by an individ-
ual, as demonstrated by religious and other ideological wars that 
last for centuries.  The leader may infuse mistrust and rage, calling 
for loyalty and violence.  Undermining foundational knowledge and 
tradition might lead followers down the dark alley of insurrection. 

Humans tend to approach those who are, in some way, like 
us.  Similarity is a powerful interpersonal catalyst, but if people em-
phasize difference over similarity, whatever “outsiders” look like or 
do may feel irksome, and if they find that such irksome people have 
“replaced” familiar faces, threats can ensue.  The paranoid response 
may well be, “They are going to replace us, dominate us, take re-
venge, leave us jobless, and ruin our lives.”  If this is irrational, it is 
paranoid.  This kind of position is a function of pre-established 
mental categories about who should inhabit my world, what roles 
they should play, and who should be in charge.  These cognitive 
categories begin to develop early in childhood and even though, for 
instance, melanin levels in our skin are not major variations within 
our species, we may perceive that they are and that may influence 
how we see others. 

All cultures pattern their existence, but not in the same way.  
Minority groups and their behavioral patterns may be so “foreign” 
that understanding them is challenging.  For example, if a society is 
monogamous, polygamists are likely to be taunted.  If a group talks 
more loudly than other groups, their behavior may be criticized.  If 
people come from a society in which space is limited but the popu-
lation is large, socio-spatial arrangements will be different and the 
in-group may become irritated when they are nudged or pushed ac-
cidentally.   

Cultures, including our own, are experiments in living to-
gether within the boundaries of geography, space, customs, and his-
tory.  If some members are fractious, hostile, authoritarian, or oth-
erwise disposed toward separatism, conflict will ensue.  If condi-
tions are created that render people unable to trust what they see 
and experience, or if they are punished for truth-telling, distancing 
and paranoia may enjoy fertile ground.  We live in such times to-
day.  Remedies for believing the “big lie” or dissolving the conflict-
ed population must be found.  Social and behavioral scientists have 
been studying such conditions and their precursors for many years, 
yet it remains for us to establish a healthy relationship between 
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what we know about human behavior and meld it with the politics 
of a paranoid society. 

 Richard Booth’s biography can be found on page 154.  ❑ 

Donald Trump and the Paranoid Style in 
the 2020 Presidential Campaign 

Roderick P. Hart—University of Texas at Austin 

Abstract: This paper explores Donald Trump’s use of the Paranoid Style.  
The author operationalized the Paranoid Style via DICTION software 
that uses 10,000 search words to do textual analysis.  Comparing 
Trump’s rhetoric to that of all the others who ran for the presidency be-
tween 1948 and the present, he finds that Trump far surpassed his prede-
cessors and contemporaries on the paranoid style.  The author explores 
his other findings as well, including that ordinary Americans also use the 
paranoid style, making Trump both its recipient and its producer.  

Keywords: content-analysis, DICTION-software, Donald Trump, letters-
to-the-editor, paranoid-style, political-rhetoric, Richard Hofstadter  

I began writing this essay the day after Donald John Trump 
turned a crowd in Washington, DC, into a mob.  Trump told his lis-
teners they were special people who had been savaged by the elec-
toral fates.  He decried “weak and pathetic Republicans” and de-
tailed alleged “gimmicks” and “setups” orchestrated by Democrats 
behind the people’s backs.  Trump’s speech made his audience an-
gry—his favorite emotion—so they quickly departed for an after-
noon of mayhem and expiation.  One police officer died doing his 
duty resisting the rioters, a martyr before the altar of Donald 
Trump’s ego.  

I write not as a psychohistorian but as one friendly with that 
enterprise.  My training is in communication and rhetorical studies, 
yet I have been a member of the International Society of Political 
Psychology for 40 years, having had the honor of serving on con-
vention panels with Stanley Renshon, Vamık Volkan, Bruce 
Mazlish, Jerrold Post, and others associated with this journal.  In 
terms of research, I have spent much of my time doing formal con-
tent analysis, which has brought me to the intersection of history 
and human psychology.  I have found the work of Louis 
Gottschalk, Phillip Tetlock, Peter Suedfeld, Douglas Biber, and Da-
vid Winter to be especially enriching. 
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I did not intend to write a book about Donald Trump, but I 
did because I could not explain why 63 million Americans voted 
for him.  Trump and Us: What He Says and Why People Listen 
(2020) explores Trump’s emotional orchestration of almost half the 
nation.  The book argues that Trump made people feel passionate 
instead of listless, clear-headed rather than foggy, vital instead of 
resigned.  Other politicians, especially populists, had used these 
strategies before, but none more adroitly or with a better delivery 
system (Twitter) than Trump. 

Trump and Us uses computerized language analysis to ex-
amine Trump’s linguistic choices.  The book examines over 1,000 
of Trump’s statements produced during the 2016 presidential cam-
paign—speeches, ads, debates, and press interviews—comparing 
them to what Hillary Clinton said in 2016 and to the rhetoric con-
tained in some 50,000 documents produced during presidential 
elections from 1948 to 2012 by major party candidates.   

One of the book’s main arguments draws on the work of 
Richard Hofstadter, who brilliantly described what he called “the 
paranoid style,” a mode of argument that captures “the sense of 
heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy” 
that made populists influential (“The Paranoid Style in American 
Politics,” Harper’s Magazine, 1964).  In this brief definition, one 
senses Donald Trump’s presence.  For Hofstadter, the paranoid 
style was on display during Senator Joseph McCarthy’s histrionic 
crusades in the 1950s as he sought to evict Communist infiltrators 
from the government, academia, and arts.   

Paranoid personality disorder is, of course, a serious illness 
affecting some 4.4% of the U.S. population (see 
my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases).  Hofstadter had something 
less debilitating in mind, a way of operating in the world that mim-
ics some of that disease’s characteristics.  For example, the para-
noid style is at once explanatory and compensatory.  It tells us why 
things have gone wrong (i.e., malicious forces surrounding us) and 
how they can be ameliorated (i.e., by deepening our attachments to 
a pre-set axiology or highly valued person).   

Eric Oliver and Thomas Wood report that roughly half the 
U.S. citizenry embraces “magical thinking” of this sort because it 
provides them with “compelling explanations for otherwise confus-
ing or ambiguous events” (“Conspiracy Theories and the Paranoid 
Style(s) of Mass Opinion,” American Journal of Political Science, 

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases
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Vol. 58, No. 4, 2014, 964).  In 2015, Donald Trump sensed a roil-
ing in American society that was leading to a loss of felt identity 
among rural, blue-collar, and evangelical Americans.  Trump ex-
ploited these feelings on his way to the White House. 

Although Richard Hofstadter described the general charac-
teristics of the paranoid style he did not operationalize it.  I did so 
by using DICTION (dictionsoftware.com), a software program em-
ployed in some 700 studies in the humanities and social sciences.  
DICTION examines a text with 10,000 search words housed in 35 
dictionaries and then links these word lists into five master varia-
bles: certainty, realism, optimism, activity, and commonality.  
These indices are especially helpful for probing political discourse, 
drawing as they do on the work of Charles Osgood, James David 
Barber, John Dewey, and Robert Bellah.  

In measuring the paranoid style, I posited three distinct di-
mensions: one, a sense of isolation—language of exclusion and 
subversion, of being disconnected from other people and familiar 
places; two, a sense of affliction—language emphasizing hardship 
and aggression, of being denied one’s rights or of being unjustly 
accused; and three, a sense of indignation—language asserting that 
one has been personally injured and treated in immoral ways.  
These axes are distinct from one another (i.e., they have low inter-
correlations) but, when combined, tell this story: I have been cast 
adrift, beset by dark and malign forces, and am outraged this has 
happened.   

 

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on Response to Social  
Media as platforms for human connection (e.g.,  
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Zoom, Internet sites)  

Due March 15, 2022 
 

 Ways of identifying as an individual and in groups 
 Ways of connecting, socializing, and creating friendship  
 Why nice people enjoy going to costume parties as evil characters 
 Ways in which social media influences your careers and friendships 
 To what extent have media platforms changed the relationship 

among Freud’s id, ego, and superego? 

Contact cliospsychceeditor@gmail.com for details 
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Figure 1: Use of the Paranoid Style in Campaign 
Speeches over Time

 
In 2016, Donald Trump deployed this style four times more 

often than his predecessors (see Figure 1).  Amazingly, he in-
creased his use even more in 2020 when running against Joe Biden 
and when attacking the nation’s press.  He took on the press be-
cause it is so popular, regularly commanding audiences that Trump 
himself wanted to command.  The media are also relentless, availa-
ble 24/7 to all who have eyeballs.  Like Trump himself, the media 
try to master each and every moment to dominate people’s sensibil-
ities.  It is therefore a perfect foil for Trump, letting him play the 
man-against-the-house. 

When describing the press in one speech, for example, 
Trump says “if you disagree with them, they try to humiliate you, 
smear you, and cancel you… they purge newsrooms of reporters 
who do not swear allegiance to their false narratives” (Trump 
speech in Newtown, Pennsylvania, October 31, 2020).  Here, 
Trump posits a tortured world where nothing makes sense.  The 
media come at you for no good reason, producing false narratives 
that people somehow believe.  The press produces nothing of mate-
rial value, says Trump, but somehow retains power even when its 
ratings are lousy.  The world of media is a world of appearances 
and, therefore, a world that a cynic like Donald Trump can fully 
understand.   

 When speaking, Trump’s fragile self is always on display.  
Large crowds of adoring fans give him an opportunity for displace-
ment and for staving off serious introspection.  Trump loves his 
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fans because they bear witness to a self that has not changed a whit 
since the age of 15.  Trump tells his audiences he is wonderful on 
the off-chance that they will find him adequate.  So, for example, 
he tells them, “I’m good at fundraising.  I could be the greatest 
fundraiser in history… I could raise more money than anybody in 
the history of politics.  But I don’t want to call these people and 
say, ‘Do me a favor, the head of Goldman Sachs’” (Trump speech 
in Janesville, Wisconsin, October 17, 2020).  

As we see here, the paranoid style exposes a strangely bifur-
cated ego: Trump is the world’s best fundraiser even though, he 
later admits, Joe Biden has raised more campaign money.  Trump, 
in contrast, has lost billions in unrequested donations but still has 
his integrity.  Trump revels in his hold on power even while admit-
ting that “fake news” has countered his every move.  Throughout 
his public statements, the feckless Trump and the omnipotent 
Trump are on stage together.  

Given Donald Trump’s peculiarities, it is tempting to read 
his soul through his rhetoric.  Books by Bandy Lee (The Dangerous 
Case of Donald Trump, 2017), Allen Francis (Twilight of American 
Sanity, 2017), and others have put Trump on the therapist’s couch 
to describe a range of pathologies: extreme present hedonism, 
blocked empathy, antisocial personality disorder, and run-of-the-
mill cognitive impairments, sociopathy, and anxiety syndromes.  
However, Donald Trump’s use of the paranoid style may also be 
connected to certain societal changes that have grown apace over 
the last half-century, attesting to Trump’s ability to reproduce what 
the average American is thinking.  In short, Donald Trump may be 
more similar to us than we might like to admit. 

To get a sense of how voters understand U.S. politics, I 
have spent considerable time over the years analyzing some 12,000 
letters to the editor written in 12 small American cities during presi-
dential campaigns between 1948 and the present (see Roderick P. 
Hart’s Civic Hope: How Ordinary Americans Keep Democracy 
Alive, 2018).  People who write letters to the editor are a special 
breed, but my surveys show them to be quite similar to their friends 
and neighbors with three exceptions.  They are slightly older, have 
lived in town a little longer, and care much more about civic affairs.  
Otherwise, the letters I studied provide a broad understanding of 
how voters conceptualize American democracy. 

My studies show that letter writers have made increasing 
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use of the paranoid style over the years (although Donald Trump 
still outdoes them two-to-one).  More and more, the writers report 
being hounded by life, less at home in their cities.  They say too 
many people are moving to town and too few of the old mores are 
being observed.  Global forces are changing their lives, such as 
where they work, the kind of food at the grocery store, and what 
their children are learning in school.  They also report a hollowing-
out of the traditions that nurtured them, forcing unwanted compro-
mises upon them and their families.  The letters increasingly con-
tain Trump-style themes of isolation, affliction, and indignation, 
suggesting that Trump may be both the recipient and the producer 
of the paranoid style.  

 As of this writing, Donald Trump has come and gone.  He 
used the paranoid style to become president but it only had a shelf-
life of four years.  Because that style is portable, however, we must 
be on the lookout for others who would use it to sow seeds of hate.  
We must also worry about ourselves and how easy it is to introduce 
paranoid themes into our everyday conversations.  All of us can 
spot an enemy that others cannot see, feel persecuted for having a 
bad night’s sleep, and reject Americans who are not like us.  All 
these things are possible because the paranoid style is an obliging 
creature.  For countless reasons, we must not oblige it.  

Roderick P. Hart, PhD, holds the Shivers Centennial 
Chair in Communication and is Professor of Government at the 
University of Texas at Austin.  He is the Founding Director of the 
Annette Strauss Institute for Civic Life and former dean of the 
Moody College of Communication, both at U.T.–Austin.  He is the 
author or editor of 16 books, the most recent being Civic Hope: 
How Ordinary Americans Keep Democracy Alive (2018) and 
Trump and Us: What He Says and Why People Listen (2020), both 
published by Cambridge University Press.  Dr. Hart may be con-
tacted at rod.hart@austin.utexas.edu.   

The Anatomy of Paranoia 

Michael Maccoby—The Maccoby Group 

Abstract: Paranoid beliefs are distinguished from fears of being attacked.  
They are not based on evidence.  The paranoid style stereotypes and ex-
aggerates threats from adversaries.  A variety of examples are used, in-
cluding an anecdote about the author’s patient, the book Only the Para-
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noid Succeed, and an attack on YouTube.   

Keywords: adversaries, delusions, exaggeration, leaders, lies, paranoid-
beliefs, paranoid-style, politics, stereotypes  

 I once had a patient who was a brilliant radical leftist.  He 
told me that he had put three locks on his door and asked whether 
that meant he was paranoid.  I said that didn’t prove he was para-
noid, but even paranoids have enemies.  He said, “especially para-
noids.”  

 My patient, who went on to become a distinguished aca-
demic, had reason to fear political enemies he had attacked; but his 
narcissism fed exaggeration of his danger.  He believed he was 
more important than he was.  He also projected his own aggressive 
impulses onto his adversaries.  Some paranoids unconsciously pro-
voke enemies to feel less crazy. 

Paranoia commonly refers to beliefs and suspicions about 
threats that are not based on facts.  But people employ the term to 
describe a range of beliefs, from plausible suspicions to pathologi-
cal delusions.  The paranoid style in politics refers to the stereotyp-
ing of adversaries and the exaggeration of threats from them. 

 Sometimes it’s hard to know whether distrust and fears of 
being attacked are paranoid or realistic.  The president of a large 
union invited me to evaluate the relationships among the union’s 
regional vice presidents and their staffs.  I found distrust, some of it 
extreme, among these union leaders based largely on suspicion that 
someone who pretended to be a supporter or ally was planning to 
compete against the vice president in an election.  Was this para-
noid or realistic?  The suspicious were sometimes justified, some-
times not.    

 Andy Grove, formerly the CEO of Intel, wrote a book called 
Only the Paranoid Succeed: How to Exploit the Crisis Points That 
Challenge Every Company (1996).  For Grove, paranoia means 
constantly worrying about competitors blindsiding his company 
with new products or cost-cutting processes.  Worrying about com-
petitive threats can become obsessive but, as Grove argued, it can 
be smart, not pathological. 

 Paranoia becomes pathological when there is no evidence 
for a belief in threats or conspiracies.  This can range from believ-
ing far-out possibilities to be probabilities, like your nasty neighbor 
is planning to poison your dog, to believing in impossibilities, like 
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that Martians are about to attack.   

 A few years ago, I was the object of an attack on YouTube 
that connected my work with homes for poor and disabled children, 
the charitable organization of Nuestros Pequeños Hermanos (NPH, 
literally translates to “Our little brothers and sisters”), to Pizzagate.  
According to the attack, I was helping to bring Haitian children to 
the U.S. for immoral purposes.  The attack was full of untruths and 
impossibilities, such as the claim that I was in Haiti.  Was my at-
tacker paranoid, or was he part of the same Right-wing conspiracy 
that was also claiming Hillary Clinton was part of this criminal op-
eration? 

 Leaders like Donald Trump can infect their followers with 
paranoid beliefs, such as the delusion that he won the presidential 
election, but that Democrats cheated to overturn the results.  Does 
Trump really believe this, or does he use it to gain money and hold 
on to his base?  Possibly there is a combination of a scam and a 
wish to believe he was truly a winner.  It does seem that many of 
his followers are believers, but I assume that many politicians who 
want Trump’s support pretend to believe his lies. 

 Preaching paranoid beliefs has proved effective for political 
leaders in the U.S., like Senator Joseph McCarthy’s accusation in 
the 1950s that there were communists in the State Department, and 
recently for leaders in Hungary, Poland, and Russia.  An extreme 
example was Hitler’s claim that Jews were working against Germa-
ny and were responsible for its defeat in World War I. 

 People who feel threatened are the most vulnerable to para-
noid delusions.  They often believe the lies of demagogues about 
what is threatening them without demanding evidence.  These fol-
lowers identify with the leader and substitute his ethics for their 
own. 

The paranoid style that Richard Hofstadter found common 
in U.S. politics is less extreme.  An example is the Republicans’ 
stereotyping of Democrats as socialists determined to undermine 
their opponents’ freedoms and destroy their culture.  This exagger-
ates the likely impact of Democratic policies on gun control, 
healthcare, and education, but there are profound differences in cul-
tural values between the two parties.   

 The paranoid style has been part of American politics since 
Thomas Jefferson and John Adams and their followers attacked 
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each other.  It seems to me it gets worse when we lack an external 
enemy that appears to threaten all Americans.  The cultural gap be-
tween the extreme Left and Right may be too wide to bridge, but 
studies show that members of the center Left and center Right can 
find common ground and reject the paranoid style if they are led in 
dialogues about the issues that most concern them.  

 Michael Maccoby, PhD is a psychoanalyst and anthropol-
ogist who is globally recognized as an expert on leadership.  He 
has written/edited 16 books, some with co-authors.  He edited Psy-
choanalytic and Historical Perspectives on the Leadership of Don-
ald Trump: Narcissism and Marketing in an Age of Anxiety and 
Distrust (2020) with Ken Fuchsman.  He is currently editing Lead-
ership, Psychoanalysis, and Society with Mauricio Cortina, which 
will be published in fall 2021.  He can be contacted at 

mm@maccoby.com.  ❑ 

America’s Paranoid Fear and  
Denigration of Indians  

Howard F. Stein—University of Oklahoma  

American Indians—they attacked trains 
Of Conestoga and canvas-fitted farm wagons— 
Headed westward to settle on farmland 
And to build towns.  

They raided military forts and outposts created to protect 
Pioneers and settlers; they were brutal to the Whites 
Who migrated to already “empty” land— 
Mostly “uninhabited” by humans, or to land recently “cleared” 
By the U.S. military to open it for White Americans— 
Often cleared by long death marches to inhospitable land far away. 

American Indians—“They, Them, Savages, Can’t Be Trusted, De-
vious, Dangerous, Intrusive, Raiders, Massacre Us in Guerilla War-
fare, Obstacles to Whites’ carrying out God’s Will”....  

American Indians—who could imagine that they might be 
Defending themselves against endless waves of White intruders 
Who felt it was their God-Given Right to invade, 
Take, claim, possess, occupy, own?! 
You still don’t get it?   
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Indians attack because 
That is who they are— 
We attack to defend ourselves against them. 
It’s that simple: They “make” us anxious, wary— 
So we must always keep our powder dry... 
And please don’t start talking to me about genocide, 
A story to get more government handouts. 

Could history be a hall of mirrors, 
A screening room for our projections? 
Deep inside, maybe we are the “wild Indians” 
Who fire at us with our Springfield muzzleloaders, 
Repeating rifles, and Spencer carbines, our guilt, and our hate. 
Who’s who in this deadly game, now over four centuries old? 

So, then, who cannot be trusted— 
Us, them, or by now, all of us?  

Howard F. Stein, PhD, Professor Emeritus at the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma, is the author of 32 books, numerous poems, and 

is to be the subject of a Festschrift in the Spring issue of Clio’s 

Psyche.  He is Poet Laureate of the High Plains Society for Ap-
plied Anthropology.  Dr. Stein may be contacted at Howard-

Stein@ouhsc.edu.  ❑  
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Claude-Hélène Mayer: A Multifaceted  
Psychobiographer in Two Cultures 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

Keywords: biography, cultures, ethnology, identity, interdisciplinary, phi-
losophy, psychohistory, South Africa, women-leaders 

 Claude-Hélène Mayer was born on June 28, 1975, in Göt-
tingen, Germany as the second daughter and youngest child of a 
Roman Catholic upper-middle-class family that made its living as 
technological production entrepreneurs.  She is a prolific psycholo-
gist and permanent resident of South Africa.  Claude attended a 
high school in Germany and finished with her certificate of qualifi-
cation for university studies after grade 13.  From there she studied 
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in Germany, the UK, and South Africa (SA).  She holds master’s 
degrees in Crime Science (UK) and Ethnology/Intercultural Didac-
tics (Germany) and doctorates in psychology (2016, SA), manage-
ment (2008, SA), and political science (2004, Germany).  Professor 
Mayer works in private practice as a family systems therapist and a 
consultant in international economic organizations.  During the 
past years, she has mainly focused her research on shame, the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, women in leadership, and psychobi-
ography, meaning she always takes culture as a crucial factor into 
consideration.  Claude has been a scholar of the German Episcopal 
Scholarship Foundation Cusanuswerk, a scholarship for exception-
al gifted Catholic students.  She has also received a best paper 
award at the Southern Africa Institute for Management Scientists 
conference in 2016, an American Psychological Association Travel 
Award in 2018, and she has been nominated as a Fellow at the In-
ternational Academy for Intercultural Research in 2021.  Dr. May-
er became the Top Researcher at the College of Business and Eco-
nomics at the University of Johannesburg in 2020.  On a more per-
sonal level, Claude is a mother of three children who are aged 21, 
14, and 12.  She loves traveling, reading, writing, and walking in 
nature together with her kids.  The interview was online between 
editor Paul H. Elovitz (PHE) and Claude-Hélène Mayer (CHM) in 
September 2021.  

PHE: What brought you to psychobiography? 

CHM: When I studied ethnology in Germany, I was quite inter -
ested in biographical research and identity development and also 
explored biographical narrations of individuals living in different 
cultures.  I focused on the identity narrations of individuals living 
in rural areas of East Africa.  From there, I kept working on qualita-
tive approaches to identity narrations and development as well as 
their relation to sociocultural influences.  During the past few years, 
I also focused on identity development in transcultural situations 
and on identity and giftedness.  In 2014, I started to explore psy-
chobiographical work in more depth and I found a South African 
scholar, Professor Roelf van Niekerk, who introduced me to the 
psychobiographical method, encouraging me and fostering my pas-
sion for in-depth explorations of life development. 

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

CHM: I star ted looking at the life of Paulo Coelho and then de-
cided that I actually would like to examine the lives of individuals 
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who belong to minority groups, individuals who are transcultural in 
their identity development, and/or those who have grown up in non-
Western societies.  I am most proud, however, of my psychophilo-
sophical explorations regarding the life and works of Albert Camus 
and Baruch Spinoza.  My personal interest is philosophy, and here I 
could combine my passion for psychology, identity development, 
culture, and philosophy.  I enjoy working with complex influences 
on an individual’s life and combining all of these different aspects 
under the umbrella of psychobiography, which I really enjoyed do-
ing. 

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

CHM: At the moment, I am working on different psychobio-
graphical projects, such as the edited Beyond Weird: Psychobiog-
raphy in Times of Transcultural and Transdisciplinary Perspectives 
book.  But I am also very interested in exploring the lives of wom-
en leaders, such as German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Alexan-
der Hamilton’s wife, Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton.  I particularly 
like to contribute to opening up psychobiography to more transcul-
tural approaches and insights, especially regarding women leaders 
since they might have more insight into female role models in poli-
tics and/or social agency and impact. 

PHE: What is your  pr imary affiliation?  Is it anthropology, 
cross-cultural studies, cultural anthropology, psychology, psychobi-
ography, or something else? 

CHM: I do not have a pr imary disciplinary affiliation.  I work 
in the field of industrial and organizational psychology as a full 
professor at the University of Johannesburg in South Africa, but my 
approach, like my identity, is absolutely transcultural and transdis-
ciplinary.  I do not believe in analytic disciplinary categorization.  
Rather a systemic approach based on different disciplinary and cul-
tural influences offers the most insights intellectually and in terms 
of personal development. 

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

CHM: I have gone through a lot of training, but the most psy-
chobiographically impactful work was my training in family sys-
tems therapy and Carl Gustave Jung’s psychology.  Both gave me 
insight in terms of a systemic understanding of meaning-making in 
identity development and also specific theoretical approaches (e.g., 
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archetypal theory and the interlinkages of identity and spirituality/
faith development).  I used several of the theoretical approaches in 
psychobiography and enjoyed applying them to extraordinary indi-
viduals’ lives. 

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

CHM: Yes, I have published several autobiographical pieces.  
Most of them are anchored in intercultural reflections on identity 
development across cultures but also about the challenges and also 
the positive aspects related to the experiences that I have had as a 
woman in leadership positions.  I have written autobiographical ac-
counts from an ethnographical perspective as well as a psychologi-
cal perspective.  Some articles I have written together with col-
leagues and students, which brought our different autobiographical 
views together.  We explored the similarities and differences expe-
rienced from our environment through various perspectives based 
on our personalities and cultural backgrounds.  Finally, I have also 
written about intercultural conflict experiences at work from auto-
biographical perspectives and I have been warned several times that 
these kinds of papers might impact my career negatively since they 
show my personal experiences, thoughts, and reflections.  Howev-
er, I personally believe that autobiographical papers are extremely 
important for a deeper understanding of personality issues and iden-
tity development. 

PHE: What psychobiography have you published?  

CHM: Yes, I have published a few psychobiographical works, 
such as ones on Paulo Coelho, Angela Merkel, Baruch Spinoza, 
Albert Camus, Karl Lagerfeld, and a few that are upcoming, includ-
ing studies of Ferdinand Piech, Albertina Sisulu, Michael Jackson, 
and Sheik Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahan. 

PHE: What training should a person enter ing psychobiog-
raphy/psychohistory today pursue? 

CHM: A grounding in narrative analysis, psychological theory, 
life cycle research, and developmental psychology are quite help-
ful.  It obviously helps to have practical therapeutical training to 
integrate theory into psychobiography.  Psychoanalytic training can 
be extremely helpful in exploring issues related to the unconscious.  
Although I have not had this training, I think it could help me to see 
and interpret issues in different and in-depth ways. 

PHE: How does it feel to be White in South Afr ica and what 
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does this teach you about issues of “us” and “them”?      

CHM: I am often not exper ienced as a “White” person in South 
Africa; rather, I am seen as being “German” since people can tell 
that I am not a South African White.  So, the racial ascription often 
changes to national.  Frequently, “Germanness” in the South Afri-
can context is positively associated with “working hard,” high tech-
nological standards, and effectiveness. 

PHE: What does it mean to teach/live in two cultures (Germany 
and South Africa) as a “global traveler”? 

CHM: I believe it is a wonderful exper ience to work globally 
and live in a bicultural world.  I have taught in many different 
countries (Austria, France, Germany, Poland, South Africa, Swit-
zerland, India, and Vietnam), and all of my research projects are 
driven by diversity in the research teams as well as international 
and intercultural influences.  I find it very stimulating to work and 
live in at least two cultures because it always allows the person to 
look at experiences or a situation from a minimum of two cultural 
points of view and provides you with a constant socio-cultural 
choice of how to react to a situation from two cultural sides—in 
addition to all the other personal choices we may have.   

 This bicultural knowledge affords me with an experience of 
freedom and becoming conscious about our socio-cultural determi-
nations as well as the ability to step out of them and look at a situa-
tion from a different angle.  That was extremely important for me 
during COVID-19 when I was able to see the reactions to the dis-
ease from German and South African viewpoints.  It provided me 
with the experience to see what choice you have as an individual to 
react to an external, unchangeable situation by changing your point 
of view.  A bicultural life, in my opinion, provides me with inner 
richness, and I am extremely grateful for it. 

PHE: What are some of the Afr ican perspectives you voice in 
the Global North? 

CHM: At the moment, I am working on an ar ticle that uses Af-
rican life philosophy to interpret the life development of an Ameri-
can celebrity.  I believe that Western psychological and philosophi-
cal theories have often been used to interpret the life development 
of extraordinary African individuals while hardly being implement-
ed the other way around.  To live in a holistic and integrated world 
that functions on mutual respect and transculturality, psychobiog-
raphers also need to consider theories other than Western-centric 
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ones to contribute to a more holistic and transcultural understanding 
of human beings.  It is like an experimental approach that is worth 
its trial to acknowledge the theoretical contributions of African or 
other non-Western scientists and theoreticians.  
PHE: How do you see psychobiography developing in the next 
decade? 

CHM: In line with what I have said above, I believe that psy-
chobiography will develop into a more holistic, integrated, and 
transcultural science.  It might even develop within the discipline of 
psychology as a recognized science.  With the new developments in 
the technological era and the Fourth Industrial Revolution, we 
might see a strengthening of a movement within psychology that 
will put the person more into the center of the analysis. 

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

CHM: I believe that psychohistor ians could emphasize the con-
nection of the past to the present more and emphasize the value that 
psychohistory could have for the people who are alive today.  This 
is what I tried to do when I explored the life of Baruch Spinoza.  I 
really wanted to highlight which lessons can be drawn from his life 
and be applied to today in order to better cope and manage life 
well.  I believe that although people have lived in different times, 
much of their knowledge and ways of dealing with challenges 
could help people today increase their self-reflection and methods 
of doing things in a different and maybe even better way. 

PHE: What is the impor tance of childhood to psychobiog-
raphy? 

CHM: Our  childhood is foundational to our  entire life and it is 
so important in terms of setting up our mindsets, emotions, cogni-
tive abilities, behavior, and affectional states.  It determines our life 
like no other phase in our lifetime.  Psychohistory should therefore 
focus on childhood developments in a specific way and also high-
light in comparative studies how childhood is formed in different 
people at different times to see how childhood development is con-
textualized and provide different views in different epochs and so-
ciocultural contexts. 

PHE: Some Forum researchers have been struggling with the 
issue of identification with a particular parent and achievement.  If 
you would like to comment on this, it would be helpful to them.   

CHM: That is a good question.  We can see in some psychobiog-



       Featured Scholar       Page 241 
 

 

raphies that, for example, extraordinary entrepreneurs seem to have 
often lost their fathers early.  This is what I came across in the liter-
ature and during discussions with colleagues.  It was interpreted in 
a way that the male entrepreneurs had to contribute to their families 
of origin in an outstanding way and therefore pushed their way 
ahead to achieve more than others.  At the same time, they also did 
not feel restricted by their fathers but instead experienced the free-
dom of choice and could explore their limitations while pushing 
their boundaries.  Personally, I have not researched this but I am 
intrigued by it, especially regarding how the early death of the fa-
ther impacts extraordinary women.  

PHE: In your  exper ience and life, are high achievers more iden-
tified with their fathers, and are psychohistorians more father-
identified than other people? 

CHM: I would not say so since the relationship of the father  
and the son always needs to be looked at from a family systems 
perspective.  Child development is influenced by so many factors, 
so I could not say that high achievers are more identified with their 
father than their mother.  This might be a prominent aspect in psy-
chobiographical research especially because many psychobiog-
raphers are male and therefore focus on this relationship.  But what 
does that then mean for women and female psychobiographers? 

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

CHM: As I highlighted above, a parental loss may strongly im-
pact the following generation to achieve either what the parents ex-
pected from them or what they did not at all expect.  However, I 
wonder if this is not a culture-specific finding.  Would this be uni-
versal?  We know that in some cultures there is not even a word for 
“achievement” and now I would like to ask how an experience of 
loss can impact achievement if it’s not even a cultural concept in 
some contexts.  It might also be that the parental loss leads to ex-
treme depressive states of being in an individual and not to achieve-
ment at all.  One would need to look at all of these questions from 
culture-specific and culture-general perspectives and explore them 
in-depth and in a very differentiated way while also considering 
personality traits. 

PHE: Every year  in my Hitler , the Holocaust, and Genocide 
course I role play Viktor Frankl.  In co-researching a psychobiog-
raphy of him, what did you learn about Frankl’s psychobiography? 
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CHM: His archetypes play a role in the ways he managed his 
life and how he transformed the challenges of his life into strengths.  
It was very important for me to learn that he did experience ex-
tremely difficult times and he worked through all of the extreme 
experiences of loss, pain, and suffering.  In the end, he managed to 
live a meaningful life in which the extremely negative experiences 
were integrated into building his strengths.  I believe this is a very 
important aspect of his life that makes him fascinating to many peo-
ple. 

PHE: How do you explain the growth and psychology of funda-
mentalism?  What is the danger of it in post-Merkel Germany? 

CHM: In Germany, we’re seeing a revival of fundamentalism and 
extremism (in particular, right-wing movements), which we can see 
in many other countries all over the world as well.  However, we 
can also see a tremendous increase in awareness of the importance 
of environmental protection (the green movement).  Besides the 
movement in Germany, we can see in other European countries, 
particularly Spain, France, and Italy, that extremists and fundamen-
talists are on the rise, which might often be connected to feelings of 
insecurity, meaninglessness, anxiety, and an experienced loss in 
protection and safety. 

 During the past few years, we have seen that a lot of funda-
mentalists from all over the world settle in Germany who have built 
or reconstructed their international networks.  This is a threat for 
not only Germany but also the world.  However, it is not directly 
connected to the post-Merkel era, but rather to a global develop-
ment happening over the course of many years.  Many societies 
have not found adequate ways of dealing with fundamentalism to 
change it in its root cause. Fundamentalism needs counter-
movements on different levels in which individuals do not feel lost, 
unprotected, vulnerable, and forgotten, but instead feel integrated, 
connected, and valued on an individual and socio-cultural group 
level.  The danger in the post-Merkel era will probably be a further 
disintegration of different groups within the (German) society and 
an increase in fundamentalist thoughts and radicalization.  Politi-
cians need to ensure they are listening to the voice of the people 
within a multicultural society and find ways to value differences 
and certify feelings of safety and worth. 

PHE: What are your  thoughts on the psychology and psychody-
namics of violence in our world?  Do you see specific patterns in 
the psychobiography among leaders choosing violent solutions and 
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of violent terrorists? 

CHM: I believe we can see violence occurr ing often when peo-
ple feel threatened and are struggling for survival, feeling that they 
have to give up too much of their own (identity, land, possessions, 
or lifestyles).  Then, it often comes to violent acts.  To prevent vio-
lence, we need to foster values such as faith, hope, and love while 
also building up education to create useful life skills, which support 
individuals to create awareness about their own values and skills 
navigating their lives through shadow aspects toward a positive and 
non-violent approach to the self and others.  I believe that we can 
see in several psychobiographies of individuals with non-violent 
approaches to life that these individuals foster love and self-love, 
faith, and meaning with an interest at heart that caters to the social 
welfare of others.  At the same time, I believe that leaders who fos-
ter violence usually lack love, faith, and meaning.  Simultaneously, 
the life of individuals choosing violent solutions often experience 
disruptions in their life, trauma, lack of parental care, or the care 
and guidance of others during their life. 

PHE: As a leader  and scholar  who has published extensively on 
leadership, how can we recruit new people to the field? 

CHM: I believe we really have to publish more on psychobiog-
raphy and expand the field and the knowledge about it to different 
outlets.  Furthermore, I am of the opinion that the passion psychobi-
ographers have can easily spread to young and upcoming research-
ers, which can help to recruit them into the field.  We also need a 
strong international network to come together and advance the sci-
ence and establish it further.  Finally, we need to go out there, to 
conferences and events, to spread the work and share our valuable 
insights. 

PHE: How has being a mother  impacted your  scholarship and 
understanding of psychobiography? 

CHM: Being a mother  strongly impacted my development as 
not only a person but also as a scholar in psychobiography because 
in psychobiography we always get into a relationship with the sub-
ject as well as the subject’s family members.  We often read about 
how, in these families, roles are filled and we analyze and reflect 
upon these roles.  Surely, I may be biased in terms of gender biases 
and also being a mother when it comes to viewing life stories.  For 
example, when I wrote about Karl Lagerfeld’s life, his relationship 
with his mother drew my attention because it was an extremely 
close and intense one that fostered his extraordinary giftedness in 
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many ways.  So, as women and mothers, we look at life stories 
maybe in different ways than male psychobiographers and fathers 
do.  We might focus on different aspects and maybe we have an 
even more resource-orientated view on life than male researchers.  
But this is just a thought. I believe other intersectionalities, such as 
our age, our origin, and our sociocultural background all influence 
the way we understand psychobiography and our subject. 

PHE: What books were impor tant to your  development?  

CHM: I always enjoyed reading the French existentialists, such 
as Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus.  They 
were all very important in defining my views on meaning, life, 
death, and gender roles.  

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

CHM: Er ikson had an impact, par ticular ly concerning my re-
search interest in identity development.  But I also, for example, 
explored David S. Hoopes as a scholar who developed an intercul-
tural identity development model.  Besides that, I learned a lot from 
early ethnologists since I studied cultures and cultural sciences for a 
very long time.  I looked at different theories of various social an-
thropologists and philosophers, such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, and 
also at the lives and work of anthropologists, such as Ruth Bene-
dict, Margret Mead, and Gregory Bateson.  

PHE: Are there any mentors who come to mind?  

CHM: I believe that I r eally enjoyed reading Car l Gustav Jung, 
who had quite an impact on me regarding my work in therapy as 
well as exploring the light and shadow sides of personalities and 
identities.  I enjoy his approach to the unconscious and also his 
work with dreams and archetypes.  I did use his archetype theory in 
psychobiography, but I also see parts of his work having quite an 
influence on myself and my own personal and professional devel-
opment. 

PHE: What is your  psychoanalytic/psychotherapeutic exper i-
ence and what is its influence on you as a psychobiographer and 
scholar?  How has it changed your vision of the world?   

CHM: Since I am coming from a systems dynamic background, 
my experience has helped me to see and understand thoughts, feel-
ings, and behavior in a more complex and differentiated way, al-
ways looking at an occurrence or a development from various per-
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spectives.  It has also taught me not to stay with the first assump-
tion or hypothesis that comes up (e.g. interpreting a behavior in a 
certain context) but rather to look at many different possible inter-
pretations.  Looking, for example, at phenomena in previous gener-
ations in my family has helped me to understand why I lead parts of 
the life I am living.  It has shown me what contributed to some of 
the very impactful life decisions I made and why I find solutions 
for challenges in the way that I do.  It has also supported my under-
standing of how I conduct myself in relationships and why I choose 
the relationships I have (or have not) in my life.  There are certainly 
several aspects that I am still trying to understand more fully. 

 That is what I am also trying to do within the psychobiog-
raphies I write and my education.  I do not stop working myself in-
to different disciplines because I believe that a holistic understand-
ing of the lives and the worlds that I focus on is my ideal. 

PHE: How do you define psychobiography?  

CHM: Psychobiography for  me is the study of the lives of ex-
traordinary individuals from a psychological and transdisciplinary 
stance.  Psychohistory is the study of historical events and times—
primarily focusing on the intertwining of individual developments 
in the context of past sociocultural forces from a psychological per-
spective. 

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

CHM: William McKinley Runyan made major contributions to 
life history and psychobiography and was most influential and pio-
neering in this field.  I enjoyed reading his books on life history and 
psychobiography and psychology and historical interpretation.  Dan 
McAdams really had an impact on narrative psychology and 
through his model of life story development and human identity, he 
had an impact on the field of psychobiography. His work on the 
redemptive self was important to me with regard to personality de-
velopment.  I also enjoyed reading his books on different presidents 
of the U.S.  A third American is Joe Ponterotto, who has a more 
recent major influence in psychobiography.  I believe two of his 
contributions that are really impactful are his works on ethics and 
psychobiography and his contributions to research methodologies 
in psychobiography. 

In South Africa, my colleague Roelf van Niekerk is the 
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most influential researcher in psychobiography together with Paul J 
Fouché.  As a research team, they have made major contributions to 
the field of psychobiography on the African continent and have ex-
plored the life of many historical figures in South African society.  
Besides that, they have fostered research on psychobiography at 
different universities in South Africa and have motivated many stu-
dents working in this area. 

PHE: The fir st three colleagues are a talented group I know 

since they have all been published in Clio’s Psyche.  One thing that 
strikes me, and which I wrote about in reviewing Todd Schultz’ 
psychobiography handbook, is the extent to which academic psy-
chologists work in a “separate tent” than we in psychohistory have 
been constructing for as long and I believe even a longer time.  One 
of our goals in creating the psychobiography research group of the 
Psychohistory Forum is for us all to know of each other’s work and 
work together to strengthen a vital scholarly endeavor.  Thanks for 

an informative and valuable interview.  ❑ 

Meeting Report  

Petschauer’s Fine Online Presentation  
on Space  

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

Keywords: COVID-19, historian, online-versus-in-person, Petschauer, 
Psychohistory Forum, space, virtual-meetings 

Peter Petschauer is a talented and dedicated historian and 
psychohistorical scholar with an unusual and wide range of inter-
ests.  In 1997, he wrote a fine book, Human Space (1997), on the 
uses of space; in 2002, in response to 9/11, he started a symposium 

for Clio’s Psyche on home and its importance in our dangerous 
world.  On September 18th, Dr. Petschauer outdid himself with his 
fine presentation, which we thought would be based on his sympo-
sium paper, “Psychology of Space in the Age of COVID.”  It was 
not.  Instead, Peter presented a whole new article focused on many 
things, most especially what our special maps tracking COVID-19 
say about our psychology and the relationship between the space 
within and without our bodies.   
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While two other papers on our uses of space were sent out 
in the mailings before the meeting, Peter’s paper was so rich and 
his answers so compelling that there was no time to do more than 
mention the other two, which Petschauer and I did.  Indeed, there 
was no time for the multitude of additional questions colleagues 
had for our speaker.  Peter was striking in the way he responded to 
the numerous questions that were covered, often incorporating them 
into his thinking about the innumerable ramifications of the space 
concept.  Much more was also discussed as he attempted to respond 
to the stimulating questions of the seminar’s attendees.  He ex-
pressed the sheer joy of working with colleagues with similar inter-
ests from different parts of the world.  Peter is very happy that sev-

eral fine papers were since then submitted to Clio’s Psyche about 
the topic of human spatiality.  Two valued colleagues complained 
that there should have set a firm time limit for questioners.  I was 
too busy listening to a great meeting.   

Petschauer’s approach was that of a historian with 
longstanding psychological awareness.  In this seminar, he mainly 
looked at living spaces/situations in the past and those influenced 
recently by COVID; in both, he thinks primarily in terms of con-
text.  For example, in the short discussion of Louis XIV’s astonish-
ingly astute arrangement of the royal bedchamber, one must first 
think of an altar in a traditional Catholic church.  Then there was 
how he placed himself on a platform with an altar rail, a bed serv-
ing as the alter, and nobles about him that were for all practical pur-
poses as altar boys.  This was a perfect reinterpretation of a hierar-
chy.  The physical arrangement was matched by his manipulation 
of others.  The nobles in turn understood what was happening, but 
few had the courage or could even think to step outside this inner 
circle.  Being away from the king and his court meant being in the 
desert of non-importance. 

Professor Petschauer spoke of how COVID has imposed 
unique rearrangements in middle- and upper-class households as 
partners worked from home and children and pets roamed about.  
This restraint affected some of our colleagues, like Krystyna Sand-
erson, who reported consulting with her clients from home.  For 
other groups in society, the pandemic brought about much greater 
pressures.  In larger cities, certain ethnic groups and non-White 
Americans were generally forced into smaller and thus more dan-
gerous living arrangements.  For many better-off households, other 
unique options arose; they noticed that walls needed to be repaint-
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ed, couches and chairs recovered, and “old stuff” to be ferried to a 
Goodwill store.  Their living space had become constraining in 
many different ways. 

In a thank-you note, a psychoanalyst declared the meeting 
“was wonderful and I had so much to take in and was thinking all 
along with the presentation and the participants.  I felt Peter’s paper 
was useful to me as an analyst and on a personal level.  My takea-
way was that our inner and outer spaces are equally important and 
COVID has impacted them forever, I can mourn the losses and 
keep hope alive for the growth to come.”  She goes on to explain, 
“As Winnicott theorized so aptly, confined/dead spaces can become 
alive/play spaces if we are allowed the creativity of our minds to 
roam, for that we need outer objects (like the Forum) to think, feel, 
and mostly be” (printed with the permission of the author).     

There are many pros and cons to the Forum’s virtual meet-
ings.  On the positive side, Peter could present from his home in 
North Carolina and was joined by colleagues from France (2), In-
dia, Israel, Italy, South Africa, Hawaii, Los Angeles, Chicago, and 
elsewhere, as well as some of our usual metropolitan New York 
City attendees.  The meeting was enriched by the 34 colleagues 
participating.  On the con side, I long to sit around a seminar table 
or in a circle at Fordham University while we discuss a work-in-
progress paper to nurture a colleague’s scholarship and then spend 
an hour or two at lunch together.  With online meetings, we lose 
many of our New York City regular members.  In the future, I look 
forward to both meeting formats. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, first started organizing psychohis-
torical meetings in Manhattan in 1975 and started the Forum Work
-In-Progress Seminars in 1982.  He may be contacted at clio-
spsycheeditor@gmail.com.    

Book Review 

Anne Sebba’s Psychologically Astute  
Account of Ethel Rosenberg 

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

 Review of Anne Sebba’s Ethel Rosenberg: An American Tragedy (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 2021), ISBN 1-978-1-250-19863-1, pages 313, 
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hardbound, $28.99. 

Keywords: biography, book-review, David Greenglass, Ethel Rosenberg, 
Julius Rosenberg, mental-strength, Ruth Greenglass  

 On July 17, 1950, Julius Rosenberg was arrested in New 
York City and charged with conspiracy to commit espionage.  
Three and a half weeks later, his wife Ethel was also arrested and, 
like Julius, was charged with conspiracy to commit espionage.  
Now, 71 years after it all began, Anne Sebba has crafted a psycho-
logically astute biography of Ethel Rosenberg, showing not only 
that Ethel was innocent but that she was prosecuted and psycholog-
ically harassed for the sole purpose of breaking her husband Julius. 

 Soon after Julius’ arrest, Ethel was called to testify before a 
grand jury.  Then on August 11, 1950, she too was arrested.  At that 
time, the government’s eventual case against Ethel Rosenberg did-
n’t yet exist, and didn’t exist until late February in the following 
winter, 1951.  Then, new testimony from Ethel’s sister-in-law Ruth 
Greenglass, soon seconded by Ruth’s husband David (Ethel’s 
brother), gave the government what it wanted against Ethel Rosen-
berg.    

 The new testimony from Ruth and David Greenglass came 
about under questioning by federal prosecutors Irving Saypol and 
Roy Cohn.  Ten days later, on March 6, 1951, the Rosenbergs’ trial 
began.  Anne Sebba’s new book makes clear that during the trial, 
when the Greenglasses were on the stand being questioned by these 
prosecutors, they were following a script, which had emerged ten 
days before while Saypol and Cohn had questioned them in private.  
Ruth and David Greenglass knew what to say at the Rosenbergs’ 
trial thanks to leading questions—cues—given to them by the pros-
ecutors.  David and Ruth Greenglass had been coached by the pros-
ecutors and very plausibly had been suborned by them to commit 
perjury.  The prosecutors were able to achieve this “breakthrough” 
because, like Julius Rosenberg, David and Ruth Greenglass were in 
very deep trouble.  As for Ethel, no actual documentation of any 
spying or accessory role on her part has ever been revealed.  Yet 
Ethel was sentenced to death while Ruth was never charged with 
anything at all.   

 The false new testimony that first Ruth, and then her hus-
band David, delivered was that back in mid-September 1945, Ethel 
had typed up from David’s handwriting some secret atomic bomb-
related information which David had brought home from Los Ala-
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mos National Laboratory in New Mexico where he worked as a ma-
chinist.  Long afterward, the journalist Sam Roberts managed to 
track down David, who admitted to Roberts that Ethel didn’t actual-
ly type anything of the sort and that if anyone at all had typed such 
information from his handwriting, it would have been his wife, 
Ruth (see also Sam Roberts, The Brother, 2nd Edition, 2014, 291-
302, 332-344, 488-491, 512-513). 

 The prosecutors thus used the Greenglasses to frame Ethel 
Rosenberg.  Why?  Anne Sebba suggests it was because Julius Ros-
enberg was a courier, whereas David Greenglass was merely a spy.  
Julius transmitted secrets from a fluctuating but significant number 
of American spies to Alexander Feklisov, a Russian intelligence 
agent who worked in New York City for the legitimate U.S.-Soviet 
trading company Amtorg.  Besides Julius’ brother-in-law David 
Greenglass, another spy who funneled information through Julius 
was Morton Sobell, a radar scientist who was tried with Julius and 
Ethel but wasn’t accused of anything atomic. 

 Julius and Ethel were sentenced to death on April 5, 1951.  
Sobell was sentenced to 30 years.  Later, David Greenglass was 
sentenced to 15 years, which stunned his wife.  She and David had 
received the impression he would be dealt with more leniently. 

 The government’s reason for arresting and charging Ethel 
was to induce Julius to “sing”—induce him to name others for 
whom he transmitted secret information to Feklisov.  Ethel was 
prosecuted, framed, and sentenced to death as a way to break Jul-
ius, either through his concern for Ethel and their two young boys 
or by Ethel herself breaking and asking Julius to cooperate with the 
government.  It didn’t work, despite the government’s effort contin-
uing until the very day in June 1953 when the Rosenbergs were ex-
ecuted in the electric chair at Sing Sing prison.  The state of New 
York meanwhile was trying to help break the Rosenbergs by insti-
tutionalizing their two sons, Michael aged 10 and Robert aged six, 
rather than letting them live in the loving home of schoolteachers 
Anne and Abel Meeropol.  Thus Ethel wasn’t just framed but was 
also put through an emotional wringer. 

 Anne Sebba’s biography of Ethel is first and foremost psy-
chological.  It extensively documents Ethel’s emotional weaknesses 
and vulnerabilities, which were rooted in her mother Tessie 
Greenglass’s lifelong indifference to her.  But the biography also 
extensively documents Ethel’s mental strength.  From her late 
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teens, she had excelled in everything she attempted—acting in 
plays, singing semi-professionally both choral and solo, mastering 
difficult jobs, and organizing a successful labor strike.  Her new 
challenge was far harder, but she faced it head-on. 

 What about Julius?  Julius was an optimist.  He thought 
something would turn up.  If nothing else, then surely there’d be 
presidential clemency for his wife if not for himself.  Ethel wasn’t a 
pessimist but compared to Julius she was a realist.  Despite her 
fragile emotions, her strong mind sustained her through her three-
year apotheosis from 1950 to 1953.  Her final two years were in 
solitary confinement at Sing Sing and her emotions sometimes ran 
wild, but her strong mind held her to her lifelong values and her 
thought-out decisions.  Back in the 1400s, even Joan of Arc had 
temporarily caved in.  Ethel didn’t cave in even temporarily.  I 
share her new biographer’s great admiration for her.    

 Paul Salstrom, PhD, professor emeritus of history at St. 
Mary-of-the-Woods College in Indiana, was a prison friend of Mor-
ton Sobell from 1962 to 1964.  His memoir, Appalachia’s Alterna-
tive to Mainstream America, was published by the University of 
Tennessee Press in fall 2021.  He can be reached at psal-
strom@smwc.edu.    

Announcing the Psychobiography Group  
of the Psychohistory Forum 

Group Leaders: Paul Elovitz PhD, Claude-Helene Mayer, 
PhD, and Inna Rozentsvit, MD   

Invitation to Join an International Psychobiography Group 
Claude-Hélène Mayer, PhD (claudemayer@gmx.net), Inna 

Rozentsvit, MD (inna.rozentsvit@ gmail.com), and I (Paul H. 
Elovitz, PhD, cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com) are excited about the 
establishment of the Psychobiography Research and Publication 
sub-group of the Psychohistory Forum (CliosPsyche.org).  Within 
the next month or so, we hope to have separate websites for the 
Psychohistory Forum and the Psychobiography group.  

While we are all eager to hear from you, we also are ex-
tremely busy professors, scholars, administrators, as well as editors, 
and fear becoming overwhelmed by separate emails.  So, we are 
establishing an information form and a database that we can refer to 
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when we have time and which we can share with colleagues.  Be-
low, you will see our psychobiographical vision, mission statement, 
and thoughts on methodology.  In our question form, we are look-
ing for basic contact information (e-mail, address, etc.), your cur-
rent and future psychobiographical project(s), relevant CV, copies 
of psychobiographical articles that you have already published, and 
so forth.  The information you've provided can be updated by you 
going back to the link that is created after you submit the form.  If 
you want to join, you need to fill out a membership form, email cli-
ospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 

It will be good if you can join us in this psychobiographical 
endeavor. 

Best regards, 
Claude-Hélène, Inna, and Paul 

 More information regarding definition, benefits to members, and 
methodology can be found at CliosPsyche.org.  

Bulletin Board 

CONFERENCES: The Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress Seminars were vir tual on September  18th featuring Pe-
ter W. Petschauer (Appalachian State University) on the 
“Psychology of Space in the Age of COVID” and on November 
20th featuring Sven Fuchs on “The Childhood Origins of Political 
Violence and Extremism.”  Inna Rozentsvit handled the technical 
aspects of the meeting.  Forthcoming meetings include Theresa Ai-
ello’s (NYU) January 29, 2022, presentation on the psychogeog-
raphy of place in New York City and Jim Anderson’s much-
postponed March 12, 2022, presentation on Kohut.  (We hope these 
two sessions can be in-person as well as virtual.)  Additional meet-
ings will be scheduled when proposal papers are received and a 
committee has reviewed them.  The International Psychohistorical 
Association’s (IPA) 45th Annual conference will be held in-person 
and virtually on May 19-21, 2022.  The International Society for 
Political Psychology’s (ISPP) meeting will be in Athens, Greece, 
on July 14-17, 2022, at the Grand Hyatt Athens, and the Interdisci-
plinary Conference of the Forum for Psychoanalytic Education 
(IFPE) will be held in November 2022.  CONGRATULATIONS: 
To Paul H. Elovitz and the 37 authors on the publication by ORI 
Academic Press of The Many Roads of the Builders of Psychohis-
tory (2021).  A virtual book celebration will be held on February 
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12, 2022.  DEATHS: Richard Rubenstein (1924-2021) died on 
May 16, 2021.  WELCOME NEW MEMBERS: Frank Braio and 
Michael O’Brien.  THANKS: To Benefactors Fred C. Alford, 
Herbert Barry, Peter Barglow, David Beisel, Eva Fogelman, Peter 
Loewenberg, Candace Orcutt, Peter W. Petschauer, Arnold Rich-
ards, and Mary Peace Sullivan; Patrons Thomas Ferraro, David 
James Fisher, Ken Fuchsman, Alice Lombardo Maher, Denis 
O’Keefe, Joyce Rosenberg, and Inna Rozentsvit; Sustaining Mem-
bers Hannah Hahn, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Danielle Knafo, Ruth Li-
jtmaer, Judith Logue, and Talia Shafir; and Supporting Members 

 

Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on  
Our Emotional Connection to Art, Books, Media,  

Music, Objects, Podcasts, TV, etc.  
Spring 2022 Issue (Papers due 03/15/2022) 

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

 Ways of expression  
 What emotions are evoked by the screens you watch?  
 Ways in which media serves as object relations 
 The emotions experienced watching TV series with anticipation for 

each episode 
 Why do you or people you care about watch certain media to  

relax? 
 Gender issues in the emotions we are studying 
 Why do you watch certain screens and what emotions do they  

invoke?  
 Case studies of how media inspires our personal lives and our work 
 How has instant communications changed our politics? 
 TV as object relations 
 Reviews of books and media relevant to this subject 

We seek articles from 500 to 2,000 words—including a 25-word  
abstract, 7-10 keywords, and a brief biography ending with an email 

address.  One or two 2,500-3,500 word essays are also welcome  
provided they are outstanding scholarship, well written, and can be 

used as symposium papers.    
 

Contact cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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Tom Cook, Paul H. Elovitz, Lawrence J. Friedman, Christine R. 
Good, Susan Gregory, Michael O’Brien, Ken Rasmussen, and 
Charles B. Strozier.  Our special thanks for thought-provoking ma-
terials to Richard Booth, Howard Covitz, Br igitte Demeure, 
Padmavathy Desai, Paul H. Elovitz, Ken Fuchsman, Ted Goertzel, 
Roderick P. Hart, Juhani Ihanus, Dorthea Leicher, David Lotto, Mi-
chael Maccoby, Claude-Hélène Mayer, Karyne E. Messina, Can-
dace Orcutt, Peter W. Petschauer, Paul Salstrom, Krystyna Sander-
son, Holger Schumacher, Norman Simms, Howard F. Stein, Pamela 
Steiner, Mark I. West.  To Nicole D’Andria for editing, proofing, 
and Publisher 2016 software application and Professor Paul Sal-
strom and Metin San for proofing.  Our special thanks to our au-
thors, editors, and numerous overworked referees who must remain 

anonymous.  ❑ 

 

We Wish to Thank Our  

Talented Authors,  

Diligent, Hard-working, 

and Prompt Editors, 

and Our Loyal Referees 

Who Must Remain 

Anonymous. 
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on  

The Emotions of Facing Death, Dying,  
and Life in the Era of COVID 

Spring 2022 Issue 
(Papers due 03/15/2022) 

  

Some possible psychological/psychoanalytic approaches include: 
  

 Living with pain, suffering, dying, and ultimately death 
 How people live with COVID-19 and prepare to die from it 
 Living in isolation and dying alone 
 Cross-cultural and religious/spiritual approaches to the subject 
 Death as prompting dramatic life changes among the  

survivors 
 Arranging your familial, financial, and intellectual legacy in 

the face of impending death 
 Burials and births rituals online during the pandemic 
 The treatment of death by the family, professionals, and  

society during pandemics 
 Case studies of the death (and life) of famous people such as 
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